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For us at WWOR-TYV, awards signify more than an acknowledgement of excellence
by our colleagues. Awards are tangible evidence that the course we have chosen
is the right one.

These five Emmy Awards, the prestigious Columbia-duPont Award for Broadcast -
Journalism, and the Iris Award for “Joe Clark: The Myth and the Man” herald the
spirit of creativity and commitment at WWOR-TV.

It is especially gratifying that several of these awards are in recognition of our
A+ FOR KIDS station project.

We’re proud of all the people who have worked so tirelessly.

It is their effort that has gotten us here and will take us
even further.

WWORTV

AN MCA BROADCASTING STATION

Work in
progress.




LOVE YOU BROKE MY WILL

TOOM
vou:ﬁ\'srfu YOOI, DAVES ANANNSANE... " BUTWHAT ATHRILL.

\ 5
37

=

There wasn't a faster bedt...
Or a hotter sound...

There wasn't a wilder man

DENNIS QUAID 1S JERRY LEE LEWS IN

GREAT BALLS OF FIRE!

wADAM FIELDS oo asee s JIM McBRIDE DENNIS QUAID “GREAT BALLS OF FIRE”
WINONA RYDER ALEC BALDWIN  TREY WILSON i MICHAEL GRAIS' MARK VICTOR #5505 MYRA LEWAS wos MURRAY SIVER, JR.
1&“_}3{,’:‘,‘:,“&:_%‘: 0% JACK BARAN o JIM MBRIDE ™% ADAM FIELDS "5 JIM McBRIDE  searismacscarge oo

® CORNErTl |foodte S Hotts ipetoc | CORSAerm P by Deloe® ¢, o s oin s QRGOTY hcrun
OPENS FRIDAY, JUNE 30 AT A THEATRE NEAR YOU




VOLUME XXIV NUMBERI 1989 THE JOURNAL OF THE

NATIONAL ACADEMY OF TELEVISION
ARTS AND SCIENCES

L EVINEON
UARTERLY

EDITORIAL BOARD CONTENTS
EDITOR
RICHARD M. PACK 7 TED KOPPEL: A JOURNALIST'S CONTRIBUTION by
Arthur Unger
CHAIRMAN
HERMAN LAND
31 SOVIET TELEVISION'S NEW LOOK by Bernard S.

VICE CHAIRMAN
FREDERICK A. JACOBI Redmont

45 MISPLACING FRANK'S PLACE: DO YOU KNOW

MEMBERS
GEORGE BACK WHAT IT MEANS TO MISS NEW ORLEANS? by
DAVE BERKMAN Jimmie L. Reeves and Richard Campbell
ROYAL E. BLAKEMAN
R. BRILLER
I}g& CANNON 6] THE LONDON TELEVISION SCENE by John Putnam
SCHUYLER CHAPIN
MELVIN A. GOLDBERG 67 A NEW TELEVISION BATTLEGROUND by Bert
JACK KUNEY Briller
LAWRENCE LAURENT
ELLIS MOORE
HOWARD A. MYRICK 81 THE oz EFFECT by Jerry M. Landay
MARLENE SANDERS
JERROLD SANDLER 89 PouITICAL ACCESS IN DEMOCRATIC COUNTRIES
RON SIMON by Paul B. Comstock
MARIE TORRE
105 Review anD coMMENT
SPECLAL CORRESPONDENT
ARTHUR UNGER
GRAPHICS DIRECTOR

ROBERT MANSFIELD

BUSINESS MANAGER
TRUDY WILSON

Television Quarterty is published quarterly by the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences, 111 West 57th Street, New York, New
York, 10019 (212) 586-8424. Members of the National Academy of Television Arts and Sci ive TELEVISION QUARTERLY as part
of membership services. Inquiry regarding membership should be directed to the office of The National Academy of Televison Arts and
Sciences. BUSINESS ADVERTISING OFFICES: Television Quarterty, 111 West 57th Street, New York, NY 10019. EDITORIAL OFFICE:
Televison Quarterly, same address. The subscription rates for non-members, libraries and others is $18.00 a year and $5.00 a copy in the
United States; $20.00 a year and $6.00 a copy in all other countries. Special Student Subscription $14.00. Subscription orders should be
sent to TELEVISION QUAHTERLY The National Academy of Television Arts and Setences 111 West 57th Street, New York, New York
10019. The opinions expressed herein are solely those of the authors and do not those of The National Academy or
the members of the Editorial Board of Televison Quarterly. Copyright © 1988 by The Nanonal Academy of Television Arts and Sciences.




Paintbox is a trademark of Quantel

M

Paintbox

Moneybox

Money isn't everything, of course.

There are other reasons for buying a Quantel
Paintbox. Not just because it is almost certainly
the biggest earner of all the capital equipment in
the post production suite. Not just because it
actually saves clients money, by giving them what
they want faster and more easily — with lots of
options to choose from. Not even because it is so
quick that you get a vast throughput of work.

Yes, there are other reasons. For example, it is
transparent to the artist’s style, so it produces
what you want, always fresh and new. For
broadcasters that means a new look whenever
they want it. And the quality of its retouching,
animation and graphics is superb. It also happens
to be one of the world’s greatest fixers of botched
jobs. Of course, it is only incidental that these are
pretty good for the bottom line, too.

The really important thing is, it's fun to use. So
Quantel just keeps supplying more and more
superb software for it.

We appreciate that money means little to you. It's

the quality of the work the Paintbox produces

which is the important thing. Your banker, on the
other hand, could be fairly impressed.
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A great little earner
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TED KOPPEL.:

A JOURNALIST'S
CONTRIBUTION

TVQ'S Special Correspondent, Arthur
Unger, Spends a Nightime with
Nightline. It's the First in a New
Series, "Primetime Prime Movers.”

“The only thing we do that's really worth a damn is
that we cast a little bit of light on injustice. Then
the truly remarkable people come along and do
something about it: the really good politicians, the
great statesmen, the people who work for the

benefit of mankind.”"—TK

BY ARTHUR UNGER

It is a calm night at Nightline.

Ted Koppel has already taped his in-
terview with Maggie Thatcher and he has
also sketched in the evening’s discussion
with the other guests. So, unlike pre-
vious times when I had interviewed him
in the Washington D.C. DeSales Street
offices of ABC News, there are few in-
terruptions for his calmly frantic phone
calls to reluctant guests and urgently laid-
back conferences with production crew
and staff writers. There is plenty of time
for Ted to chat with me relaxedly, watch
World News Tonight on ABC with his feet
up on the word processor, send out for
our “greasy-spoon” dinner.

Ted is short, slim, possessed of a thick
shock of low-browed red-hair which gives
him puppet-like good looks, inevitably
compelling most interviewers to com-
pare him to Howdy Doody and Mad Mag-
azine’s Alfred E. Newman. I am
determined not to do that.

Instead, when he leaves me alone in
his comfortably messy “down-home” of-
fice for a few minutes I prowl about mak-
ing notes on what | hope will be revealing
elements of his taste.

On one table there is a bonzai plant;
over the sofa is hung a PRC red flag;
behind his desk are many pictures in-
cluding one of him on a camel in front
of the Giza pyramid; a Marine Corps
Marathon Through the Monuments pos-
ter. On a bulletin board and taped to the
door are envelopes and letters, most of
which are misaddressed or misspelled or
otherwise slightly demeaning.

“Making good use of the time, Arthur?”
he chuckles when he catches me taking
notes upon his return. There is a dapper
quality to his casual clothes—he wears
a striped shirt, loafers, a gold watch and
a gold ring.

Enough "revealing” data.

Since the start of Nightline as “The Iran
Crisis: America Held Hostage” in 1976,
ABC'’s Nightline has become “The Think-




”

ing Man’s News Show,” with the only
competition for the title PBS’s MacNeil/
Lehrer Newshour. The show, with about
5.2/15 rating manages to hold its own
against Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show
on NBC and is proving to be hardy enough
to withstand the new competition of CBS’s
Pat Sajak Show. ABC is experimenting
with strengthening its late-night posi-
tion with a post-Koppel show, Day’s End.

There are certain sensitive areas in any
interview with Ted Koppel. First, he does
not want to discuss personal matters. But
his entry in Current Biography reveals
that he is married to lawyer Grace Anne
Dorney and they have three daughters
and one son. Second, he is reluctant to
go into detail about his father, a German
Jewish manufacturer of rubber-tires who
is said to have been jailed in Germany
before emigrating to England in 1938
where Ted was born two years later.
Third, he gets annoyed when his hairline
is discussed. Fourth, he is tired of inter-
viewers who dwell on his nine-months
in 1976 as a house-husband.

In the course of the interview which
follows (in some cases the order has been
rearranged for chronological clarifica-
tion but the Koppel quotes are always
verbatim), we manage to discuss all of
the taboo subjects, some more candidly
than others.

At the end of the interview, I rattle off
to him a list of adjectives I have found
in other articles about him: arrogant,
pompous, overconfident, stodgy, con-
descending, tough, smooth, principled,
self-effacing, restless, content, success-
ful, dissatisfied, secure, dignified, bril-
liant, the smartest man on TV.

It turns out that “arrogant and pomp-
ous” were two words he had applied to
himself many years ago when asked to
reveal his bad points. The adjectives have
dogged him ever since and he vows never
to respond to such a question again.

Nobody asked me, but I have a few
balanced adjectives of my own for him:
warm but somehow aloof, cool but some-
how compassionate, articulate but
somehow didactic, intelligent but some-
how not demeaning to those less so.

Ted Koppel and Nightline have won
two Peabody awards, seven duPont-Co-
lumbia Awards, five overseas Press Club
Awards and 12 Emmys. (In the interest
of full disclosure, I must admit that I was
on the jury of the Overseas Press Club
which this year awarded him the Ed-
ward R. Murrow prize for Nightline In
The Holyland). Ted confides that one of
his journalism heroes is Edward R. Mur-
row and it has been written in the Boston
Globe that years from now, “TV news-
men are likely to invoke the name of Ted
Koppel the way they now speak about
.. . Edward R. Murrow.” .

“The only thing we do that's really
worth a damn is that we cast a little bit
of light on injustice,” he tells me. “Then
the truly remarkable people come along
and do something about it.”

Sometimes, though, it is a truly re-
markable man who casts that “little bit
of light.”

UNGER: I guess we can call you a child
of the Holocaust. You were born in En-
gland in 1940. Your parents were Ger-
man Jews who fled the Nazis in 1938 after
your father, a tire manufacturer, had
spent some time in a German jail.
KOPPEL: | think he was in jail only a
couple of days. The Gestapo picked him
up and then a friend of his who was a
German judge arranged for him to be
released and, you know, these were all
non-criminal charges, anyway.

UNGER: Those were pre-holocaust days?
KOPPEL: No, it was not pre-holocaust.
People were being sent to concentration
camps from 1933 on. It was not the “boom”
days of the holocaust. I mean people were
dying in much smaller numbers, but they
were dying in ‘34 and ‘35 and ‘36 and ‘37
and ‘38. ..

UNGER: So, you are a child of the
holocaust?

KOPPEL: I suppose so. The fact that I
am here today in the United States, I
assume, is a direct consequence of Hit-
ler's rise to power. I mean if Hitler and
the Nazis had not come in, I would prob-




ably be running my father’s rubber tire
factory today. I don’t know if I would have
become a journalist. Who knows?

UNGER.: In 1953, the family emigrated to
the U.S. After attending the McBurney
School in N.Y. you went on to Syracuse.
Is it true that you went to Syracuse U.
after being rejected at Princeton?
KOPPEL: That's true. You must remem-
ber, I came to the United States at the
very end of 1953. I went through high
school in three years and so I went off
to college in ‘56 and I didn’t know one
American college from another. I'd never
heard of any of them and neither had my
parents. And so I listened when an ad-
visor told me that he thought I should
apply to Princeton, and Middlebury with
Syracuse as a back-up school. I got back
an acceptance from Middlebury and they
wanted a $50 deposit. My best friend at
that time was also applying to Princeton
so I said, “Well, I'll wait to see what
happens with Princeton” and by the time
Princeton rejected me, Middlebury no
longer accepted the $50. The acceptance
time had run out. And that’s how I came
to Syracuse.

UNGER: You were a B student at
Syracuse?

KOPEL: That's probably putting it gen-
erously. Yes. I guess I was doing about
aB.

UNGER: What was your major there?
KOPPEL: My major was speech, al-
though I also did political science and
some journalism.

UNGER: And I gather that at that point,
you had a kind of a British accent.
KOPPEL: | had more than kind of a Brit-
ish accent. I had a British accent.

UNGER: And how did you manage to
lose that?

KOPPEL: Well, you want to know some-
thing? I couldn't honestly tell you, Ar-
thur, when it just disappeared. It sort of
modified over the years. By the time I
went off to college, my British accent was

certainly less acute than it was when 1
first arrived here. And by the time [ left
college, I think it had all but disap-

| peared.

UNGER: Were you a better student when
you went on to graduate school at Stan-
ford?

KOPPEL: Yes, I was a much better stu-
dent at Stanford. I think at Stanford, I
ended up with about a 3.6 average. 1
majored there in mass communications
research and political science. I did my
Master’s thesis on the Eichmann trial.

UNGER: Do you think you became a good
student at Stanford because you found
the career area you wanted?

KOPPEL: No. I think it was because 1
found my future wife and she was a
straight A student and I'm a very com-
petitive fellah and I kept trying to com-
pete with her and she kept beating my
brains out.

UNGER: After you finished Stanford, what
did you do?

KOPPEL: I came back to New York and
applied everywhere—radio stations,
television stations, newspapers, maga-
zines, the wire services. I think there were
even a couple of advertising agencies in
there. [ got nothing but rejection. In fact,
at one point after my wife and I got mar-
ried, we took all the letters of rejection
and we papered one entire wall of the
den with rejection letters.

UNGER: What year was that?
KOPPEL: This was 1962—well, ac-
tually, maybe late ‘61, early ‘62. I came
back from Stanford and ended up work-
ing as a high school teacher for one se-
mester at MacBumey, my old high school.
All the while, I was applying for jobs,
and finally got a job as what in those
days was still called a “copy boy” at
WMCA Radio in New York. And I worked
there for almost a year. And during that
period, I went out and did a couple of
interviews—you know, some street re-
porting which they liked and used on the
air. And then the union, AFTRA, called




up and said, “Hey, listen. If this fella is
going to be on the air, he has to become
a member of the union.” Well, I was
earning $90 a week and union member-
ship, as I recall, was $350. But I joined.
At which point, the union then turned
around and told WMCA, “He is now a
union member and you are going to have
to pay him union wages, if he’s on the
air.” And union wages would have
bumped my salary up to about $300 a
week from $90 a week. And the man-
agement at WMCA did what they per-
ceived to be the only practical thing:
“"Well, in that case, we just won't put him
on the air.”

Sol was now a member of AFTRA, still
earning $90 a week and not on the air to
boot. I recall shortly thereafter, going in
and saying, rather like Oliver Twist with
his bowl asking for another bowl of por-
ridge: "Do you think you could raise my
salary to $100 a week?” At least that
would come out to $5000 a year and I was
just recently married and my wife and I
were expecting our first child and we
really needed the money. She was a
teacher at the time but she was going to
have to quit because in New York in those
days, they did not want pregnant women
teaching in front of a class of impres-
sionable children.

We needed the money badly. And they
turned down my request for a raise. At
that point, I started looking for another
place to go to work. A man who has been
a friend of mine for 25 years now, Jim
Harriott, a disc jockey at WMCA, came
in one day and he said: “Look, I know
you want to get on the air and you want
to get into news. I just got a job with
ABC Radio on a program called “Flair
Reports” which they are just beginning.
It's not on the air yet. They are looking
for seven people altogether and I think
they only have four of them, so why don‘t
you go and apply?” [ went. I applied. I
auditioned. They called me back a cou-
ple of days later and said, “Look, your
audition was very good. But you're just
too young.” I was 23 at the time. And I
said, “"Well, I may be young, but you
can't tell on the radio how old I am. I

don't sound that young. And I really want
the job.” And they said, “T1l tell you what.
We'll offer you a job as a news writer
with ABC Radio News for $170 a week.”
Well, that was almost double what I was
earning, but I said, “No. I didn't apply
for that job. I don’t want that job, I want
the on-air job and I think you are being
shortsighted because no one is going to
know on the air how old I am. And either
I can do the job or I cant.” I hung out
and sorta felt my heart sink because I
had just let another major salary in-
crease slip through my fingers. Three
days later, the producer of the program
called up and said, “Okay. You got it.
It's yours.”
So that's how I began with ABC.

UNGER: Is it true that you were the
youngest ABC reporter ever at that stage?
KOPPEL: I think so. I don't know that as
a fact, but it's probably true.

UNGER: Nightline often makes news it-
self. Should TV news do that? Do you
think that a function of TV news is to
focus attention on itself?

KOPPEL: | must say I find that a curious
question, Arthur. Of course, it's a func-
tion. If we are interviewing someone on
this broadcast who is very much in the
news and whose utterances are going to
make news, should we somehow hold
back, “Oh, careful, don't say anything
new. Don't say anything interesting.”

UNGER: But should someone like, say,
Cronkite arrange for Sadat to visit Je-
rusalem?

KOPPEL: Cronkite did not arrange for
Sadat to visit Jerusalem. I mean that's
one of the great myths of our time and
it's one of the great myths of our time
that I go to places like Israel and try to
bring about a settlement between the Is-
raelis and the Palestinians. That sort of
nonsense is always proposed in ques-
tions and I always knock it down and
people then think that there is some un-
characteristic form of modesty that I am
exhibiting. The reality is that Anwar
Sadat was a very canny politician who
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did not wait for Walter Cronkite to sug-
gest to him the possibility of going to
Jerusalem. I assure you, it had occurred
to Sadat before Walter asked the ques-
tion. That's not taking a thing away from
Walter Cronkite. He asked the right
question at the right time and then pro-
ceeded to ask the right question at the
right time of Menachim Begin. And what
you had then was Walter Cronkite as
facilitator. But people in foreign atfairs
frequently use the media as a means of
floating an idea, floating a trial balloon
which can easily be retracted later on
because the press “got it wrong.” Folks
in politics and in foreign affairs do that
sort of thing all the time.

UNGER: Has it happened to you very
much on Nightline.

KOPPEL: Oh people are people, you
know. Float trial balloons on Nightline.
Of course! As they do on every broad-
cast. As they do on Brinkley, on Face the
Nation, on Meet the Press. As they do in
leaking stories to The New York Times.

UNGER: Let’s get back to Nightline In the
Holy Land. What was the purpose of that?
What were you trying to accomplish?
KOPPEL: I must say that of all the things
we have done, I don't recall anything
that was more of a group effort than
Nightline In the Holy Land. Everyone who
worked on it contributed to creating a
mosaic that I think in a total of seven
and a half hours, probably taught more
people in the United States more about
the background of the conflict between
Palestinians and Jews in that region than
perhaps any other television program or
series of TV programs that have been on.
And it did it in a way that only a program
like Nightline can do. That is bringing
together history, the newsmakers of the
time, putting it in front of an audience
of concerned Jews and Palestinians with
a panel of concerned Jews and Palestin-
ians and airing the issue for several hours
over several nights.

UNGER: At one time you said you would
not ever want to be a news anchor. Is

that still the case?
KOPPEL: Yes.

UNGER: That's a direct answer. What do
you think is wrong with today’s dinner-
hour news. Do you think it's a disap-
pearing form?

KOPPEL: No. And I'm not sure that I think
there is anything wrong with it. Quite
frankly, I think my colleagues do an
excellent job at it and none better than
Peter Jennings. It's just that what we have
during the course of the week now, Ar-
thur, is a much richer menu than existed
in TV news 25 or 30 years ago. I mean,
beginning with the early moming news
programs at 6 and 6:30 and then picking
up with Good Morning, America and the
Today Show and CBS This Morning pro-
gram and then the evening news pro-
grams and then 20/20 and Sixty Minutes
and West 57th and Nightline and the
Sunday programs which are much better
today than they were ten years ago. If
you look at the weekly output of news
programs, we've probably quadru-
pled—in fact, I am sure that we have
more than quadrupled—the amount of
time that is devoted to news every
week.

UNGER: But mightn’t that make the din-
ner-hour news a bit archaic in that peo-
ple have access to other news sources?
KOPPEL: No. It serves a different pur-
pose. I mean it serves the same purpose
it has always served. As Av Westin once
put it: “They tell me whether my home's
safe. Is my country safe? Is the world
safe?” And basically, people tune in ev-
ery night and you know let most of it
wash by them and if they hear some-
thing that sounds particularly danger-
ous or interesting, then they sort of tune
in. But it serves the same purpose as the
old town crier. It serves the purpose of
bringing people up to date on what the
important events of the day are and we
just do it a little more slickly nowadays
and our reach is considerably further than
it used to be when our forefathers were
running around with bells and waking
people up at 8 o'clock for the latest news.
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UNGER: Do you think Peter Jennings is
doing a better job than the other au-
thors?

KOPPEL: Yes, I do.

UNGER: How would you rate Dan Rather
and Tom Brokaw? :
KOPPEL: Look, I think they are both first-
rate professionals. I prefer Peter's style.
I think that he's a little less frantic than
Dan is. Ijust feel much more comfortable
hearing the news from Peter. Maybe it's
just because Peter and I have been very
close friends for 25 years and I know him
very well, I know what a solid human
being and what a solid journalist he is.
And I just know that when Peter's doing
it, he’s not just casually reading some-
thing that somebody thrust in his hand.
I am sure that is also true of Dan and
Tom, but I like Peter’s style better and I
know Peter better.

UNGER: You've done a week in South Af-
rica and a week in the Holy Land. Do
you plan to do more of that sort of thing?
KOPPEL: We also did a week in the
Philippines and we also did a week in
Southeast Asia, so we've done this four
times now.

UNGER: Do you have anything else in
the planning stages?

KOPPEL: We have three areas that we
are looking at right now and I can't tell
you which one we are going to do first:
northern Ireland and Central America
and eastern Europe.

UNGER: Two things come up in all the
clips I read about you. Both of these are
things that undoubtedly annoy you. One
of them is your hair, the other is your
house-husband experience. Can we get
those things out of the way?

KOPPEL: No, they don't annoy me. The
one is kind of trivial and the other is
ancient history. But what do you want to
know?

UNGER: Have you ever considered
changing your hair so that you have a
different on-camera appearance?

KOPPEL: | must tell you, I think I prob-
ably have. If you look at pictures of me
over the past 9 years, you will find that
it changes on an almost daily basis. You
know, some people can sort of flick their
hair back and it sort of falls neatly into
place. I don‘t have hair like that. It stands
out in all different directions and before
I go on the air, I have to carefully brush
it into place so it doesn’t stick out in 15
different directions. When I get it cut,
sometimes it will look really good for a
day or two. And I suppose if I were really
concerned about it, I would have it
trimmed every three days so that it would
look just that way, but I find that other
people are a lot more concerned about
my hair than I am.

UNGER: And the fact that so many peo-
ple think that it has not changed would
indicate that their focus is on the right
thing which is what you're saying . . .
KOPPEL: Look, you know what hap-
pens, Arthur? People who are good jour-
nalists like you do what a good journalist
does and that is go back and do research
and read all the old articles. And then
they raise all the old questions again
and they are re-addressed and reborn.
And then they come out in another ar-
ticle and some future journalist will pick
up your article and say, there it was again
and somehow, it just stays alive, time
after time after time.

UNGER: Let's go to the house-husband
experience which appears in almost ev-
ery clip. You took time off in ‘76 to care
for your child and co-author a novel, In
the National Interest, with Marvin Kalb.
KOPPEL: Again, tojust to put it into per-
spective, Arthur, it really is curious to
me that nothing has really changed. I
don't get annoyed about it, I get kind of
frustrated. I mean America appears to
be the same country today that it was
thirteen years ago—that this should still
be of interest; that this should be in any
way considered extraordinary. I mean,
my wife and I had been married for 13
years at that time. She had given up a
distinguished academic career to marry
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me and start traveling around the world
with me. She was within six months of
finishing her doctorate. And yet, no one
ever focuses on the wife who gave up
her career, so that her husband could
become successful in his line of work.
They only focus on the 9 months that I
took off part-time because I was still an-
choring the Saturday news up in New
York—and working on a novel. It keeps
coming up, it keeps coming up. And it
frustrates her and it frustrates me be-
cause it suggests that a man taking off
half-time for 9 months is still more im-
portant than a women taking off 13 years
of her life and then some—because after
all, she's still doing it.

UNGER: But it's usually meant to be
complimentary.

KOPPEL: | understand that. I don't take
it as anyone trying to do a number on
me. Quite the contrary. I know it's meant
to be complimentary, but that's exactly
what's so frustrating . . . Isn't it kind of
sad that what folks find that they have
to focus on is that Ted Koppel took 9
months off so that his wife could begin
law school and Lord knows, during that
period, she was still working her buns
off around the house.

UNGER: What was the most positive re-
sult as far as you are concerned? What
did you gain that you would not have
had if you had continued working on a
full-time basis? Let’s assume that your
family gained by having you there more
time, but what was it that you gained?
KOPPEL: Well, I guess if you set aside
the family, I guess I gained the chance
to find out if I had a book in me.

UNGER: ! felt that there were elements |

of your real you in the Darius character
in your novel. At least, elements of your
situation. Darius got into trouble with
some people because of his close rela-
tionship to the Secretary of State in the
story line. Some people felt that he was
not unprejudiced in his coverage of the
Secretary’s activities. People have said
that about you and Kissinger. Do you find

that your relationships with government
officials now is a hindrance or a help to
you?

KOPPEL: I don't have any.

UNGER: You don’t have any friends in
government?

KOPPEL: I don't. | mean, there are ac-
tually a couple of friends whom I've had—
Larry Eagleburger is a man that I've
known for many, many years and we are
friendly and indeed I'm sure if he called
me and asked me for a personal favor,
or | asked him for a personal favor, that
each would do it for the other. But we've
known each other now for 15/16 years
and he is now coming back into govern-
ment. But during the entire Reagan Ad-
ministration, I don't think I had a single
friend in the Administration.

UNGER: But haven’t you been accused—
most recently by FAIR (Fairness and Ac-
curacy in Reporting) of utilizing the same
group of experts too often? Many of them
are people who are friends. Others are
simply well known media faces. Most
tend to be establishment-oriented.

KOPPEL: Henry Kissinger and I are good
friends and [ have maintained that
throughout the years and maintain it to
this day, but I have not seen him in about
nine months. I would be surprised if we
saw each other socially twice a year.
The charges that FAIR made, I think are
unreasonable on several grounds. [ don't
pick the guests on this program. We have
four excellent bookers—two of them
women, two of them men, one of them
Hispanic, all of them considerably youn-
ger than I am—whose job it is to present
guest possibilities to the Executive Pro-
ducer and to me and on that basis, we
pick them. Now point #1, Nightline is a
news program. Point #2, we're a news
program that likes to have the news-
makers on this program. Point #3 is for
the past eight years, we have had a con-
servative, Republican, white male-dom-
inated Administration in power. Point #4,
when people come on my program they
don’t come on just so that they can give
a little publicity speech. Presumably, my
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role as an interviewer has something to
do with whether these people are given
a free ride or whether indeed they are
sometimes given rather a hard time. FAIR
addresses none of these issues. FAIR
simply did a quantitative count of how
many people appeared on the show many
many times and how many of them were
white, male and conservative. You know,
I don't understand the thrust of the study,
I really don't.

UNGER: Well, their major point was that
Nightline was in need of more represen-
tation from citizen’s groups.

KOPPEL: Why?

UNGER: I guess they feel . . .
KOPPEL: [ don't care what they feel,
what do you think? Why?

UNGER: I guess it depends upon the di-
rection the show wants to go.

KOPPEL: Exactly. I mean oursis anews
program. If citizens’ groups are making
news—in other words, if we were back
in the middle of the Vietnam war or back
in the civil rights period, and there was
great sturm and drang and great crisis
and the citizens’ groups were marching
in the streets, I would agree with you. [
would say that having representatives
of those citizens' groups on would be in-
cumbent upon any news program that
sees itself as a serious news program.
But we're not an Op-Ed page, Arthur. We
don't have any responsibility to say,
"Well, we've had on five male conser-
vatives over the past week, it's about
time we had some female liberals on.
Why? Says who? I mean, where is it writ-
ten that says that that's what a news
program has to do?

UNGER: Actually it seems as if what
FAIR’s Executive Director, Jeff Cohen,
would like to do is produce Nightline in
his own image.

KOPPEL: All I can tell you is—during
the waning months of the Carter Admin-
istration and during the first months of
the Reagan Administration, the media
was being roundly beaten about the head

and shoulders by conservative organi-
zations and, ironically, we are still beaten
about the head and shoulders by AIM
(Accuracy In Media) because it is their
perception that we don't put enough con-
servatives on. But, I'm not really inter-
ested in what I see as ideological charges
made for ideological reasons. My cen-
tral point is you don't come to the es-
sence of a program like Nightline and
whether it is fair or unfair by doing a
quantitative count of names. You do it
by a content analysis of what is said.
What kinds of questions do I ask these
people? Do I ask tough questions or do
I throw them fancy questions?

UNGER: Well, actually, you are answer-
ing some of Cohen’s other charges. That
there is a need for a broader range of
topics.

KOPPEL: Says who?

UNGER: Too many flashy personalities?
KOPPEL: Well, you know, I can’t quib-
ble if someone feels that our guests are
too flashy. Again, as you correctly pointed
out a moment ago, maybe what Jeff
Cohen wants to do is be the producer of
this program. But it would be a different
kind of programming. Maybe it would
be a better program, who knows? We put
on the guests that we think will 1) satisfy
a need to cover the news on that partic-
ular day; and 2) do it in such a way that
an audience will stay up from 11:30 until
midnight to watch it. A certain amount
of flash and sparkle. . . . make no apol-
ogies for what Nightline is.

UNGER: Actually, probably FAIR's most
pointed criticism—probably the most
important—was that there should be less
focus on the selling of U.S. foreign pol-
icy.

KOPPEL: Well, FAIR feels that instead
of putting a representative of the U.S.
Administration on a program with a rep-
resentative of the Sandinista govern-
ment or a representative of the Soviet
government or a representative of the
Iranian government, that we should have
on someone from the loyal opposition who
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says, “Look, U.S. policy need not nec-
essarily be what the Reagan Adminis-
tration has in mind or what now the Bush
Administration has in mind. There is an
alternative.” And I understand. There is
a need to hear from such people, but
unlike Jeff Cohen of FAIR, I do not be-
lieve that you do this thing on the basis
of 53% of the vote being for the Repub-
licans and 47% of the vote being for the
Democrats and don’t you therefore have
an obligation to have 47% of your guests
being liberal Democrats. No, I don't.

I think what we do in this country is
that we have a Presidential election ev-
ery four years and that President then
becomes President of the United States,
whether he is a liberal Democrat or a
conservative Republican, he represents
all of us. We may not like him, we may
not like his policies, but nevertheless,
he is the one representing the U.S. Gov-
ernment. His Secretary of State is the
one making foreign policy; his Secretary
of Defense is the one making defense
policy. His Director of the CIA is cover-
ing intelligence policy and to have all
these other people on simply because
they are represented by the 47% of the
vote, I don't think that's got anything to
do with it. For four years, we are gov-
erned by the President and his Cabinet
and their people. And they are the ones
who are responsible for our foreign pol-
icy and they are the ones I want to talk
to.

Now, if Jeft Cohen wants to produce
another kind of television program, more
power to him and it may be a very in-
teresting one, but that's not the one we
are doing.

UNGER: So you obviously feel that the
FAIR report was not helpful. But did you
find someting in it that might be useful?
KOPPEL: [ think it very accurately re-
flects the paradox that we confront when
we book programs like Nightline every
day. And the name of that paradox is: if
you bring someone on who is a complete
unknown, then people will say, “Why
did you bring him or her on? Who ap-
pointed that person expert?” If you bring

someone on who is very well known,
people say, “Aren’t there other people in
the country than those same tired, old
names day after day after day?” And,
indeed, that is an echo of what we fre-
quently say when we are sitting around
here and we're having our editorial
meetings and we are trying to book
guests. What is never reflected in sur-
veys such as the one FAIR conducted or
in a report such as the one they con-
cluded—what is never reflected is whom
you can get at agiven hour; who is avail-
able; who wants to do the program; who
indeed, can carry—it's not much, but 7
or 8 or 10 minutes and do it well—and
sometimes, you know, we will put a guest
on 6 or 7 or 8 times, because that person
has proven himself or herself to be a good
guest. So we are a lot less concerned
about inviting them back because we
know that in the few minutes that we
have on a program to interview some-
one, that they give a lot of good mate-
rial.

There's a lot of interesting stuff that
come out in a relatively short period of
time. And yes, sometimes we do go for
the short end and it's easy then, we know
what an Al Haig is going to say. We know
that a Kissinger is going to say. We know
what a Giorgio Abatov or a Vladimir
Pozner is going to say. And when a story
breaks at three in the afternoon or four
in the afternoon and you are trying des-
perately to get people quickly together,
sometimes you go for the easy bookings
and that is a valid criticism. Indeed we
are resolved that we will try to find a
somewhat broader stable of potential
guests, but it ain't so easy.

I'll be happy to have Jetf Cohen come
in and sit in with us sometime as we go
through the process of trying to book, but
I will tell him now, and I will tell you
and your readers now, what we are not
going to do and that is sit there with an
ideological thermometer and say, “Is that
person a conservative. Is that person a
liberal? We haven’t had any liberals on
in a long time. Don’t we owe it to the
liberals to put one on or don't we owe it
to the conservatives to put one on?” That




is not how we book this program. And if
and when we have a Democratic Presi-
dent with a Democratic Cabinet and a
lot of liberals around him, the conser-
vatives will find that they don’t get much
air time anymore, because we will be
looking for the people who make news.

UNGER: As a foreign correspondent, |
guess sometimes as in the case of your
book’s hero, Darius, a decision has to be
made whether to be true to your profes-
sion or true to the Government. Have you
ever had to make that choice?

KOPPEL: Well, it's a very tough choice.
I mean this is a question that comes up
with journalists all the time and that is
one reason why we wove it into the book
as a theme. How many times over the
years has some member of government
or another—some President or Secretary
of State or Secretary of Defense con-
fronted a journalist and said, as they said
during the Vietnam war, “Why don’t you
get on the team? Why don’t you guys
play ball? Why don't you guys join us?
Who are you working for anyway?” The
suggestion has always been that when
ajournalist pursues the truth rather than
what the official line is at any time, that
he is being untrue to the principles of
this nation and I would argue that in
point of fact, that is the only way that a
journalist can be true to the principles.

UNGER: Has this sort of conflict come up
in your experience at Nightline? Were
you ever asked to withhold information
or to withhold a program?

KOPPEL: No, I can't say that it really
has. First of all, it is rarely done in that
crude a fashion. It's only when the na-
tion is really involved in a massive na-
tional crisis as the Vietnam war was,
that feelings get rubbed so raw that a
President or a member of his Cabinet
could be so indelicate as to suggest that
the press is unpatriotic. It's a dangerous
kind of thing to say now. Do Presidents,
as President Reagan did, as candidate
Bush did—do they blame the press for
a lot of things that go wrong or for mak-
ing things look a lot worse than they are?

Of course, that will always be so. But 1
don’t really anticipate anyone trying to
change this program or try to get us not
to carry something or to put something
on the air. I don't really think that will
happen in peacetime or in a time when
there is not a major crisis underway.

UNGER: During that period of shuttle di-
plomacy which you covered for ABC, did
Kissinger ever ask you to withhold in-
formation?

KOPPEL: No.

UNGER: Let's say, were you privy to in-
formation that you didn’t use?
KOPPEL: I can't say that'] was. About
the only times—and I sometimes look
back on this rather whimsically—there
would be times when Kissinger would
invite one or the other of us to come up
and just sit with him privately for awhile
and just talk off the record. Rarely, if
ever,—certainly in my experience—was
truly substantive information ex-
changed. It would be more of a flavor of
the way things were. Whenever I was
asked to engage in an off-the-record con-
versation, I always took that rather lit-
erally. "Off the record” meant off the
record to me and I never used it. Then |
would find after three or four days that
information that Dr. Kissinger had sort
of thrown my way—and as I say, it was
never anything like really hard news—
would appear in a reporter's notebook
of one of my colleagues. It was clear to
me that when he'd seen that I wasn't
going to use it, he gave it to somebody
else and therefore fully expected that it
would be used.

UNGER: So that very often “off the re-
cord” is a way of leaking information?

KOPPEL: My reaction now that I am an
older and [ hope mature journalist is that
if anyone says to me off the record, I tell
them, “Don’t tell me anything off the re-
cord because as I am concerned there is
no such thing. You can tell it to me on
background and I won't use your name.
I won't attribute it to you, but if you tell
me information, I'm a journalist—re-
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member that I'm a journalist and don't
tell it to me if you don’t want me to use
it. And I find most of the time, they want
me to use it. ] mean, the only reason
most of the time that anyone in public
life ever confides anything to a journal-
ist is because he expects it to be used
and he hopes it will be used in such a
way that it will go down to his credit and
benefit.

UNGER: As a journalist, do you feel very
often that you are being used?
KOPPEL: All the time. All the time. It
comes with the territory.

UNGER: Have you ever been accused of
being a member of the CIA?

KOPPEL: | think it has been assumed
on a few occasions when I used to work
overseas, but assumed not because ot
anything in particular that I did or didn't
do, but assumed because many foreign
governments which used their own jour-
nalists as members of their Secret Ser-
vice, just assume automatically that if
you are an American journalist, you are
working for the CIA.

UNGER: You are not a member of the CIA?
KOPPEL: No. (Laughter) And if I were,
what do you think I would tell you?

UNGER: What a ridiculous question for
me to ask!
KOPPEL: It is a ridiculous question.

You'll never know the answer to your |

satisfaction or anybody else's.

UNGER: Now that we're on government
jobs, what constantly comes up is you as
Secretary of State or as having a major
government job within the State De-
partment or in Foreign Affairs. Is that a
story that you would like to kill or is that
something you would like to keep in
abeyance as a future possibility?

KOPPEL: I think it's most unlikely. First
of all, as I have said to a couple of peo-
ple who have asked me about it, there
is an aspect to what I have done that
would serve a Secretary of State very
well. A Secretary of State has to be able

I to communicate with the Congress, with
the American public and clearly, my
background in that respect would be
useful. But I also happen to believe that
the Secretary of State has to have had a
lifetime of experience in—at the very
least—government work, but preferably
government work in which he has fo-
cused on foreign affairs.

UNGER: Wouldn't your background es-
pecially suit you to be press spokesman
for the State Department?
KOPPEL: Oh, sure. Kissinger offered me
that in 1974 and I didn't want it then and
I surely don't want it now.

UNGER: ! think Nixon offered that to Mike
Wallace at one point in his career . . .
So, how about running for an elected of-
fice?

KOPPEL: No danger of that happening.

UNGER: Why?

KOPPEL: Because I don't want it to hap-
pen. L have the greatest respect—I really
do for men and women who put them-
selves on the line and who are prepared
to expose themselves to the kinds of—
not only searching inquiry—but also the
parry-and-thrust of American political life
which can be very, very bitter and very
vicious. I admire their courage and I ad-
mire their determination and I admire
their stamina. And I have absolutely no
interest in trying to do that myself.

UNGER: Do you think as a matter of prin-
ciple that people involved in the me-
dia— especially in news—should not use
that access to the public for political pur-
poses?

KOPPEL: No. I have no trouble with
someone who has been a journalist for
much of his or her life, then going into
public life, be it as an elected official or
be it as an appointed official. I don't even
have any trouble with someone who has
been in public life, then making their
way into journalism and becoming a
journalist. [ do have trouble with people |
who go back and forth more than once.
They can do it, but I would not.
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UNGER: You have said that the first
question asked after the introduction is
the most important question on Night-
line.

KOPPEL: | have?

UNGER: Yes.
KOPPEL: [ don't recall saying it and I'm
not sure why I said that.

UNGER: I think you said that you didn't
have the question prepared but you watch
the intro yourself and then you react the
way the guests react and that'’s the first
question. . . .

KOPPEL: | don't have any trouble with
that. I just don‘t remember saying it.

UNGER: If not for the Iran Crisis: Amer-
ica Held Hostage in 1979, do you think
Nightline would exist today?

KOPPEL: Yes.

UNGER: You think it's a program whose
time had come?

KOPPEL: No, [ think it's a program whose
time Roone Arledge determined was
going to come one way or another. What
most people don't remember or never
knew, was that Roone had tried previous
experiments in late-night programming.
In other words, he had decided and in-
deed had put out the word that anytime
there was a major news story that had
legs, that was going to last for more than
a day or two, that he wanted to have
special reports on it at 11:30 at night. His
ambition—his goal—was that one day
a story would come along that would last
long enough that we would be able to
use it to demonstrate to the affiliates that
a newscast at 11:30 at night could work.
And if it hadn’t been America Held Hos-
tage, it would have been something else.
It might have been Achille Lauro; it might
have been the hijacking of TWA 47.

UNGER: It was the ABC coverage of the
Black September Olympic massace when
ABC stayed on the air for many days . . .
KOPPEL: That was when Roone clearly
showed what a keen appreciation he has

not only for production and the art of
keeping people’s attention, but also a
good news story.

UNGER: What sort of an influence do you
feel Roone has had on ABC News, and
on television news in general?
ROPPEL: Well, let's start with ABC tele-
vision news. I think Roone Arledge has
turned ABC television newsin to the news
network of the 1980s and now the 1990s
coming up. I don't think that there is any
question but if NBC reigned supreme
during the heyday of Huntley/Brinkley
and if CBS reigned supreme during the
heyday of Walter Cronkite, then ABC
reigns supreme today. I think if you look
at it in terms of bench strength, in terms
of the number of news programs that we
have on the air, the quality and the suc-
cess of the news program’s that we have
on the air, the tendency of viewers to
turn to a network when there is a na-
tional crisis . . . In all those instances,
ABC is now the network of record. And
the network that the other two have been
in different decades. If there is one per-
son who deserves the credit for that, it
is Roone Arledge. I think to a certain
degree, he now gets that credit. He will
get more as the years go on and as peo-
ple look back on what he achieved.

UNGER: Do you think there is a danger
of that 11:30 p.m. hour becoming totally
an entertainment hour again?
KOPPEL: No. Arthur, if you were the
president of ABC and you were looking
at the 11:30 hour and what you had was
a program that not only was regularly
the #2 program and sometimes was the
#1 program when the news is very hot;
and is a program that is always fully
sponsored and making a great deal of
money for your network, why would you
want to play around with that?

UNGER: How about other borderline
news shows? Sleaze TV. Tabloid news
and trash talk shows. Do you feel that
these are also temporary blips or do you
think that they are a new wave of news
shows that are dangerous to the future?
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KOPPEL: Nothing is terribly new. Thirty
years ago, Joe Pine was doing the same
kind of program that Morton Downey, Jr.
is doing today. He used to tell his guests
to go gargle with razor blades and
threaten to punch people out. It was ex-
actly the same shtick that Mort is doing
now. It was very popular for awhile. It
was in vogue for a couple of years and
then it sort of died. I rather suspect that
these other programs will too.

UNGER: But the tabloid news shows are
rather different than the trash talk shows.
They blur the line between news and ex-
ploitation.

KOPPEL: Oh, indeed, they are. They
concern me much more because they are
quite popular and just as tabloid news-
papers have a place on the market, tab-
loid TV programs also do. But they worry
me because the public has a very, very
hard time distinguishing fact and fan-
tasy; between news and “infotainment”
and these programs don‘t make it any
easier. I'm also not a great fan of do-
cudramas. Don't like ‘em. Because it is
tough enough to try to get to fact without
injecting in what is sometimes excellent
writing that projects as having been the
thought processes of the key player or
what may have gone on behind closed
doors.

UNGER: Are the tabloid news shows a
natural extension of docudramas? Doc-
udramas blur the line between fact and
fiction. The tabloid news shows have
turned news into an entertainment—very
often using reenactment as well . . .

KOPPEL: I'm concerned with any pro-
gram that confuses in the public mind
what may have happened versus what
did happen. Now, does TV journalism
even when its practiced in its most scru-
pulous fashion, tell you what did hap-
pen? No. It only tells you what the best
reporters available can infer or deduce
from eyewitnesses or from their own ob-
servations what happened. But there is
a certain discipline to journalism as
practiced in the traditional way. It gives
a viewer the confidence that what he or

|
|

she is watching bears some semblance
to reality. I found that discipline totally
missing in these other progrms. They are
clearly there to entertain and to titillate
and to get as large an audience as they
can.

UNGER: Do you think they have a per-
manent place in television?

KOPPEL: Well, I fear that they have a
permanent place in TV. I would not like
to see it. I prefer to see it as just an ab-
erration that will pass. I had Mort Dow-
ney on my program. He was what he is,
which is a very engaging and very in-
telligent man who is capable of speak-
ing just as thoughtfully as any other
intelligent man.

UNGER: But on the air . . .

KOPPEL: On the air, he has an act and
he performs that act. I think he would
be the first to tell you that it's an act. I
get nervous if that is confused in some
people’s minds—if people really believe
it is in the same class as the CBS Eve-
ning News with Dan Rather, World News
Tonight with Peter Jennings and Night-
line. If Mort Downey, Jr., and A Current
Affair and all of these are somehow per-
ceived to be part of the same genre or
part of the same discipline, that's when
I get nervous.

UNGER: What do you think of Geraldo
Rivera?

KOPPEL: | think Geraldo is a brilliant
performer. I think he is a very smart fella
and I think he is a good reporter. Having
said all of that, I think his great weak-
ness is that he has no self-discipline and
he lacks the discipline of a strong pro-
ducer who can keep him from crossing
the line. I understand that there is a cer-
tain fascination and the public still stand
around for traffic accidents or someone
teetering on the window sill of a 40th-
story window. Those are the same kind
of folks, I think, who tune in every day
to see how far over the line Geraldo will
go. That's always going to get in an au-
dience of some sort. But he could be a
first-rate journalist. And he is a won-
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derful communicator. With those two
skills and a little bit of discipline, he
could be a far more important figure—
perhaps not as well-known, but a far
| more important and useful figure than
he is right now.

UNGER: How about Maury Povich and A
Current Affair?

KOPPEL: Again, Maury Povich, I think,
is another man with fine news potential.
I used to enjoy appearing every once in
a while as a guest on Panorama when
Murray hosted the show here in Wash-
ington. He is a very able, intelligent in-
terviewer and journalist. I hate to see
him demean himself on a program like
A Current Affair.

UNGER: Is Morton Downey in the same
category?

KOPPEL: Morton Downey was never a
journalist, never pretended to be. I don't
think he has any aspirations to be a jour-
nalist. I don't think that if you handed
him a form to be filled out that said ‘oc-
cupation’, that he would put journalist
down.

UNGER: What would he put down?
KOPPEL: [ think today, he would put
down ‘entertainer’.

UNGER: What makes a good interview?
What makes a good interviewee? And
what makes a good interviewer?

KOPPEL: Well, it helps if the public is
already predisposed to want to hear what
someone has to say. As the public was,
for example, on the night when Gary Hart
appeared on Nightline. As the public was
on the night when Jim and Tammy Bak-
ker appeared on the program. Then half
your battle is already over with. You don't
have to convince the audience that they
want to stay with you. This is something
they want to hear. They have already
made that decision, that's why they're
there. Then it becomes a function of elic-
iting information in such a way that you
are as unintrusive as it is possible to be.
If a guest is giving you everything you
want, if the guest is telling you every-

thing that you are trying to extract from
your guests, there is no reason to inter-
rupt. The interviewer then becomes kind
of extraneous. The only time an inter-
viewer really needs to get in there is if
someone is telling you something that
is clearly false, or clearly evasive, or
clearly not responsive to the question that
was asked and then you have to bring
him back to it again.

So, a good guest is one who answers
the questions the first time around and
does it in an interesting fashion—one
would hope in a relatively brief fashion.
A good interviewer is one that knows the
difference between a guest who is doing
that and one who isn’'t and who knows
how to remedy the situation.

UNGER: Why do you insist upon having
your guests talk to you through a moni-
tor.

KOPPEL: First of all, it is not something
1 insisted upon originally. That's the way
this program began. What made Night-
line a little bit different was—and in fact,
I'll go back to the very origins to explain
it to you. On America Held Hostage one
night, there were no guests. We didn't
have a crew in Iran. The White House
wasn't saying anything. The State De-
partment wasn't saying anything and the
producer of the day called me and said,
“Look, what do you think about calling
up the chargé d'affaires at the Iranian
Embassy?” And I said, “Sure.” And he
called back a few minutes later and said,
“Well, he’ll be happy to do it but he is
afraid to leave the Embassy because he
thinks the FBI will arrest him.” So he
said, “I'm going to send a remote truck
over and we'll put up a chromakey screen
and you can talk to him across town.”
So that's how it began. And Roone saw
it and liked it and thought it looked par-
ticularly good. It gave the show a kind
of a different look to it.

UNGER: It makes it pure television.

KOPPEL: Yeah. And so that's how and
why we began. And having done that
once, we realized, well, if you can do it
across town, you can also do it cross
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country and you can do it cross oceanic.
In other words, you can talk to someone
in Iran. You can talk to someone in Mos-
cow. And then, where Nightline really
made its breakthrough was because—
others had done interviews before look-
ing into a chromakey screen, Robert
MacNeil and Jim Lehrer had done it and
Ed Murrow had done it 20 years before
any of us—what really made the break-
through was when we decided that we
could have more than one guest on at
the same time and that an interview
didn't always have to be interview Guest
A; then stop that interview, then inter-
view Guest B. You could actually pro-
voke a discussion between two other
people and that it worked best when they
were two people who did not agree with
them. In order to do that electronically
no matter where anybody is, we decided
that we would always have people in-
terviewed in the chromakey screen, even
when they were in Washington. If | have
one guest in New York and one guest in
Paris and one guest in Washington, it
gives the guest in Washington an unfair
advantage. Having once established that
as our format, we didn’t easily break it.
However, over the past 22 years, I've
had people research it, since so much
was made of the fact that I was trying
to gain an advantage over the guests.

UNGER: Well, you said at various times
that you did it because you wanted to
gain an advantage . . .

KOPPEL: Oh, yeah. I mean I said that
years ago, long before that fella who did
an interview for The New York Times
Magazine thought he had discovered
something really extraordinary. I have
been saying that about myself for years,
that it gave me an edge. But that’s not
the reason we did it. The reason we did
it was not to give me an edge. We did
it was because it was a different format
and it enabled us to talk to two and three
people at the same time. And we didn't
want to give the person who was in
Washington an advantage over the per-
son who was in Ipswich or in Edinburgh
or in Teheran and so we always put peo-

ple in a separate studio. Now, having
said that, over the past two years, it turns
out that I have done 80-some-odd inter-
views with people face to face. I really
do not fear doing an interview face to
face. It does not put me at a disadvan-
tage to do an interview face to face. It
is just the format of Nightline is one which
has worked well for us.

UNGER: How did Bush & Dukakis rate as
interviewees.
KOPPEL: Not very good.

UNGER: Both of them?
KOPPEL: Both of them. For some rea-
son, now-President Bush was not on his
best form. I don't think I have ever in-
terviewed him before or since. That was
the night he kept calling me Dan. He
was so distracted, that was the night
when I kept asking him about Iran Con-
tra and kept asking him about Noriega
and Panama and he didn’t really have
any good answers. He just didn‘t. And
maybe that is simply because they were
not very happy events in the Reagan/
Bush Administration and there wasn't
any clean way to come out and say,
"Well, this is what happened and that's
all there is to it.”

And then Dukakis I just thought was
a very disappointing interview. He had
a chance to really present himself as
"okay, we're now down into the final 13
days of this campaign. I'm tired of this
nonsense of being punched around from
pillar to post. I'm going to take the gloves
off. What have I got to lose at this point?
Nobody thinks I'm going to win this elec-
tion anyway, here’s what I stand for. This
is what I believe in. Here's what I would
do in this situation. Here's what I would
do in that situation.” Instead he gave
nothing but canned responses that were
essentially the same thing he had been
saying for months that hadn’t been doing
anything for him.

UNGER: You've been criticized for focus-
ing on sexy guests like Jim and Tammi
Bakker. They got very good ratings for
you and you went back for 16 shows. Ac-
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cording to my records, there were 11 in
‘87 and five in '88. Now, do you feel you
have to apologize for that or do you feel
they warranted that sort of coverage?
KOPPEL: Let me do it the easy way. Go
back to that same period and see how
many times that same story appeared on
the front page of The New York Times or
on the front page of the Washington Post
or on the front page of the L.A. Times or
any other distinguished newspaper that
you want to point to with the possible
exception of your alma mater and look
at the number of times the story was ei-
ther on the cover of Time or Newsweek
or U.S. News and World Report or that it
was prominently displayed inside the
magazine. It was one of the hot stories
of 1987. I think some of the pique that
arose among those who criticize Night-
line and me for doing that particular
subject as often as we did, probably
arises from the fact that we were the only
ones in the country, newspapers, mag-
azine, radio or television to get inter-
views with Jim and Tammy and then later
with Jim Bakker at a time when every-
body would have been only too thrilled
to have them on. No, I don't have any
apologies.

UNGER: Are there some people that you
would like to get on Nightline that you
have not been able to get to? Name a
few people who would make perfect
guests.

KOPPEL: [ would love to talk to His Hol-
iness, the Pope. I would like at some
point to talk to Lee Iacocca. What hap-
pens is it's not always that a person is
an ideal guest and remains an ideal
guest for his or her entire life—there is,
as the Bible says, a season for all things.
The same is true for people in the news.
There are times when you would give
your eye teeth to have a certain person
on as a guest, but three months later,
you couldn’t make room for them on the

program.

UNGER: In 1987, you said that your ma-
jor regret in life—one of these things
you're going to regret having said, I sus-

pect—is that you have no time to think.
Is that still true?
KOPPEL: More than ever, I suppose.

UNGER: Why? Is it because you are doing
more professionally?

KOPPEL: Yes. What happens is that this
is a voracious industry. It rewards us
enormously. It rewards us financially. It
rewards us in terms of fame, even a cer-
tain degree of influence. But while you're
hot in this industry, it eats you alive. It
will take whatever you can give it. There
is no question but that wisdom decrees
that at some point or another, I've got to
turn the burner down. How I will do that
and when I will do that is something that
my wife and I will discuss and decide
over the course of the next couple of years.

UNGER: But you just signed a new con-
tract and you are working on a three-
parter on leadership for WETA, the PBS
Washington station.

KOPPEL: Yes. But, we haven't signed a
contract yet. All ideas must be submit-
ted first to ABC.

UNGER: And if ABC isn't interested, you
can go to PBS but not to the other net-
works, is that so?

KOPPEL: Well, I can go to PBS; I can go
to HBO; I can go to Disney; I can put it
into syndication; I can do anything with
it except take it to NBC, CBS, CNN or
FOX.

UNGER: A recent newspaper story quoted
your new contract as bringing you a $4
million-yearly income. And you said, that
the figure was far off, either too low or
too high.

KOPPEL: That's true. (laughter).

UNGER: Here we are at almost 8:30 p.m.
and you've been sitting and talking to
me for several hours. The show goes on
at 11:30 p.m. and you have not been hav-
ing conferences during this period of time.
Is this unusual? I was here once before
and we were constantly interrupted by
telephone, staff conferences, etc.

KOPPEL: Depends on what the show is.
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I mean, I was in here this morning at
6:45 a.m. to tape an interview with Mar-
garet Thatcher. The other interview is
with Senator Al Gore. That I will be doing
live. Al Gore and I spent about a half
hour the other day at LaGuardia airport
talking about this program. The thrust
of the conversation was he was trying to
interest me in this as a focus of Nightline
and [ know what the program is about.
There is not a great deal more to be done
on tonight's program. I've got to write
the introduction to the opening piece and
go over research for a half hour and that's
essentially it. But much of this program
is already done in the sense that all that's
left is a relatively brief interview with
Al Gore that will probably run about 7
minutes and that's not very tough.

UNGER: In other programs, might you be
much more actively involved?
KOPPEL: There are nights where we just
go from one meeting to another meeting
to another meeting and one phone call
to another phone call to another phone
call. This is just an easy night.

UNGER: Who are your heroes on televi-
sion?

KOPPEL: Clearly, Ed Morrow was a hero
of mine. Howard K. Smith is a hero of
mine. I think Howard is an extraordinary
journalist.

UNGER: Where is he now?

KOPPEL: He's here in Washington. He
still lectures and writes. Occasionally,
I think he still does some broadcasting.
To my shame, I must admit I have not
talked to Howard in quite some time. But
I think he is just a remarkable man. I
think Eric Sevareid is a remarkable man.
It's kind of frightening how quickly peo-
ple are forgotten in our industry. There
are people who dominated the industry
and stood out as monuments at one time
or another. You take them off the air for
a few years and people forget.

UNGER: Once when you were asked what
your strengths are, you said: “I ask the
right question. Then, | listen.” Would you

say that is too simple a description of
your strengths?

KOPPEL: ] think those are my strengths.
It sounds simple, but it's not. But listen-
ing is one thing; hearing is something
else. I try to hear, too. If sometimes you
can hear you're a good interviewer, Ar-
thur. You know when to keep your mouth
shut. You know when to let the person
keep talking and you know when to in-
terrupt. Sounds easy. But it's amazing
how few people know how to do it.

UNGER: How is it that very little of your
sense of humor comes across in the pro-
gram? You are often called humorless.
But, I find that people are terribly amused
by your imitations of Nixon and Kissin-
ger and Buckley and Cary Grant and Ad-
lai Stevenson. Have you ever considered
doing one of them on the air?

KOPPEL: No. What people have to un-
derstand is that most of the time Night-
line is a news program that is being
edited before their eyes. It's a program
that's being edited while they watch it.
We don't do one hour interview. This is
a traditional method of doing an inter-
view. You do the interview, then you take
it home. You edit it, sort of move things
around a little bit . . . When you have
the luxury of being able to take your
notes, your audiotape, your videotape,
your film—whatever it is—somewhere
else and cut out the boring stuff, perhaps
move the interesting stuff around a little
bit so that it flows even more cohesively
or coherently than it did during the in-
terview, you do it. I have to edit while I
am on the air.  have to make those things
happen while I am on the air and while
I am getting time cues in my ear and
while things may be happening in the
studio and while I have to be conscious
of the fact that Guest A has only had a
minute on the air and Guest B has sort
of been hogging the time. And so, doing
these interviews especially when I have
more than one guest and I'm doing it
live, is a very, very intense thing. I'm
not there to entertain. I'm there to make
sure the information comes across in a
clear fashion and that guests don't get
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away with anything. When you get into
this sort of jocular “So, where are you
playing next week? It's so nice of you to
come join us,” I don't have time for that.
I don't have time for it and I really don't
have the inclination for it when I'm doing
interviews on this program. It would seem
out of place..

UNGER: When you appeared on the
David Letterman show recently, he tried
to cajole you into doing imitations. You
refused. Was that because of his con-
descending attitude?

KOPPEL: No, no. I like David Letterman
alot and I'm a great fan of his and I think
he's got an absolutely wonderful pro-
gram. I didn't want to do it—and people
again misunderstood and wondered why
it was that I was willing to make a fool
of myself by sticking a dog bone on my
nose, but not to do an impersonation. I
didn‘t want to humiliate the people that
I would be impersonating. That's some-
thing I'll do for friends and I might even
do it if I am giving a lecture or a speech
somewhere. But to do that on national
television, I think, is something else. And
I didn‘t want to do that to any of the peo-
ple I normally impersonate. I have no
trouble making a fool of myself.

UNGER: You have talked about being
involved in the “Vanna factor.” Do you
really believe that you are part of it?
KOPPEL: I gave a commencement
speech at Duke in which I talked about
the “"Vanna-tizing of America” and what
I meant by that is that I have tried long
and hard to understand the roots of Vanna
White's extraordinary popularity. It is not
hard to understand why people find her
pleasant to look at—she’s a very lovely
young woman—but she doesn't really do
anything. There's no particular talent,
one would assume, to turning the blocks
on a quiz show, although she does it very
nicely. It struck me that really the root
cause of Vanna's popularity is that she
is a cipher as far as the viewing public
is concerned. They can project onto her
whatever they want her to be.

She can be your sister, your mother,

your daughter, your lover because we
really know nothing about what she
thinks, we can project onto her what we
think. There seems to me to be agrowing
tendency in American public life today
to reserve the greatest popularity for
those about whom we really know the
least. We may see them all the time, as
we see our anchor people on television.
But simply because we see them and hear
them every day doesn’t mean that we
really know anything about them.

I mean people may make their as-
sumptions about what they think Dan
Rather stands for or doesn’t stand for or
Peter Jennings stands for or doesn't stand
for or Ted Koppel stands for or doesn't
stand for . . . but really, insofar as we
enjoy any popularity whatsoever, that
rests in large measure on the public's
perception that we agree with them. And
that doesn‘t mean that it's only going to
be Republican conservatives who feel
“"Aha, Ted Koppel is one of ours” be-
cause on other occasions liberal Demo-
crats may feel it. It just depends on a
given program. Precisely the more the
Vanna factor applies, the more the cipher
you are, the more popular you become.
That disturbs me in that it has also be-
come a function of our political process,
so that our national candidates now make
a virtue out of being bland. They make
a virtue of really not telling us what they
stand for.

UNGER: Do you think your viewers would
be surprised if they knew what you per-
sonally believed? What political party
you belonged to? Where your thoughts
were on various major issues? Do you
think there would be disappointment or
surprise?

KOPPEL: [ think there would be all the
possible emotions. I think some of them
would feel vindicated and would say
“That's exactly what I believe and I'm
really glad that Ted is one of us” and I
think others would feel absolutely vio-
lated: “How can that man be the anchor
of a network news program if he be-
lieves something so fundamentally op-
posed to what I believe in?” The point
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is, in order to be an effective news an-
chor, you have to maintain the appear-
ance of objectivity. And that's why it can
be very damaging to an anchor if an out-
fit like FAIR comes along and suggests
that we are stacking the deck here and
that what we are really doing is simply
serving the conservative agenda. That's
the only reason I resent it. I don't care—
they can do all the studies they want,
but if they are going to do studies, let
them at least be wholesome.

UNGER: Jeff Greenfield says that you
have two basic flaws: you don’t know
anything about baseball and you have
adecadent attitude toward rock and roll.
KOPPEL: Jeff is too generous. I am sure
that I have more flaws than that.

UNGER: What are some of the flaws?
KOPPEL: I'll tell you what: I'm going to
start learning from my mistakes. One of
the mistakes | have made in the past is
years ago, someone said: "What do you
think your flaws are?” and I said, “Well,
I guess I'm kind of arrogant and pomp-
ous” and the next thing I know, I'm seeing
it quoted and requoted and quoted again.
I wouldn’t mind it if someone would say,
“Why, so many years ago, did you de-
scribe yourself as “arrogant and pomp-
ous'?” But what happens then is the words
survive but the origin doesn't survive
anymore, so that it is perceived as some-
thing that other people have been say-
ing about me—which indeed they may—
but that’s not where it began. It began
with me. I said it first. So, you'll have to
find my flaws yourself.

UNGER: Well, let's go over some of these.
I have a list of negative adjectives and
positive adjectives which I found in going
over clippings. Some of the negatives:
arrogant; pompous; overconfident;
stodgy: condescending. A recent New
York Times piece called you “tough and
smooth”; “principled and self-effacing”;
“restless”; and “content, successful and
dissatisfied”.

Some of the positive adjectives I found
were: confident; secure; dignified; non-

condescending; brilliant, intellectual;
smartest man on TV; TV's Secretary of
State.
Let’s go over them one by one.
Arrogant?
KOPPEL: Well, as I said, that was a self-
description, so I'm not going to reject it.

UNGER: But you don't think you're ar-
rogant?

KOPPEL: No, I do. When I first said it,
I didn't intend it to be a description of
myself of which I am particularly proud.
Someone said, “Tell me something bad
about you.” And I said, “arrogant and
pompous.” If I thought it was good, I
would have put it under one of the vir-
tues or positive qualities. No, I don't think
that that is a good thing to be and I try
very hard not to be arrogant and pomp-
ous, but clearly, I fail more than I should.

UNGER: How about condescending? I've
got you on both sides there. One said
condescending and one said non-con-
descending.

KOPPEL: I guess they got me on differ-
ent days. What can I say? I try not to be
condescending to people who are not able
to handle it. I may be condescending to
people who are very full of themselves
or who I'm trying to take down a peg or
two. That's a device and I use it as such.
I hope I'm not that way to just anyone
who meets me or as I said the other day,
to friends, members of my family, peo-
ple I care about a lot. I don't mean to be
condescending.

UNGER: How about “the smartest man
on TV"?

KOPPEL: It's silliness. It's the sort of
thing some headline writer put on the
cover of New York Magazine. It's silli-
ness. It's just nonsense. Again, I fall back
as I so often do on what Mark Twain once
said: “We're all ignorant. Just about dif-
ferent things.” And I may be very smart
on a couple of subjects and I'm clearly
ignorant on «a lot of others. When I look
at people like my friend, Marvin Kalb or
I look at a person like a Bill Moyers and
any number of other people who have
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appeared on television—many of them
my colleagues here—Jeff Greenfield
could quite clearly tuck me under his
right arm and still have room left for the
old Brooklyn Dodgers when it comes to
domestic politics, he knows so much more
about it than I do. And I know more about
foreign policy than he does. There are
certain things I know a lot about and a
lot of things that I know very little about.
I can fake it. But the “smartest man on
television” is just silly.

UNGER: The TV Secretary of State.
KOPPEL: All that means is that they see
me talking to a lot of foreign leaders. I
don't know that it does anybody any good,
Arthur, really to go over a lot of head-
lines that are used on the covers of mag-
azines or to introduce a story.

UNGER: When [ spoke to you last time,
you were negotiating with ABC—your old
contract was expiring—and you said then
that there were a lot of things in televi-
sion that were happening that were dis-
turbing to you and you hoped that you
could somehow do some good in de-
manding that those things be changed.
You were very disturbed about the eras-
ing of historical tapes.

KOPPEL: That was stopped.

UNGER: And the cutting down a number
of personnnel.

KOPPEL: There are different ways of
achieving things and one of the reasons
I started up this independent company
of mine because I recognize how changes
can be made sometimes. An employee
doesn't go into the president of the news
division or to a network as a whole and
say, “Look, I don‘t approve of the per-
sonnel cuts that you've made, please
change them” as a condition of my new
contract. You don't do things that way.
ABC has been very helpful in getting me
started with my new company.

That new company gives me a sense
of independence that I didn't have be-
fore. My hope is—my expectation is that
ABC and Koppel Communications will
kind of sail side by side for many years

to come, but if things ever got to a point
where [ really felt—you know, Roone Ar-
ledge might leave ABC News and the
people who are running the network right
now might not be running it two or three
years from now. Someone else might
come in whose vision of what television
ought to be about differs totally from
mine. In that case, I will be in a position
to cut the umbilical cord and sail off on
my own. And believe me, [ will. And the
tact that people know that [ will and know
that [ just don't say things like that, can
be very helpful. It gives me a little more
influence than I've ever had if ] were just
an employee of that company.

UNGER: One of the things you also said
was that you might just decide that this
was the time to do something else.
KOPPEL: [ might.

UNGER: Is that still a possibility?
KOPPEL: Sure.  don't really believe that
the world rises and sets with TV.

UNGER: Might that something else be
politics?

KOPPEL: No, no, no. Look, I might de-
cide I want to teach. I might decide that
I want to write a book. I might decide
that I want to write more than one book.
I might decide that I want to go sail
around the world. Who knows? Life isn't
over. There are a lot of things.

UNGER: | hate to use more adjectives,
but one of the adjectives that the Times
piece used was “dissatisfied.” Are you
dissatisfied? Would you describe your-
self as dissatisfied?

KOPPEL: [ think that all thinking peo-
ple are dissatisfied. Not necessarily dis-
satisfied with my fate—I'm not
dissatisfied with my lot, with my life.
But dissatisfied? Good Lord, how can you
not be dissatisfied as you look around
you? With the world as it exists. There
are things to be changed. There are
things to be done. There are perceptions
to be altered. I think a journalist has to
be very, very careful about how he does
that, if at all. But the one thing we can
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always do is try to portray accurately an
injustice when it exists; try to portray
accurately a situation that must be
changed. I mean, we're doing a program
right now, my company, KCI, together
with ABC, on the District of Columbia
and on the extraordinary number of
homicides that have occurred here.

Am [ dissatisfied with that? You bet.
If I had a different inclination, I would
go into politics to try to change it. I hap-
pen to be a better than average com-
municator. I happen to be someone who
can take complex situations and present
them to a general public in such a way
that they are moderately interested and
that people stop and say. “Hummph! I
hadn’t thought about that before. Maybe
I'll do something about it.”

UNGER: Would you say that's your
greatest contribution?

KOPPEL: I think it's the only contribu-
tion that a journalist makes. Everything
else is just froth. The only thing we do
that's really worth a damn is that we
cast a little bit of light on injustice. Then
the truly remarkable people come along
and do something about it: the really good
politicians, the great statesmen, the
people who work for the benefit of man-
kind.

UNGER: But don’t you have to have an
urge to be one of those?

KOPPEL: Look, I'll tell you something.
Back in—when Martin Luther King led
the march from Selma, Alabama to
Montgomery—I was down there for ABC
News and I was covering the story. [
called my wife the second or third night
out and I said, “You know, I think I am
going to have to quit.” And she said,
“Why?" And I said, “Because I really don't
feel that I can cover this objectively. I
feel as though I ought to be marching.”
She said, “Come on. For as long as I
have known you (which was only 5 years
at that point), all you've ever wanted to
do is be a journalist and report on things
like this. And now here's your big chance
to do it. It's really the first major story
you've ever had a chance to cover, so go

do it.” I obviously wanted to be talked
out of quitting, so I stayed with it. I
walked and I marched with them and
covered the story. And tried to do it as
objectively as I could.

That's what I do. That's what I do well.

Maybe if I stopped doing that and tried
to be a politician or maybe if I tried to
be just a humanitarian and went out and
tried to raise money, maybe I would only
do a mediocre job at that. Who knows?
I might yet try to do that. But as long as
I see that there is some good coming out
of what I do, then it's worth continuing,
it's worth keeping up because you don't
do this for the money. After awhile, you
don’t. Maybe you do it because the pub-
lic attention is like a drug. I know a lot
of people who can’t quit because they
can't really countenance the thought of
not being recognized or not being in the
action. That's possible. But when you
have been paid as well as I have been
paid over as long a period of years, I
don't need anything anymore.

So I'm not doing this for the money. I
really am doing it because every once
in awhile, we do something terrific. Ev-
ery once in awhile, we do a program
which makes us all glow. The program
in Israel with the Palestinians and the
Israelis was an example of that. We knew
that we had done a great show. It didn't
make any difference, so alright, we knew
it was going to win a lot of awards. But
if it hadn't won any award, we didn't
need the award. We knew that was an
important program. That keeps you going
for a long time. [ |

In seventeen years of writing about television
for The Christian Science Monitor, Arthur Unger
has won national recognition as one of the me-
dium’s most influential critics. He is also known
for his lively and revealing interviews with TV,
stage and film personalities. He recently retired
from the Monitor to devote his time to travel and
writing, including a book he calls Un-Monitored
Interviews: The Adventures of a Discrete Inter-
viewer Among The Industry. Television Quar-
terly is privileged to have him write regularly
for us, as Special Correspondent.
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NEW LOOK

changes under glasnost.

BY BERNARD S. REDMONT

MOSCOW
he scene boggled the mind: So-
viet citizens in central Siberiq,
complaining angrily to their
powerful leader, Mikhail Gor-

bachev. And then, the nation seeing
it all on Vremya, the evening news
program, in living color and natural
sound.

"Go into our stores, Mikhail Sergey-
evich, there's nothing there,” shouted
a woman in Krasnoyarsk, as the cam-
eras rolled. “Lines everywhere! For
meat, for sausage, for everything,”
yelled a man. Others loudly grumbled
about housing, medical care, public
transportation and bureaucracy.

Then came a skeptic's challenge:
"Will all this be shown on television,
or will they cut out half of it? Tell us
the truth!”

Gorbachev replied with an arch
smile, “It's not my decision to make.”

What was astonishing was not the
heckling itself and the loud voicing of
grievances, but that for several suc-
cessive nights, it was all broadcast on
| national TV, to more than 150 million

viewers.

Even in the era of glasnost, when
| taboos were falling every day, it rep-

resented an extraordinary event.
“There are no taboos,” said Alex-
ander Aksyonov, Chairman of the State
Committee for Television and Radio
Broadcasting (Gosteleradio). “In the

SOVIET TELEVISION'S

A veteran correspondent takes an inside look at
broadcast news, Soviet style, and finds sweeping

conditions of perestroika (reconstruc-
tion or reform) and glasnost (open-
ness), the Soviet media, including
television and radio, have been re-
born.”

Propaganda levels have dropped,
although the medium still carries the
message. News reports, domestic and
foreign, look livelier and more objec-
tive. Crime, disasters and investiga-
tive journalism have become routine.
Criticism, dissent and round table ar-
guments—some with Western partic-
ipants-——have become daily fare.

The changes on Soviet TV symbolize
Gorbachev's efforts to open up and
restructure the country and represent
perhaps his greatest reform to date.
Gorbachev has recognized the poten-
tial of television as a vehicle for rev-
olutionizing the nation’s consciousness,
although he hasn't yet taken full ad-
vantage of it. If he ever succeeds in
achieving the projected economic and
social reforms, TV will have prepared
the way.

Exemplifying the glasnost policy,
Gosteleradio opened up its Ostankino
headquarters and studios to this writer |
for an in-depth inquiry.

More than 270 TV and radio centers
dot the USSR, stretching across 7,000
miles and 11 time zones, with a po-
tential audience of 270 million. The
USSR claims the world’s largest sys-
tem of TV satellite broadcasting. The
television networks broadcast in 45
languages spoken in the Soviet Union.
Moscow viewers have a choice of four




main channels, but not yet cable. Os-
tankino is the nerve center.

Aksyonov reported that cooperation
between Gosteleradio and foreign
broadcasting companies “grows in
scope every year. Today we have close
contacts with 173 TV organizations in
122 countries. We actively cooperate
with ABC, CBS, NBC and PBS, and with
TBS and Orbita and other companies
in the U.S.”

Tumer Broadcasting’s chummy ven-
tures with Soviet TV began several
years ago. Since Ted Tumer gave the
Soviets a satellite dish as a parting
gift, Gosteleradio monitors CNN 24
hours a day, and uses a substantial
amount of it.

Talking with a top executive of So-
viet TV, I was startled to see him press
a button on the console in his Ostan-
kino office, and on came CNN, live from
Atlanta. With the right technology, in-
dividual Soviet citizens can pick it up,
too, and one day many may do so.
CNN's international news channel
comes over a special frequency into
Moscow. Some who have foreign TV
sets or late Soviet models can bring it
in.
TV “space bridge” linkups between
the two countries have dramatized
what Soviet officials call the “rusting”
of the Iron Curtain since 1986. Re-
marked Gosteleradio Deputy Chair-
man Vladimir Popov, with a twinkle
in his eye, “We can jump the wall now.”

Said a Muscovite, “I'm hearing things
on TV that weeks ago would never have
been whispered over the telephone.”

when TV covered the Communist
Party conference in the summer
of 1988, showing delegates calling for
the removal of party officials and at-
tacking others as nasty bureaucrats or
even criminals, people could hardly
believe it. One woman said, "I sat in
front of my television and cried. My
brother disappeared under Stalin. One
night they came and then he was gone.
And to think that now people can talk

so freely! It's a miracle, a true mira-
clel”

The Rev. William Sloane Coffin, vis-
iting Moscow recently, asked a Soviet
acquaintance what was new in the
theater. The reply was, “Theater? We
don’t need the theater. We have it all
on television and in the press!”

Gorbachev accurately commented
that “the whole country has become a
noisy debating society,” and televi-
sion is the stage on which the debate
is sharpest.

At the same time, some dissidents
question assertions that anything goes
and argue that there are always lim-
its, and that an all-powerful regime
can also turn the clock back at any
time.

Programming reflects the dramatic
changes.

Vremya (Time), the flagship pro-
gram and the Soviet Union's answer
to Dan Rather, Tom Brokaw and Peter
Jennings, had been comparatively slow
to enter the glasnost age. Many view-
ers still consider Vremya a bit stodgy
compared to other programs, but in the
past three years it has transformed it-
self enormously. With three times the
combined audience of CBS, NBC and
ABC, a viewership of anywhere be-
tween 150 and 190 million, it is "the
most popular telecast today,” accord-
ing to Gosteleradio chief Aksyonov.

Vremya's nightly half-hour news-
cast opens at 9 p.m. and stretches out
to 40 or even 60 minutes, depending
on the menu. It's repeated ten times a
day for the Soviet Union's 11 time zones.

Not always as fascinating as newer
programs, it still tends to feature rather
uncharismatic anchors who, in the
words of one observer, “plow through
their copy like farmers trying to meet
a quota.’” Usually without a Tele-
prompter.

But Vremya has changed, and for the
better. One new approach you detect
is more frankness and self-criticism,
more aggressiveness and candor in
covering domestic affairs and more
tolerance and balance in covering for-
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eign countries, including the United
States.

In the past, Vremya used to dwell
upon the negative aspects of Amer-
ica—the homeless, the unemployed,
and even hurricane damage. Nowa-
days, you can see a news feature on
the virtues of fast food like McDonalds
R T AR O

Bureaucrats are now
being roasted with a
newiound irreverance.
The TV highlights official
corruption and privilege,
policy mistakes, short-
ages and alcoholism.
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hamburgers, clips about an efficient
construction project in Seattle, good
American highways and telephones,
and the prosecution of polluters. So-
viet TV correspondents spoke more ad-
miringly about the U.S. national
political conventions than did some
Americans. A Soviet correspondent did
a takeout on the sorry mess of auto-
mobile traffic in New York City, but at
the same time praised the interstate
highway system and the use of tolls
for maintenance, a contrast to poor So-
viet roads.

A Soviet journalist conceded that
“biased reporting about the U.S. on
Soviet television in the past was never
taken seriously by Soviet viewers.”

A leading correspondent for Soviet
TV, Vladimir Dunaev, spoke at the 1988
conference of Investigative Reporters
and Editors in Minneapolis and said
that instead of being censored, Soviet
journalists are now encouraged to help
Gorbachev in his campaign to clean
up shortcomings in the Soviet system.

Dunaev said the result is “small Wa- |

tergates all over the place.” Bureau-
crats are now being roasted with a new-
found irreverence. The TV highlights
official corruption and privilege, pol-
icy mistakes, shortages, drugs and al-
coholism.

Soviet TV official Valentin Lazutkin,

who is head of the Foreign Relations
Department, said that in the past the
TV "had ignored the real facts of life
in other countries. We gave a very
negative picture of capitalist coun-
tries, emphasizing the homeless and
the hungry. We realized it wasn't a
true picture, especially those of us who
traveled abroad. We felt discomfort
about it, a distortion in our souls. With
the new thinking, I'm more optimistic.
There are no limits.

"We used to order stories from our
correspondents like who is sleeping
under the Brooklyn Bridge. Now we no
longer order such stories. We're fed up
with them, although we reserve the
right to report anything, as you do.
We're open to criticism. If any nation
succeeds at doing something, why not
look at it?

"All this is new for us. The main
problem now is ourselves. You have
to overcome the censor inside of your-
self.”

Vremya is not as parochial as it used
to seem, and it usually carries more
international news than any U.S. com-
mercial network evening news—
sometimes up to two-thirds of the pro-
gram. It spends more time on issues,
and less on personalities. When it does
interview people, Vremya uses sound
bites that can run to 45 or 60 seconds,
while the average American sound bite
usually is ten or fifteen seconds.

Gosteleradio Deputy Chief Popov
said, “The character of our new pro-
grams has changed radically. There's
practically nothing we can't talk about
or show on TV. There's a spirit of dis-
cussion, of confronting various points
of view. For us, this is a new ap-
proach, but it has become usual. And
we have learmed many things from your

Millions of Americans learned
something of Soviet TV during the last
Reagan-Gorbachev summit in Mos-
cow when the Discovery cable chan-
nel downlinked the Soviet satellite feed
of Vremya for a full week.

Through the genius of Ken Schatfer
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and his Orbita Technologies Corpo-
ration, about 50 American universities
have been monitoring the programs
daily for the past few years.

Even physically the look has
changed. The pace has speeded.
Computer graphics are being used
more. Foreign correspondents have
received more portable video equip-
ment, which cuts the lead time on fast-
breaking stories.

0vercxll, live programs have in-
creased by more than 20 times, ac-
cording to Soviet TV executives.
Coverage of the Afghanistan war, once
ignored, became habitual. Disasters,
from earthquakes to plane crashes,
which rarely saw air before, are now
routine. News of the Chernobyl nu-
clear power accident, slow to emerge
on the Soviet screen at first, later picked
up with blanket coverage and daily
comment.

Other programs apart from Vremya
have taken the glasnost trend farther.

Once banned topics like Afghani-
stan, drug pushing, neo-Nazis in the
USSR, official corruption, scandals of
all sorts and even religious topics form
the grist for the mill of the newest and
perhaps most popular new program on
Soviet TV, called Vzglyad, a title only
Russian speakers can pronounce, but
roughly meaning Glance (or Look or
View).

Glance intersperses hot music with
controversial and investigative sto-
ries, offering about ten to 15 items per
show, airing late every Friday night
for an hour and a half or even two
hours. Some liken it to CBS' 60 Minutes
spiced with rock video.

Glance originated in the very hip
Youth Department of Soviet TV. Its co-
hosts, Alexander (Alex) Lyubimov, 26,
and Dmitry (Dima) Zakharov, 30, play
it cool, wearing T-shirts and jeans.
They say the program is “about every-
thing that people want to change in
this country,” and “about human kind-
ness and caring.”

They have looked into the under-
ground Soviet Mafia, drug addiction,
additives in foods, the clergy’s con-
cerns, Afghan vets fighting cops, and
sometimes have interviewed Ameri-
can correspondents. They covered a
scandal in Sochi in which the mayor
illegally sought to crack down on pri-
vate cooperatives and showed how he
tried to get the KGB to stop the cam-
eras. Glance put visiting actress Carol
Burnett on the air to campaign against
alcoholism. Roy Medvedev, a histo-
rian and an avowed non-conformist,
has also been featured on Glance.

Typilying glasnost and
perestroika as well as the
more American look on
Soviet TV is the viewers’
newly developed depend-
ence on a television fix
the first thing in the
morning and the last
thing at night.

A SR IR WY e T RS S Y S DT

Alex and Dima have used the Soviet
rock group Akvarium along with sa-
tirical lyrics against a background of
old Stalin newsreels and images of a
booted foot on a typewriter and a sax-
ophone. They've also broadcast ex-
cerpts from the film 1984, with music
by the Eurythmics group.

A Soviet TV executive said, “These
young people aren't afraid of any-
thing, exploring, investigating, some-
times producing sensations. They
sometimes make mistakes, too, and get
their noses bloodied, but they do well.”

Typifying glasnost and perestroika,
as well as the more American look
on Soviet TV is the viewers’ newly de-
veloped dependence on a television
fix the first thing in the morning and
the last thing at night.

The screen lights up at 7 a.m. with
a bright orange sun, the logo of a So-
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viet version of Good Morning America,
known as 120 Minutes. This first
breakfast show dreamed up at Ostan-
kino, with its blend of information,
weather, music and gymnastics, has
made addicts of Soviet families. Some
69 percent of the watchers represent
the ages of 30 to 49—not bad “demo-
graphics,” even by American com-
mercial standards.

First Deputy Editor-in-Chief Olvar
Kakuchaia claimed 150 million view-
ers after only a year. He said, ‘We never
expected it to be so popular.”

Soviet citizens of all ages find roll-
ing out of bed easier when svelte Rus-
sian Jane Fonda types appear, leading
aerobics to a rock beat, followed by
cartoons, including Winnie the Pooh
for the moppets, tips on cooking and
housekeeping, guest interviews and
fashion shows, plus domestic and in-
ternational news, a digest of the morn-
ing papers and information on cultural
events. What's more, 120 Minutes is for
the most part live and spontaneous,
although tapes are repeated later for
other time zones. The co-anchors, a
man and a woman, usually appealing
and young, are changed every week,
to give others a chance at the burden
of coming in to the studio at 3 a.m.,
and to discourage the star system.

The kids particularly adore Tatyana
Vedeneyeva, known as Aunt Tanya,
who is a real star, the permanent host
of the Good Night Kids show in the
early evening, but she also performs
on the moming 120 Minutes. The blonde
and beautiful Tanya, one of the best-
loved Soviet TV personalities, turns up
everywhere on the tube.

In 1987, she visited the U.S. and ap-
peared on Mister Rogers’ Neighbor-
hood after producer Fred Rogers saw
her on a Sunday children’s show, The
Alarm Clock. Tanya, who is married
and has a young son, gets huge
amounts of fan mail from male ad-
mirers asking for a date and from
women wanting to know how to make
it on TV. She gets the tots off to bed at
night with her program'’s catchy clos-

ing theme, “Even a Fairy Tale Goes to
Bed Now.”

Peaceful co-existence got a small
boost from Mister Rogers’ memorable
visit to Moscow. Soviets gaped with
some astonishment at a motorcade to
Red Square that included Big Bird,
Kermit the Frog and Miss Piggy.

Another blockbuster with the pub-
lic, this one only monthly so far, is a
late Saturday night show called Be-
fore and After Midnight. It inter-
sperses information and controversial
issues with music video, a formula
similar to that of Glance and 120 Min-
utes. Taped oddities from around the
world mix with rock stars like Sting
and Michael Jackson, and sometimes
serious-minded guests denouncing the
Gulags.

Host Vladimir Molchanov, 37, a for-
mer print journalist, remarked to a Time
reporter, “At the beginning, I had to
take a gulp and realize that everything
was possible when I went on
live . . . Who would ever have thought
three years ago that we would even
have live broadcasts where tough and
pointed questions could be asked?”

Many of Soviet TV's most innova-
tive programs originate on the
twelfth floor of the Ostankino head-
quarters, home of the Youth Depart-
ment. Thus was born in 1986 a monthly
program called Twelfth Floor, which
looked at the world through teenagers’
eyes.

Producer Eduard Sagalayev, head
of the Youth Department, brought
young people into the studio audience
to ridicule bureaucrats, discuss sub-
jects like ecology. draft evasion and
what constitutes manhood. The ques-
tions are hard-hitting and rapid-fire.
The young people, unlike many older
TV hosts, are aggressive and impa-
tient, even with cabinet ministers and
party officials.

One show featured half a dozen
youths whose parents or relatives had
once been declared “enemies of the
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state.” A Komsomol (Communist Youth
League) member cried, “It's your fault
for keeping silent about it.” Another
said, "I would have been shot if [ had
protested.”

Said a viewer, “We've never seen
anything like that. It's different from
anything we ever saw.” Indeed, you
can't quite believe it's all on Soviet TV.

The program’s trade mark is its
gathering of youths on a building
stairway, symbolic of a backstairs dis-
cussion for young people with no place
else to meet. The camera also travels
live to other parts of the city and coun-
try, to young people hanging out on
stoops of apartment houses or at youth
clubs.

Said Youth Department Deputy Chief
Alexander Ponomarev: "The very first
program was an immediate shocker,
youths questioning the Minister of
Culture aggressively and asking for
immediate answers, treating the offi-
cial as their equal. We got some strong
opposition, but it created a new tra-
dition of direct communication. Now
it's no longer a surprise. When other
programs began doing it, it wasn't as
effective as before. Anyhow, we can
scream about there not being enough
housing or food, but that won't change
things overnight.”

Twelfth Floor is seen less regularly
now, and when it does, it tends to be
less negative in tone, although the
youthtul flair is still there.

One of the most dramatic spark plugs
of the new look on Soviet TV is Len-
ingrad-born Lev Voznesensky, a vet-
eran journalist who sometimes asserts
unexpectedly, “I don't like television.”
He hosts a popular, hard-hitting pro-
gram known as Perestroika: Problems
and Solutions, previously called Prob-
lems-Quests-Solutions.

Voznesensky arrived at Soviet TV in
1974. His father, uncle and other fam-
ily members had perished in the Stalin
purges of the 1950s, and he himself
was banished to a camp for political
prisoners at the age of 24. Now 62, he
anchors a live roundtable call-in show

on prime time that grills ministers,
statesmen, scholars and other public
figures for 90 minutes every week. No-
body is spared, as questioners bring
up shortages of food, consumer goods
and services, social problems, hous-
ing, the environment, poor roads, co-
operatives and women's problems.
Subjects are often suggested by view-
ers.

"It took six years of struggle to get
this on the air,” he said. At last, in
1980, well before glasnost, it was
launched, and “Soviet TV lost its vir-
ginity,” he said. Despite attempts to
kill it, the program went on and thrived.

Voznesensky originated the idea of
forcing officials to answer the public
directly on the air. Twenty pretty
women operators, sitting in on-cam-
era booths bearing a call-in phone
number, handle the questions. The hot-
line formula became widespread, and
Voznesensky is now one of the most
popular figures on TV.

The reason why he doesn't like TV
so much, he said, is “the superficiality
of so many programs.” But Gorbachev
likes him and his programs so much
that this ex-Gulag veteran recently was
awarded an additional hat to wear, as
head of the Information Department of
the USSR Council of Ministers. No con-
flict of interest, apparently.

Another, similar news magazine
program is Spotlight on Perestroika.
This is only ten minutes long, and is
tacked on to Vremya six nights a week.
Officials cringe when the Spotlight
crews swoop down for an investiga-
tive probe into corruption or shoddy
performance—so much so that a pun
in Russian familiarly nicknamed the
program “Victims of Perestroika.”

Gosteleradio chief Aksyonov said
Spotlight is second in popularity only
to Vremya itself. He declared, “The so-

| cial significance of Spotlight lies in

the fact that when a case of excessive
bureaucratic arbitrariness or incom-
petence is corroborated, local govern-
ment bodies must take steps to remedy
the situation and to report it to Spot-




light—this has been made law. We
keep watch over all this. Sometimes
we take up the same subject again, if
necessary.”

Other noteworthy programs include
International Panorama, Today in the
World, Resonance, Feedback, Getting
to the Point, and two additional phone-
in shows, Dialogue and Saturday
Round Table for Parents.

In the non-news magazine area, Rus-
sians watch The Globe Trotters Club,
one of the longest running shows,
which explores mountains, sea bot-
toms and exotic and remote places and
interviews global celebrities like
Jacques-Yves Cousteau, Gerald Dur-
rell and Haroun Tazieff. Host Yuri Sen-
kevich is a doctor and space medicine
expert. He has traveled with Thor Hey-
erdahl on his papyrus and reed boats
and has accompanied a Soviet team
climbing Mount Everest. He told an in-
terviewer with a smile that he'd like
to film an episode on Mars.

The Youth Department
also does What? Where?
When? a quiz show that
has been described as a
cross between Trivial
Pursuit and College Bowl.
A R L e P P SO LT TR T st e

Another long running show is The
Obvious and the Incredible, hosted by
Sergei Kapitsa, it deals with the rid-
dles of science. Originally planned as
an educational series, it soon was pro-
moted to the main channel.

The Quick Wits Club, a satirical and
funny program originating in the 60s
with college students matching wits
on topical questions, was recently re-
vived with great success, injecting new
elements of social satire into the cur-
rent political ferment.

The Youth Department also does
What? Where? When?, a quiz show and
intellectual roulette game that has been

described as a cross between Trivial
Pursuit and College Bowl. Americans
have appeared on it. Among the brain-

| teasers were “"Do snakes have ears?”

and "How was the zipper discovered?”
Under and Over 16 once featured a de-
bate on teenage motorcycle gangs dis-
turbing the peace. You Can Make It is
a popular program about amateur in-
ventors.

Let’'s Go, Girls, a somewhat sexist
mixture of game show and beauty con-
test (about which I wrote in Television
Quarterly eight years ago), died of at-
trition, but it has been reborn with a
reverse twist in Let’s Go, Boys, a male
variation of the lowbrow sociodrama.

The Detective Game, featuring mur-
der, robbery, kidnapping, blackmail
and haunted houses is a popular solve-
it-yourself series. At the end of each
episode, viewers are asked questions
about the crime, and those who an-
swer correctly get prizes like whodun-
its by Agatha Christie and Georges
Simenon and photos of the main char-
acters with their fingerprints and au-
tographs. The show is great fun.

Leningrad, Peter the Great's legend-
ary “window on the West”, exempli-
ties TV glasnost even more than
Moscow. Leningrad and Seattle built
the first major American-Soviet “tele-
bridge” discussion, with Phil Donahue
and Vladimir Pozner as co-hosts. Live
and unedited, the frank debate proved
to be a sensation, particularly among
Soviet viewers, although one angry
Leningrader wrote a protest letter to
Izvestia calling it “an outrage, sacri-
lege and sabotage,” and forwarded a
copy to the KGB.

Leningrad claims to have been the
tirst Soviet station to report in depth
on the controversial and unpopular war
in Afghanistan. Leningrad TV's inves-
tigative news magazine program, Tele-
Kurier, resembles CBS's 60 Minutes,
but stands on its own, too. It uses three
anchor journalists, two men and a
women, and airs on Saturday night
prime time.

One of them did an ambush inter-
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view on an impromptu visit to a bread
factory. Looking at the variety of
breads, the reporter asked, “Devel-
oping any new kinds these days?” The
manager replied, “No, just the same
as always.” Then the reporter whipped
out a loaf of bread he had brought there,
with a piece of metal imbedded in it.
“Isn’t this a new kind of bread you sold
here?” The woman manager broke
down in hysterics, cried and apolo-
gized.

Tele-Kurier also did a report on how
local hooligans beat up a legless Af-
ghan vet.

Not to be outdone, other Leningrad
TV producers developed a fast-
paced, offbeat and very American-style
nightly news magazine called 600 Sec-
onds. To show the value of each sec-
ond, a flashing digital countdown
display appears on the screen
throughout, indicated the time left on
the 10-minute program. Commentator
Alexander Nevzorov, looking relaxed
in an open-necked sport shirt, tears
through the day’s events at breakneck
speed, including crime, exposés and
oddities in the news.

One program, reporting on the dif-
ficulty of getting liquor because of of-
ficial restrictions to combat alcoholism,
showed Russians drinking eau de col-
ogne. Another sequence shows inves-
tigators opening scores of milk cartons
on camera and finding only water in-
side. The director of the milk plant
begged citizen's pardon on the air.

One single 600 Seconds program I
saw ran almost 20 items, ranging from
motor vehicle pollution and dental
clinic bureaucracy, to the hunt for the
Abominable Snowman in the Pamir
Mountains and a fire in the Academy
of Sciences. An interview with a woman
thief followed. The program then went
on to show an emergency ambulance
call that took an hour and a half to get
to the scene. A street repair on the
Nevsky Prospekt was measured with
a straight ruler and was found to have

developed a deep pothole minutes af-
ter the road crew left.

Much of this was reported with
tongue-in-cheek irony. 600 Seconds airs
in Leningrad nightly except Sunday,
right after the national news Vremya.

Public Opinion, another innovative
Leningrad show, takes viewer polls on
major issues, with questionnaires
given out on upcoming laws. The three-
hour show is broadcast live, and thou-
sands phone in or send telegrams. A
computer projects the results on screen,
and experts comment. Reporters with
open microphones do vox pop inter-
views in the streets.

A provocative series called Fifth
Wheel, which began in the spring of
1988, represents another shift away
from conventional themes. It was
named after those who are ironically
considered “superfluous people” in the
cultural and intellectual world. This
late-night show starts at 10 p.m. and
sometimes runs on until 1 a.m. or later.

Reporter-producer Vadim Konov-
alev explained that the program got
off the ground “almost clandestinely”
when a group of Leningrad TV col-
leagues scripted and edited it at night
and on weekends, in their spare time,
and then persuaded management to
let them do it regularly.

Trying to revive the old out-of-favor
idea of private charity, Konovalev and
his friends appealed for lonely people
to come to the studio. Almost 300
showed up, some of them offering help.
By the end of the program, many ex-
changed addresses and phone num-
bers and had made new friends.
Another program followed on the poor
and disabled. Later, 300 more came in,
all offering assistance, and an infor-
mal organization was formed called
Help.

Konovalev and his editor-in-chief
Bella Kuricova did a long program re-
habilitating the exiled Soviet poet and
Nobel Prize winner Joseph Brodsky, a
native of Leningrad, who had once
been condemned as a “militant par-
asite” and banished to an Arctic camp.
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Another show was produced about the
problems of Afghan vets. Another pro-
gram dealt with rebel artists, and one
uncovered “the real story” of Marshal
N.M. Tukhachevsky, executed by Sta-
lin for “treason.” Still another, was
about the problems at a nuclear power
station.

A film director who dreamed of mak-
ing a pilot film on the victims of the
Gulags appeared on Fifth Wheel to ask
for help. The audience deluged him
with so many contributions that he was
able to finance the whole movie, thanks
to the program. Some donations came
in accompanied by notes like, “In
memory of my father who died in the
Stalin camps.”

Said Konovalev, “People trust us.”
Each show is different, he remarked,
“because we're all different, but we
have the most favorable conditions for
creative people to work in. With us,
you can always discern the souls of
the journalist, editor or producer.”

He was asked doesn’t
Soviet TV have too many
“talking heads’’? Yurkov
replied “We have to. We
were silent too long.”
ARSI SRS s Sl e T e A R e

When one of the superstars of Amer-
ican pop music, Billy Joel, gave per-
formances in the Soviet Union, he
appeared on The Music Ring, a pop-
ular Leningrad channel program that
is now telecast nationally. The Music
Ring brings audiences face to face with
artists.

Alexander Yurkov, Leningrad TV's
Deputy Chief, remarked that “our mu-
sicians look mainly to the West.” Mu-
sic from Jesus Christ Superstar is a
constant feature on Leningrad and So-
viet TV generally. Videos have been
shown of Michael Jackson, Willie Nel-
son, Johnny Cash, Diana Reeves and
Dave Brubeck. Yurkov said somewhat
ruefully, “We've fallen in to a sea of

rock, and we sometimes feel we're
sinking in it.”

Yurkov asserted proudly that Len-
ingrad pioneered, before Moscow, in
deciding to “inject drama” into the news
and to “personalize” the journalists, in
bringing out more discussion pro-
grams, in invading formerly closed
areas, and in introducing call-in pro-
grams with sharp questioning of offi-
cials and even covering meetings of
“informal organizations” without offi-
cial approval. “There’s no subject we
can't talk about,” he claims.”“The only
ban is on pornography and fascist
propaganda. We cover prostitution cand
drugs quite a lot now.”

But, he was asked, doesn’t Soviet TV
have too many “talking heads?” Yur-
kov replied, “We have to. We were si-
lent—for so long.”

n the Baltic states, Estonians long

ago had become accustomed to
Western ways, via the easily acces-
sible channels of Finnish TV. Estonian
TV has also been in the vanguard of
glasnost's new approach. In Tallinn,
the capital, Estonian TV journalist Ur-
mas Ott, 33, has given new meaning
to the art of intimate interviewing. His
hour and a half monthly show, Tele-
vision Acquaintance, attracted so much
attention that it has become nation-
ally popular. Revelations of the pri-
vate lives of celebrities were never a
Soviet tradition, but Ott barreled in with
indiscreet queries on family events,
salaries, living styles and personal
problems, and got answers.

He told Time Magazine he'd like to
interview Alexander Solzhenitsyn,
Leonard Bernstein and Mstislav Ros-
tropovich, and one day he may. Said
Ott, “"We now read the papers and
watch TV in a kind of ecstasy, as if
something extraordinary has hap-
pened. But what is so extraordinary
about it? We are simply beginning to
live a normal life.”

Hagi Sein, a sociologist and TV com-
mentator in Tallinn, developed a




weekly Sunday show for senior citi-
zens called The Glasses Case. One
program zeroed in on swindlers solic-
iting money for lonely old people. An-
other publicized a senior citizens
cooperative, set up by retired dress-
makers, who got a bank loan and
opened a shop with flexible hours,
working for profit.

Documentaries are a popular fea-
ture on nationwide Soviet TV. One of
the most startling, shown in the sum-
mer of 1988, equated Stalin with Hitler,
a comparison that would have sent its
producer straight to the Gulags a few
years ago. The film, Risk-2, shows Sta-
lin as a demented autocrat whose
paranoia impelled him to order the ex-
ecution of many military officers, in-
tellectuals, Jews, political rivals and
others. A Western diplomat who saw
it said, “I was blown out of my chair.”

bout 90 million television sets are

operating in the Soviet Union now,
65 million of them in color. Possibly
outdated statistics, collected prior to
the current wide-open era, indicated
that the average set was on 2.8 hours
a day, and 3.9 hours per day on week-
ends, compared to about 7 hours in the
U.S. Soviet officials assert that view-
ing has now jumped tremendously,
closer to the U.S. figure. But the USSR
has fewer channels and a shorter
broadcast day than the U.S.

Soviet-made sets often develop
problems and frequently need repairs,
which are not easily arrangeable. Ex-
plosions of sets have caused hundreds
of fires and fatalities every year.

The video cassette recorder, now do-
mestically produced as well as im-
ported, has begun to invade the market.
Izvestia reported that there are two
million VCRs in the Soviet Union, al-
though some Western experts doubt
this. Moscow got its first video store
in 1986, and there are also under-
ground video parlors which are some-
times harassed by the KGB. Diplomats
and other travelers have brought in

VCRs and videocassettes, and they
have found their way into the black
market, introducing Russians to
Rambo, James Bond and porn.

The VCR age raises the specter of
home video becoming a kind of visual
samizdat, the “self-publishing” unof-
ficial or underground works that dis-
sidents produce. But so far, under
glasnost, that apparently hasn't wor-
ried officials much, any more than the
advent of satellite dishes has. Pri-
vately owned dishes are still illegal,
and antennas can’t be hidden easily,
but the day will come when large
numbers of Soviet citizens may obtain
or build them and tape foreign shows
and distribute them. Already, border
areas receive foreign programs. Gos-
teleradio’s Popov and others are con-
vinced that “broadcasting across
frontiers is unavoidable.”

TV veteran Leonid Zolotarevsky re-
cently hosted a satellite linkup be-
tween Washington and Moscow with
ABC's Peter Jennings on the subject of
human rights. Zolotarevsky has worked
tor Gosteleradio since 1956 as a jour-
nalist, producer and news executive,
and he is a frank admirer of American
television. His impressive resume
shows a Ph.D. in philology and service
as a correspondent in Afghanistan. He
has won documentary awards at in-
temational festivals in Monte Carlo and
Venice, authored books on TV jour-
nalism and hosted several TV space
bridges with the U.S. as well as Brit-
ain.

He likes to screen for American vis-
itors a program he made recently about
the work of American journalists be-
fore, during and after the Reagan-Gor-
bachev summit conference, including
actual clips of American TV news re-
porting. The program depicts the
American style of journalism with un-
concealed approbation.

Americans now get time on the tube
in Moscow, even when they disagree
with Soviet policies and practices. This
includes not only journalists, but also
top American officials, even some
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speaking highly critically about So-
viet involvement in Angola, Afghani-
stan and Nicaragua. One Soviet TV
executive said to me, chuckling, "Sec-
retary of State Shultz has appeared so
often with us that he ought to get paid.”

A report on changes in Soviet mass
media prepared for the USIA in the
summer of 1988 noted that Vremya was
“more on the leading edge of glasnost
and change than Pravda.” The report
found the biggest change was a dra-
matic increase in attention to foreign
and international news. The USIA re-
port confirmed that “the tone of U.S.
coverage is far more positive than in
Pravda, with over half the stories being
positive.”

Contrary to general
impression, commercials
have always had a small
place on Soviet TV. They
were more like public
service announcements.
e NSRS S AL TR Ty AN e R

The Soviets are looking toward
greater cooperation with Americans in
programming. During a recent visit to
Moscow with USIA Director Charles
Wick, the Chairman and President of
Fries Entertainment, Charles W. Fries,
offered the Russians free of charge The
Winds of Kitty Hawk, a work about the
| Wright Brothers; the Life of Jack Demp-
sey; a six-hour mini-series by Ray
Bradbury; and Bitter Harvest, a show
about the menace of chemicals in the
food chain.

PBS is proposing joint projects like
a TV documentary course describing
a dozen significant policy decisions
taken by the two countries, such as the
Vietnam and the Afghanistan Wars,
with experts on both sides giving their
different views. PBS also proposed joint
work on TV courses teaching English
and Russian, and one on world ge-
ography.

Also on the U.S.-Soviet drawing

I

board are plans for regular exchanges
of TV producers, directors and jour-
nalists.

American-Soviet advertising collab-
oration is also in the wind. In the late
1940s, the Soviet Encyclopedia de-
clared that “Advertising is a means of
swindling the people by foisting upon
them goods frequently useless and of
dubious quality.” No longer is this the
attitude.

Contrary to general impression,
commercials have always had a small
place on Soviet TV. For some time, a
periodic 10-minute cluster of shopping
tips has urged citizens to buy items
that happened to be in adequate sup-
ply. They were more like public ser-
vice announcements. But now glasnost
and perestroika have enabled the So-
viets to agree to carry even U.S. pro-
grams with commercials, provided
they're dubbed into Russian, and plug
firms that do business with the USSR.

Said Gosteleradio’s foreign rela-
tions head Lazutkin: “Of course we need
advertising. We're thinking about freer
markets. Advertising plays an impor-
tant role in guiding consumers. But we
can’t advertise goods that aren’t pres-

| ent on our markets, as Pepsi-Cola is.

|
|

|

But the road is open. I believe that in
future years, we’ll have more cooper-
ation in advertising.”

Already Michael Jackson has been
seen on Soviet TV in a commercial for
Pepsi. In fact, McDonalds got a free
commercial in a documentary episode
about the fast food chain, soon to come
to Moscow.

Pepsi became the first American ad-
vertiser ever to buy commercial time
on Soviet TV. The fee was $20,000 a
minute. U.S. prime time advertisers can
pay as much as $800,000 a minute at
home. Two Michael Jackson numbers
led the way on a joint U.S.-Soviet pro-
duction undertaken by Global Amer-
ican Television, an independent
Massachusetts production firm and
Gosteleradio. Pepsi has 20 plants in
the country, owned and operated by
the Soviets, and Russians drink more
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than a billion bottles of Pepsi an-
nually. Global is based in Colrain,
Massachusetts. Sony TV sets and Visa
credit cards also enjoyed commercial
shots although they aren’t yet avail-
able to Soviet citizens.

Italian magnate Sylvio Berlusconi’'s
empire known as Fininvest, through
its ad agency Publitalia 80 SpA has
signed a contract to provide European
commercials to Soviet TV. Soviet com-
mercials, however, are still only spo-
radic and are not very professionally
produced.

Because Gorbachev has encour-
aged the formation of privately man-
aged cooperatives with a profit motive,
owners can how begin advertising their
restaurants, repair shops and other
small businesses on TV. A minute of
air time on the local Moscow channel
can cost as little as 78 rubles (about
$130).

Vladmir Pozner, who was the host
of the TV program that carried the Pepsi
commercials, said, “When you deal
with shortages, you don’t need adver-
tising. If anything half decent comes
out, people grab it.”

But in the hope that shortages aren't
forever, Soviet trade and television of-
ficials are now studying Western mar-
keting and advertising techniques.
Who knows? One day, Moscow may
have its own Madison Avenue.

The annual budget for Soviet TV and
radio combined is over three billion
dollars, of which two-thirds go to tele-
vision. Gosteleradio gets an annual
subsidy from the government budget
and additional income comes from
state-run advertising, a sales tax on
new TV sets, the sale of radio and TV
programs and public concert pro-
ceeds.

Soviet TV buys some programs from
the West, mostly classical dramas, but
it doesn’t like to spend more than
$15,000 a show or series. Eventually,
the Soviet Union may become a sig-
nificant market for foreign programs.

The tuture for Soviet TV looks bright,
to judge from attitudes of both pro-

ducers and consumers. But as Peter
the Great said, “Russia is a place where
things that just don't happen, hap-
n.

The pendulum could swing again,
and creative efforts could be sup-
pressed once more. Many pre-glasnost
bureaucratic stalwarts who don't like
the new wave still serve time in the
hallways of Ostankino and out around
the country’s networks. However re-
markable the transformation in recent
years, watching Soviet TV is still far
from a Western experience. Profes-
sionals and the public in both coun-
tries will be watching with continued
fascination what happens from here
on.

AHRR

A postscript on how things have
changed for American correspondents
in Moscow:

They enjoy infinitely better working
conditions under glasnost than they
had a decade ago. Although Kremlin
behavior and policies still provoke ir-
ritations and Americans work as hard
as ever getting and putting out the
news, the changes dazzle like day-
light after darkness.

RS s

Some things don’t change
at all. Correspondents
agree that Moscow is the
most difficult assignment
they’ve ever had.

T N T S R

A loosening up began when Nikita
Khruschev abolished formal censor-
ship almost three decades ago, and
again when the networks were granted
permission to maintain their own res-
ident camera crews. When I came to
Moscow for CBS News in 1976, I had
to do my own filming or depend on
often unreliable and inadequate crews
from the official Novosti agency or
Gosteleradio. All footage was usually
air-freighted out to a Western satellite
facility in London, Paris, Frankfurt or
Helsinki, because Gosteleradio rarely




granted us satellite facilities except
on special occasions like May Day pa-
rades or a visit by a U.S. Secretary of
State.

Application had to be made in writ-
ing weeks in advance, with a descrip-
tion of the expected content. Even so,
requests were often turned down, or
simply ignored. Even when a bird was
arrangeable, you ran the risk of hav-
ing the plug pulled and the transmis-
sion washed out without explanation.

Now, correspondents routinely can
rent satellite facilities for evening
feeds, as long as they request them
before dinner time—and sometimes get
them twice in the same night.

When we shot material in the streets
of Moscow, even of non-sensitive sub-
jects, we would frequently be stopped
by police, KGB agents or vigilante-
minded Soviet citizens imagining we
were American spies. Sometimes we
were mobbed, slugged or detained and
had film ripped out of our cameras.

Today, as CBS' correspondent Barry
Peterson put it, “Whenever we point
our cameras, people eagerly come up
to us asking to be interviewed. They
all want to tell their stories to us.”

Correspondents still complain,
however. Moscow is not New York or
Paris. There are still incidents. Cops
break up some demonstrations and
push around correspondents trying to
do their jobs. But the incidents are not
as frequent as they used to be.

Access, the biggest obstacle, is far
easier, and correspondents don't often
have to go through channels. Report-
ers who could never get the time of day
from officials in the past now can pick
up the phone and get statements and
interviews on the spur of the moment.
Soviet spokesmen like Gennady Ger-
asimov talk frequently in English on

camerda, one-on-one, or at news con- |

ferences.

Correspondents still live in com-
pounds watched by KGB guards. Their
phones are tapped and their walls
bugged, and half of the country is still
off limits to foreigners. But even these

restrictions are easing up, and some
reporters have been able to get per-
mission to travel to hitherto closed
areas like Vladivostok. Soviet TV of-
ficials and journalists have several
times floated trial balloons urging a
mutual relaxation of travel restric-
tions by the two countries.

Some things don’t change at all.
Correspondents agree that Moscow is
the most difficult assignment they've
ever had, especially because of the
time zone differences and the need for
an understaifed bureau to feed TV and
radio programs morning, noon and
night. Hughes Rudd, one of the earli-
est CBS correspondents, was asked
many decades ago, what was the most
difficult thing about working in Mos-
cow. He replied, “The home office.” It's
still true. |

Bernard S. Redmont is a former CBS News Bu-
reau Chief and Correspondent in Moscow and
Paris. He recently returned to the Soviet Union
after an absence of eight years to make this
study of Soviet TV. Redmont is Dean Emeritus
of Boston University’s College of Communica-
tion and is a frequent contributor to Television
Quarterly and other publications.
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MISPLACING FRANK'S
PLACE: DO YOU KNOW
WHAT IT MEANS TO MISS
NEW ORLEANS?

A challenging case history of a successtul failure,
and what it reveals about the economic and
cultural limitations of primetime television. Was
the audience or the network to blame?

b5

BY JIMMIE L. REEVES
AND RICHARD CAMPBELL

ritically acclaimed, winner of
three Emmys, Frank’s Place
perished just as the show was
set to produce 13 new epi-
sodes as a mid-season replacement
during the 1988-83 TV season. Its of-
ficial death notice was delivered by
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Kim LeMasters. The youthful execu-
tive who heads CBS's entertainment
division summed up the decision to
terminate the series in two sentences:
"Frank’s Place embodied every ele-
ment of excellence that a programmer
would want to see in a television show.
Unfortunately, the viewing audience
simply failed to respond to it.”

In blaming the viewing audience,
LeMasters engineered a variation on
the old network excuse, “"We give the




audience what they want.” The audi-
ence, in this context, is a tasteless,
heartless, mindless amalgamation of
numbers that has taken on a mon-
strous life as every one and no one
existing everywhere and nowhere. Al-
though the viewing audience is the
blacksheep of the family, its relatives
are the silent and moral magjorities. And
like these kindred fictions, it is a pow-
erful device for either manufacturing
a mandate of achieving plausible
deniability.

Of course, as in all fiction, there is
an element of truth in the program'’s
obit. Although Frank’s Place pre-
miered well in fall ‘87 (14.9 rating/25
share), its final airing on October 1,
1988, garnered dismal numbers that
ranked it among the week's lowest
rated network shows (5.6 rating/10
T R S S DS TR N
Frank’s Place Theme
“Do you know what it means
to miss New Orleans?

And miss it each night and day?
I know I'm not wrong.,

The feeling’s getting stronger
The longer I stay away.”

Do You Know What it Means
to Miss New Orleans?
Recorded by Louis Armstrong

© 1946, ght renewed and gssigned to Scarsdale Music Corp.. NY
NY 10022 Louis Alter Music Publications, NY. Used by permission.

share). But Frank’s Place descent into
oblivion was infinitely more compli-
cated than the viewing audience sim-
ply failing to respond to it. By the time
the series was taken off life-support
systems, it had suffered multiple con-
tusions accumulated during a string
of calamities. Some of the injuries were
accidental; some self-inflicted; and
others resulted from ineptitude and
negligence.

However, our purpose for conduct-
ing this post mortem extends beyond
the coroner's traditional mission; we
are not primarily concerned with sep-
arating the superficial scrapes from the
mortal wounds; nor are we satisfied
with merely assigning blame. In-

stead, we see this critical autopsy as
an opportunity to explore and discuss
key issues confronting people who take
popular American culture seriously.
From our point of view, the short and
troubled life of this extraordinary se-
ries is much more than a tale of net-
work incompetence or audience
indifference. Rather, we see the Frank’s
Place experience as a harsh lesson that
speaks to the economic realities, the
artistic possibilities, and the cultural
limitations of prime-time American
television.

A CRITICAL POST MORTEM

n one level, Frank’s Place is about

the tragicomical experiences of a
professor of Italian Renaissance his-
tory named Frank Parrish (played by
Tim Reid). Parrish is forced to give up
his affluent life in Boston when his es-
tranged father dies and Parrish inher-
its the Chez Louisianne, a restaurant
in New Orleans. In Michael Pollan's
clever phrasing, “The premise is basic
fish-out-of-water. Frank Parrish plays
the fish.”

But on a deeper lever, Frank’s Place
is about work, community, identity, and
history. The restaurant’s bartenders,
cooks, and assorted service people are
portrayed as hard-working artisans.
Connected to and dependent on each
other, these workers live a harmoni-
ous collective life marked by mutual
respect and the satisfaction of belong-
ing. And this sense of connectedness
and continuity extends beyond the
confines of the restaurant to New Or-
lean’s African American enclave.
Treated as a cultural sector that has
somehow escaped the destructive in-
fluences of modern society, the im-
mediate black community is also
invested with a sense of cohesion and
identity. And in Frank’s Place, unlike
other television sitcoms, the belief
systems governing this minority com-
munity become the standards for mea-
suring the value of competing ways of
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life at work in white society.

The central device for teaching the
ethics of this African American com-
munity is the show’s central character.
Frank Parrish is continually caught up
in a crucial tension between his for-
mer identity as a professor and pres-
ent identity as restaurant owner. But
unlike narration in literature, in series
television this identity crisis must be
revealed in terms that can be captured
by camera or microphone. Magnum,
P.l. and The Wonder Years routinely
solve this problem through use of voice-
over narration. However, Frank’s Place
uses a less intrusive technique asso-
ciated with the artistic rendering of
space in the restaurant.

In the public spaces of the restau-
rant—the dining room and the bar—
we see Parrish project the newly-
adopted professional persona of res-
taurant owner. The working spaces of
the kitchen and the office represent off-
stage space. In this space, we see Par-
rish struggle with his inadequacies and
we occasionally catch a glimpse of the
internal man. But the internal man is
most apparent in the private spaces of
his austere apartment. Located up-
stairs, over the restaurant, the apart-
ment was home to Parrish's father until
he suffered a fatal stroke. In this in-
timate space, we come to share the
dreams and despair of the internal
Parrish—and we are invited to take
communion in his anguish: the an-
guish of a man held prisoner by his
father's property who lives involun-
tarily in his father’s place.

Because he is an outsider, Parrish
often doesn't understand what is self
evident to the restaurant staff or to the
members of the surrounding neigh-
borhood. And in Frank’s Place, Par-
rish's failure to understand becomes
a means for viewers to learn about the
taken for granted values of black life
in New Orleans. Through Parrish'’s not
understanding, viewers discover the
place of young and old, of food and
drink, of music and sport, of labor and
ownership, of school and family, and

of religion and superstition in this vi-
brant community. And in this discov-
ery, viewers are also encouraged tore-
discover, re-think, and re-evaluate their
own experience of contemporary so-
ciety.

For example, in an early episode
Parrish asks Tiger (the show's old and
wise bartender), “Is this all the busi-
ness we get around here at night?” In
Tiger's answer, we learn along with
Frank the basic temporal, economic
and racial rules that organize this story
world: “Uh-huh. Except on Saturday
night and sometimes Friday. You see,
these are all working people down here
in our neighborhood. They don‘t go out
to dinner on week nights. And white
people are afraid to come down here
after dark.”

In recognizing the truth of Tiger's
words, viewers are asked to reconsi-
der the meaning of their own class po-
sitions and the consequences of their
own attitudes regarding race and class.

But beyond being situated in a dis-
tinct African American community,
the restaurant is also a place of social
encounter. Many episodes of Frank's
Place consider the lifestyles of people
representing the values of white so-
ciety. And in these episodes, the dom-
inant culture is viewed through the
screen of this black community in-
stead of the other way around. In other
words, Frank’s Place succeeds in in-
verting the cultural orientation of TV
comedies in the Amos ‘n’ Andy tradi-
tion. Wealthy tycoons from New York
City, Southern Belles from Missis-
sippi, obnoxious tourists, fast-talking
booking agents, self-important res-
taurant consultants—all have stopped
in at the restaurant to be measured
against the values of this place on the
road.

In these episodes, Parrish some-
times takes on a different role in the
series. Assuming the position of one
in-the-know, Parrish often acts as a
mediator between the community and

47




the outside world. For example, when
New Orleans is invaded by a horde of
rival basketball recruiters who covet
the talented son of a poverty stricken
single mother, Parrish is drafted by
this community to act as arbiter.

Ultimately, then, Frank’s Place is
about an assimilated black man who
re-discovers his heritage. And Par-
rish’s rediscovery becomes a vehicle
for both exploring and celebrating Af-
rican American culture. In many ways
this is the show’s greatest achieve-
ment. Although Frank’s Place is cer-
tainly no separatist manifesto, the ethic
of the series differs from the assimi-
lation values of programs like Julia and
The Cosby Show. Instead, the ministry
of Frank’s Place preaches an ongoing
sermon of racial identity, of lively cul-
tural independence, and of peaceful
co-existence.

Thankfully, Frank’s Place did suc-
ceed in gaining the attention, respect,
and admiration of at least two groups
operating outside the confines of the
industry—professional critics and
scholars. For example, Michael Pol-
lan, writing for Channels magazine,
declared Frank’s Place "revolution-
ary,” “a sitcom of uncommon fresh-
ness and a ‘black’ show of uncommon
dignity.” And Pollan's enthusiasm was
shared by many other critics. In fact,
Electronic Media's semi-annual poll of
newspaper reviewers rated Frank's
Place among the top three shows of
the '87-'88 season. Only L.A. Law and
The Wonder Years ranked higher.

he academic community echoed

this enthusiasm. Last November,
for instance, we participated in a spe-
cial day-long seminar devoted to dis-
cussing and analyzing Frank’s Place.
Held, fittingly enough, in New Orle-
ans during the national meeting of the
Speech Communication Association
(SCA), the seminar included profes-
sors from, among others, Northwest-
ern, Northeastern, Rutgers, Louisiana
State University, the University of

Michigan, and the University of Texas.

This special SCA seminar was un-
usual in a number of ways. First of all,
it marked a “neutral” site where the
academy and the industry—two insti-
tutions which only rarely connect—met
and exchanged ideas and perspec-
tives. Secondly, within the context of
this meeting both the creative and
commodity dimensions of television
came under careful scrutiny.

In its history, television has gener-
ally been perceived by the academy
as a “social problem” with its “effects”
catalogued by social science re-
searchers. It is only more recently that
historical and humanities-based ap-
proaches have taken up the question
of television. Unlike film, which after
some initial resistance, was em-
braced early on as a humanities field,
television fought a long battle for rec-
ognition. It was not until Horace New-
comb’s TV: The Most Popular Art in
1974—almost 30 years after televi-
sion’s birth—that an academic scholar
wrote a book-length treatment about
TV's aesthetic dimensions.

However, while it may not play a
central cultural role in the lives of most
academics, television is the central
cultural experience for a majority of
working and middle class Americans.
As Everette Dennis, director of the
Gannett Center for Media Studies at
Columbia University, argues, “Mass
communication is central to the func-
tioning of society, but I can't think of
one university that acts as if it is.”

This special SCA seminar repre-
sented one small step by the academy
toward confronting the multiple ways
in which television—the most ubiq-
uitous mass medium—has stitched it-
self into the fabric of our individual
and social identities. Although our
choice of Frank’s Place as the site to
confront television appears micro-
scopic, we hope to use this special
program telescopically—to reveal the
larger aesthetic and market vistas of
American television.

And within academic circles, per-
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haps the most significant scholarly
endorsement of Frank’s Place came
from Alvin Poussant, the Harvard psy-
chiatrist who serves as a consultant
for The Cosby Show. In an interview
with Newsweek, Poussant described
Frank's Place as "the first black show
since Roots to take black culture se-
riously. It's a breakthrough.”

ANATOMY OF A
BREAKTHROUGH

Ironically, many of the same factors
that came together to make Frank’s
Place a breakthrough would, ulti-
mately, contribute to its cancellation.
And the most decisive of these factors
were economic. Because CBS was not
holding its own against the other net-
works, it was more willing to take a
risk on innovative programming.
However, because CBS suffered a di-
sastrous ‘87-'88 season, it was also the
network that could least afford to con-
tinue airing an expensive, presti-
gious, and low-rated series.

This risk-taking on the part of a
struggling enterprise is, in fact, a well-
established tradition in show busi-
ness. In the early days of Hollywood,
when Thomas Edison’s Motion Picture
Patents Company held a competitive
advantage in the movie marketplace,
independent producers like Adolph
Zukor completely changed the way
movies were made, distributed and
marketed by introducing the feature
length film and exploiting the star sys-
tem. Later, it was not the major powers
in Hollywood who first promoted the
conversion to sound. For Paramount,
Loew's, and First National, the silent
movies were profitable enough. The
Big Three simply had nothing to gain
from adopting the expensive new
technology. However, Warner Broth-
ers, one of the smaller Hollywood stu-
dios in the 1920s, had plenty to gain if
the gamble paid off. And pay off it did.
Thanks to the competitive edge it
earned by forcing the technological
transformation of the movie industry,

Warner Brothers ended up emerging
as the largest company in Hollywood
during the 1930s and 1940s.

It's also worth also remembering
that, in the realm of storytelling, the
legendary innovations of Citizen Kane
were not sponsored by an industry
giant like MGM or Paramount or War-
ner. Instead, Citizen Kane was pro-
duced by RKO—the weakest and most

| unstable of the major Hollywood stu-

dios.
So, both Frank’'s Place and Citizen
Kane f{it into a pattern of innovation

| connected to the desperation of infe-

rior market positions. A desperate
company is more likely to seek out new
ideas and new talent, more likely to
experiment, more likely to take risks—
and less likely to obstruct the creative
process. In the case of Citizen Kane,
the financially troubled RKO lured Or-
son Welles away from his spectacular
radio and stage career with an unpre-
cedented six-film contract that gave
the “boy genius” complete creative
control over his projects. The result of
RKO's risk and Welles' short-lived
freedom is one of the most celebrated
films of all time. With its deep-focus
photography. its long takes, its intri-
cate web of flashbacks, and its many
innovations in editing, lighting and
sound, Citizen Kane was a break-
through. And, for various reasons, the
film was also a commercial failure.

There are several interesting par-
allels in the case of Frank’s Place. Hugh
Wilson, the program'’s creator and ex-
ecutive co-producer, was also lured
away from a lucrative career in an-
other branch of the entertainment in-
dustry with the promise of creative
control. But, whereas Welles took a
short-cut to the promised land of cre-
ative freedom (making Citizen Kane
before his 25th birthday), Wilson's path
to artistic control took over two de-
cades of wandering through some
strange and rugged terrain.

On this path, Wilson would partic-
ipate as an activist student in the Civil
Rights Movement, earn a journalism
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degree from the University of Florida,
write linoleum brochures for the Arm-
strong Cork Company in Lancaster,
Pa., receive national advertising
awards for funny radio spots inspired
by Stan Freeberg, run an ad agency
in Atlanta, Ga., work as a MTM stu-
dent trainee at age 32, write scripts for
the original Bob Newhart Show, serve
as a staff writer on a short-lived Tony
Randall sitcom, produce a television
series about working life in a rock-and-
roll station, punch up film scripts for
money and no screen credit, and direct
disappointing feature length motion
pictures.

Wilson agreed to come to the sem-
inar in New Orleans last November and
discuss the life and death of Frank’s
Place. Since the seminar took place
about a month after the series was
canceled, Wilson was still visibly
hurting from the experience. On the
sleeve where some people wear their
religion, Wilson wears his humor and
humanity. A southern raconteur in the
time-honored tradition of Mark Twain
and Will Rogers, Wilson quickly
charmed the audience of TV research-
ers. By the end of the day, we were
left with the feeling that Wilson gen-
uinely relished this encounter with a
live audience which appreciated the
artistry of Frank’s Place. As he puts it,
"making a television show is like
sending out a message in a bottle. You
never know if anybody ever gets your
message.”

n the TV and film industries, Wilson

is best known as the creative force
behind two money-making projects.
The first of the projects was WKRP in
Cincinnati. It was on WKRP that Wil-
son first teamed up with Tim Reid, who
played the role of dee-jay Venus Fly-
trap. Thanks to unfriendly scheduling
by Harvey Shepherd who then headed
CBS's entertainment division, WKRP
was killed off after only four seasons.
However, the series has been a big hit
in afternoon and late-night syndica-

tion, grossing over $100 million for
MTM.

Wilson is proud to have his name
associated with WKRP. But this isn't
the case with his other big money-
making project: the original Police
Academy film.

Frustrated and exhausted by the
WKRP experience, Wilson decided to
get involved in making movies. “I had
the mistaken conception that you could
do better work in movies—completely
ludicrous,” Wilson laments. "By this
time [early '80s] the Animal House thing
had taken over movie comedy, and the
16-year-old male was king in terms of
the audience they were going for. I
helped perpetuate this ugly trend. We
shot Police Academy thinking it was
a drive-in movie, which it was, for
teenaged boys. We made it for three-
and-a-half million dollars, what Hol-
lywood considers cab fare. And after
I cut this thing, I told my wife, I'm
finished. I'm dying. We're moving back
to Georgia.” But we took it out and
tested it on a young audience, ages 15
to 23, with an emphasis on males—
and they went crazy. Just crazy.”

Police Academy went on to gross $132
million. And Wilson went on to direct
other films—but none to his satisfac-
tion. “I became very disappointed in
myself for getting involved in the ma-
chine, in the packages and whatnot,”
Wilson remembers. “And [ realized I
could have more creative freedom and
do more interesting work on television
than I could in the movies—because I
was the Police Academy guy. It was a
coat I couldn’t take off.”

The first project of Wilson's second
career in television was the Easy Street
pilot for Loni Anderson. Tim Reid, then,
talked Wilson into doing a pilot with
him. Quoting Wilson, "William Mor-
ris, who represented both of us, saw
PACKAGE, which is what their life is
about. Packages. They went to CBS.
And CBS had an idea. Reid and I had
no idea about anything. We went in
and sat down with two gentlemen, Kim
LeMasters and a fellow by the name
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of Gregg Maday [former CBS vice-
president for comedy program devel-
opment]. They said, 'We've always
heard you'd like to do something about
the South.’ I've always been pretty vo-
cal about Hollywood's inability to deal
with the South in any sort of believa-
ble fashion. So they said, ‘How about
New Orleans? And how about Tim in-
herits a restaurant down there.’ So, CBS
had the bones of the idea. I liked that
because I always felt—and I've been
proven wrong here—that if they thought
of it as their baby, they’'d nurture itand
look after it and take care of it.”

Tim Reid's path to Frank’s Place is
as fascinating as Wilson's. From
Virginia with a degree from Norfolk
State University in marketing and eco-
nomics, Reid entered a Dupont train-
ing program in industrial sales. His
tirst market area was Chicago where
he lived and worked for three years.
Reid, who spoke to us in a phone in-
terview, says the “culture shock” of
moving from the Norfolk projects to a
black college to the "2-car garage”
scene in Chicago came too fast. After
achieving everything he wanted, he
grew bored. Then, for six years, he ex-
perimented in stand-up comedy and
performed in commercials in and
around Chicago.

In 1974, about the same time Wilson
left Atlanta for L.A., Reid moved to
California where he landed regular
parts in WKRP and Simon & Simon.
For the last seven years Reid has also
run a small production company with
his wife, Daphne Maxwell Reid, who
played his love interest (mortician
Hanna Griffin) on Frank’s Place. One
of their production company’s current
projects is to develop the first suc-
cessful one-hour black dramatic se-
ries.

An outspoken critic inside the en-
tertainment industry, Reid deplores the
network’s devotion to the “white yup-
pie market’ and believes program-
mers ignore many “invisible cultures,”

l

including the black middle class.
"Networks purposetfully avoid black
dramas because they don’t under-
stand how to develop them,” Reid says.
"In dramatic shows, blacks are either
portrayed as oppressed or angry. But
more black programming isn't just a
racial pride issue for me. In just a few
years, one third of the network audi-
ence will be black. It's going to be bad
business to ignore this audience.”

For Reid, who won a 1988 NAACP
Image Award for his on-camera per-
formance on Frank’s Place, one of the
problems with TV programming is that
writers and producers “will not ven-
ture into history.”

The willingness to “venture into his-
tory” is, in fact, at the very heart of
what makes Frank’s Place a break-
through. In doing research for the show,
Wilson and Reid became oral histo-
rians. Tape recorders in hand, Reid,
Wilson and the show’s writers made
four trips to New Orleans. Reid says
that as the show developed, the co-
producers would occasionally send a
writer back to New Orleans to get a
detail exactly right.

This research was crucial to devel-
oping both the show’s look and its sense
of place. Hoping to cash in on the Ca-
jun cooking phenomenon that was
sweeping the nation, CBS initially
wanted to locate the show in a French
Quarter restaurant. However, Wilson
reports that he and Reid had other
plans: “CBS was thinking a straw hat,
show boat type ambiance. But we de-
cided it would be more interesting if
we put it in a black community. So,
when we went to New Orleans, we just
skipped Bourbon Street. We went into
the black community and we began to
meet people and they were really aw-
fully nice. One of them was Austin
Leslie, who runs the Chez Helene.”

Thanks to this research, the Chez
Helene would be the inspiration for the
Chez Louisianne, and Austin Leslie
would be the model for Big Arthur, the
head cook on the series. Leslie would
even come to L.A. to talk to the writers
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about cooking and running a restau-
rant.

Behind the camera, Reid shared ex-
ecutive producer duties with Wilson:
Reid was responsible for actors and
set; Wilson, for writing and editing.
Besides himself, Wilson hired four
writers for the show, and black play-
wright Samm-Art Williams soon
emerged as lead writer. Wilson and
Reid also hired a racially mixed crew—
from directors to make-up artists to
sound technicicns. According to Reid's
estimates, of the just over 100 mem-
bers of the cast and crew, 45-50 per-
cent were black—and of that
percentage, half were black women.
Reid speaks with pride when he talks
about the show’s two black women di-
rectors; that kind of hiring is “almost
unheard of today in network televi-
sion,” Reid says.

Because there was no live audience,
Wilson says crew members became the
audience and their reactions to the
script and set provided a crucial “read”
on whether "we were getting it right.”
Reid agrees, and adds, “If the crew
didn't get into it, we knew we were in
trouble.” )

According to Wilson, the quest for
authenticity—"getting it right“"—also
motivated the cinematic look of the
show: "I went to CBS and said, 'You
know, I'm one of the few guys working
on television that has directed fea-
tures. I could make this thing look like
a feature. And I think that might be
key, because I can't do this three-cam-
era-live-audience, and capture what I
want of New Orleans. I think I'm going
to need steam, and smoke, and music,
and food.’ I got everybody really ex-
cited about that. And they forgot that
these things cost money.”

which brings us back to creative
control. Obviously, most televi-
sion producers would not have been
able to move the setting of Frank’s Place
from Bourbon Street to a black neigh-
borhood. Nor would the garden-vari-

ety producer be able to receive
clearance to shoot a new series using
film style with one camera and lots of
expensive post-production editing. But
because Wilson wore the coat of the
“Police Academy guy” and because
CBS desperately wanted the Wilson/
Reid package, Wilson was able to ne-
gotiate a “complete hands off deal” on
Frank’s Place.

Wilson readily acknowledges that
the other networks would not have
given him such creative freedom: “CBS,
they were desperate. They were strug-
gling. They weren't three—yet. Con-
sequently, they were the best people
to work for from a creative standpoint.
NBC behaves just like ABC did when
they were number one. They are sure
they have it all figured out, and that
it's not just dumb luck. But if Bill Cosby
hadn’t walked in there, they'd be in as
much trouble as they were before. Since
they are absolutely sure they have it
all figured out, they want to get into
your stuff. They think they can fix shows
by changing scripts, by changing at-
titudes, by adding characters.”

Unfortunately, as Welles discovered
after Citizen Kane failed at the box of-
fice, hands off deals are ephemeral
creatures that often perish in the heat
of competition. But, interestingly, the
cinematic look of Frank’s Place ena-
bled Wilson to sustain creative control
throughout the season.

"The hands off agreement stuck,”
says Wilson, “because of the way we
shot it. If you do a three-camera sit-
com, you rehearse it much like a stage
play. And the networks send people
down to look at run-throughs. You turn
around, and they've all got their scripts
out saying, ‘I feel like on page so-and-
so ... And some of them have amaz-
ing nerve. But we started shooting film
style as seven o’clock in the morning.
Bing! The lights were on. We rehearse
it, shoot it, and shoot it out of order.
There was no run-through to see. Con-
sequently, we were left totally free.
CBS people would look at the dail-
ies—but they didn’t know how to look

52




at dailies because they weren’t movie
people. They'd just kind of look at them
and say, ‘O.K.? Or they would call and
say, ‘Gee, that scene . . ."andI'd say,
‘Well, when we cut it all together, it'll
be good.”

MA]JOR INJURIES

he two most obvious reasons for the

tailure of Frank’s Place were its
production budget and its scheduling.
As Wilson readily admits, “steam and
smoke and music and food . . . costs
a lot of money.” While a typical epi-
sode of Cosby or Family Ties might
costs between $500-550,000, a Frank's
Place—with its cinematic style—cost
between $600-630,000. According to
Wilson, Viacom entered into Frank’s
Place as the “production entity” and
picked up the $200,000 deficit for each
show. Since CBS was only "renting”
each episode from Wilson and Reid for
$400,000, Viacom picked up the loss
banking on the show to stay on the air
long enough to build up episodes for
future syndication. After 22 episodes
and plummeting ratings, it became
more difficult to continue to support
the deficit, especially when CBS re-
fused to pay more for each program to
reduce some of the up-front production
costs.

And any regular viewer of Frank’s
Place knows about its scheduling dif-
ficulties. Watching the show required
devotion above and beyond the call of
normal viewer duty. In twelve months,
CBS moved the show into six ditferent
time slots on four different nights. Ac-
cording to Reid and Wilson, the net-
work moved it so often that eventually
their own mothers could no longer find
the show on the network schedule.
Consequently, despite Kim LeMaster's
grim statement that the audience
“failed to respond” to Frank’s Place, a
better explanation is that a large num-
ber of viewers either never found the
program or lost it in the shuffle.

In fairness, it should be noted that

LeMasters (who claimed to be one of
the show’s "biggest fans”) has ac-
cepted some responsibility. He told TV
critics last January that killing Frank’s
Place was his "toughest decision” and
admitted that he was “very guilty” for
having moved the program too much.
To date, his tough decision has pro-
voked 50,000-plus letters from the
NAACP and the Viewers for Quality
Television complaining about the can-
cellation.

Both Wilson and Reid agree now that
working with CBS was a mixed bless-
ing. While they had a lot of creative
freedom, the network was in the midst
of atailspin. At the time, CBS had only
two series regularly among the top 20—
Sunday evening’s 60 Minutes and Mur-
der She Wrote. Although it would have
been a good fit, Frank’s Place never
landed on Sunday in its many travels
across the CBS schedule.

Reid argues that during production
of Frank’s Place CBS displayed “self-
destructive impulses” and had "poor
promotional habits.” Both Wilson and
Reid say, as a new show, Frank’s Place
should never have aired at 8:00 lead-
ing off the Monday CBS line-up. “Kids
run the eight o‘clock Nielsens,” Wilson
says. Because Frank’s Place was ob-
viously not targeted at children, Wil-
son wanted the show in a 3:00 or 9:30
slot.

SUBTLE AFFLICTIONS

Reid contends that the CBS brass,
even though they conceived of the
original idea, "never understood our
show.” And CBS's basic failure to ap-
preciate the novelty of Frank’s Place
points to less-obvious infirmities that,
together with the budget deficit and
inept scheduling, contributed to the
demise of the show. Although these
subtle afflictions appear as many dif-
ferent ailments, they are essentially
symptoms of the same malignancy: the
economics of popularity.

On the supply side of this economic
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system, TV networks attempt to foster
and sustain demand by playing a so-
phisticated game of peek-a-boo with
the audience. In this game, networks
lure audiences into taking a peek at a
show and then provide just enough
novelty so that audiences will peek in
again next week. But, as in any game
of peek-a-boo, there is a delicate dy-
namic at work in this network-audi-
ence interaction.

On the one hand, networks have to
provide the audience with enough of
a thrill so that they choose to continue
the game. On the other hand, net-
works have to carefully package that
thrill so that the aqudience is not "scared
off” by the boo. Ultimately, the exec-
utives who succeed in this game are
masters at juggling the comfort of fa-
miliarity with the surprise of novelty.

Of course, promotion is a central
component of this ongoing game. In
the context of the economy of popu-
larity, promotion is meant to accom-
plish two related goals. First, a
promotional campaign should entice
the audience to risk that first peek;
second, the campaign should prepare
the audience for the delight of the boo.
In more standard terms, a promotion
should both whet audience interest and
build anticipation that will be re-
warded by the expected and unex-
pected pleasures of the viewing
experience. It follows that promotions
can fail in two ways: they can fail to
build audience interest, or they can
fail to build the right set of expecta-
tions.

n the case of Frank’s Place, the pro-

motions probably failed along the
second front. And, here, Frank’s Place
was troubled by a quandary that is
common in the marketing of all un-
conventional programming: Just how
do you market something that is unique
to a mass audience?

After all, one reason that Hollywood
films and network series tend to be
highly derivative is that it is much
easier to promote a story-product that

fits into some existing category. It's
simply easier to promote the sequel of
a conventional teen-pic like Police
Academy Il than it is to promote an
off-beat psycho-drama like Talk Ra-
dio. Similarly, it is easier to promote
a conventional black-cast sitcom like
Amen or 227, than it is to promote a
breakthrough like Frank’s Place.

The tried and true promotional cliche,
“If you liked X, then you’ll love Y.,”
doesn’t work with something as ex-
traordinary as Frank’s Place. Viewers
tuning in to Frank’'s Place expecting
the simple pleasures of the standard
sitcom were not prepared for the chal-
lenges of the series. In the first place,
many episodes dealing with serious
issues like drunk driving or drug traf-
ficking were—by Wilson's design—not
at all funny. Secondly, Frank’s Place
demanded the rapt attention of a movie-
goer, not the relaxed observance of a
casual viewer.

Unlike most television fare, which
is essentially radio with pictures,
Frank’s Place relied on the power of
visual storytelling. Wilson's filmic ap-
proach required audience members to
actually watch the show or lose track
of the story line.

The cinematic look of Frank’s Place
would have other important conse-
quences that contributed to both the
show’s artistry and its termination.
According to Wilson, the decision to
eliminate the laugh track was pri-
marily informed by the look of the show.
Where the laugh track is appropriate
in comedies using three-camera, live-
audience production techniques, it is
extremely awkward using a one-cam-
era, filmic approach.

"For some reason,” says Wilson,
“because of the sound track and ev-
erything, the [laugh-track] audience
had to be in the room. But they couldn't
be in the room because gradually we
were shooting all the way around. You
got a strong feeling of ‘Where the hell
are these [laughing] people?’ “

Unfortunately, a new program cat-
egory was invented by newspaper re-
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viewers as a device for describing the
appearance of several new shows that
did not conform to the laugh-track or
three-camera conventions of situation
comedy. Frank’s Place, The ‘Slap’
Maxwell Story, The Days and Nights
of Molly Dodd, and Hooperman—all
got tagged with the label of “dra-
medy.” And Wilson believes that be-
cause this label became associated
with low ratings, “guilt by associa-
tion” with these shows helped doom
Frank’s Place. Like the Police Acad-
emy coat, the dramedy albatross was
something Wilson couldn’t shed.

Another bitter-sweet consequence of
the show's cinematic style was the
subject of one of Reid’s most self-crit-
ical comments. According to Reid,
Frank’s Place should have done more
“character-driven pieces” than “indi-
vidual little movies.” Reid believes
that—in their passion to transcend the
contrivances of the standard sitcom—
the writing staff lost sight of the bot-
tom line in series storytelling—that is,
that an audience has to be lured back
each week.

Although Reid's criticism can be
chalked up to creative differences that
inevitably surface between actors and
writers, his distinction between char-
acter-driven and stand-alone stories
is still very revealing. As the lasting
power of media stardom demon-
strates, compelling regular characters
are the most potent agencies for en-
couraging loyalty to a continuing se-
ries. In large measure, many people
watch The Cosby Show because of the
power of Bill Cosby's performance;
teenagers watch Family Ties because
they identify with Michael J. Fox's por-
trayal of a budding yuppie; and the
current success of Roseanne is linked
to the popularity of the show’s central
couple played by Roseanne Barr and
John Goodman.

Because most sitcoms are primarily
vehicles for showcasing comedic star
performances, the individual epi-
sodes often become highly predict-
able and painfully contrived variations

on a well-established theme. This
theme, in fact, is the very “situation”
that gives the formula its name and it
is embedded in the ongoing relation-
ships between the regular characters.
Wilson and his ink-stained comrades
essentially tried to write the "situa-
tion” out of television comedy.

In Wilson's words: “People, myself
included, would yell, ‘No, that's La-
verne and Shirley.’ Laverne and Shir-
ley, for some reason, became the
shorthand for any kind of set-up, set-
up, punch, set-up, set-up, punch. Our
main thrust was story, story, story!
What I was after was good stories.”

This creative emphasis was, in fact,
bolstered by Wilson's decision to shoot
the series film style. “The look was
beginning to dictate the writing,"” says
Wilson. “And [ had it in mind that we
should try to—I mean, I would never
say this to a network-——but we should
try to revive that great American dead
art form, the short story, and think of
ourselves as short story writers.”

Although Reid-the-artist is quick to
agree that part of the splendor of
Frank’s Place was bound up in Wil-
son's writing philosophy, Reid-the-
producer now believes that the 11 reg-
ular characters on the program should
have been more fully developed be-
fore doing "stand-alone” short stories
featuring outsiders—the basketball
recruiter, the homeless man, and the
New York businessman episodes, for
example. Reid especially regrets the
timing of the early two-part drug story
involving young bartender Cool
Charles. While acknowledging that
those episodes told compelling stories
and developed strong anti-drug
themes, Reid now wishes they had
aired later in the season, after more
of the central characters had evolved.

In the tragedy of errors that killed
the series, Wilson accepts responsi-
bility for driving the final nail in the
coffin. As Wilson puts it, “We made a
mistake in the Emmys.” Wilson suc-
ceeded in winning the Emmy for Best
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Writing with an episode called “The
Bridge.” A powerful drama, "“The
Bridge” is an “individual little movie”
that relates the story of man who com-
mits suicide by driving off a bridge so
that his family can sue the Chez Louis-
ianne for serving him his final drink.
The episode paints a stark picture of
life in the housing projects. And it fea-
tures a magnificent performance by
Beah Richards who won an Emmy for
her portrayal of the dead man's wife.

However, Wilson did not submit “The
Bridge” to the committee responsible
for selecting the best comedy series.
"I thought you got to send in three ep-
isodes for consideration,” Wilson re-
members. “But they only take one. And
I can understand that because there's
a lot of stuff. I should have sent in ‘The
Bridge', but I thought people would say,
‘Wait a minute, We're judging come-
dies. This isn't funny.””

Wilson entered another episode that
featured a Rocky-like boxing match
between the Big Arthur and a rival chef.
Although the episode was funny in a
conventional way, it certainly didn't
represent the best of Frank’s Place. And
it didn't fare well against the best of
The Wonder Years, which won the ‘88
Emmy as best comedy series.

This mistake haunts Wilson be-
cause he thinks “The Bridge” would
have won the Emmy. “We would still
be on the air,” reasons Wilson, "be-
cause I don't think CBS would have
had the guts to pull the plug on a show
that won Best Comedy Series. The night
we didn't get the Emmy for best sit-
com, both Tim and I knew it was over.”

EPITAPH AND PARABLE

mbedded in one of the funniest ep-

isodes of Frank’s Place are two mo-
ments that comment on the death of the
series. The episode deals with a failed
attempt by Parrish to increase night
business at the restaurant. After an ar-
rogant business consultant advises
Parrish to offer live entertainment at the

restaurant, Parrish is approached by a
fast-talking booking agent who bears a
strong resemblance to Jack Nicholson at
his seediest.

At first the agent promises Parrish
the services of Bo Diddley. Parrish, a
fan of the 1950s rock-and-roll star, is
impressed with the agent’s show busi-
ness connections. However, before
consummating the deal, the booking
agent cons Parrish into agreeing on a
“fall-back plan.” Should Bo Diddley not
work out, the booking agent would en-
gage the services of Guitar Fat Brown.

When Parrish doesn’t recognize the
musician’s name, the booking agent
interjects, “Of course, the only prob-
lem with Guitar Fat is that very, very
square white people have never heard
of him.” Parrish, not wanting to be
lumped in with square white people,
agrees to the contingency.

A paraphrase of the booking agent'’s
comment serves as our epitaph for the
series: “Frank’s Place—very, very square
white people never heard of it.”

The second revealing moment ap-
pears about mid-way through the ep-
isode. The first—and last—night of live
entertainment attracts a family of ob-
noxious white tourists (decked out in
Bermuda shorts) to the restaurant.
When Parrish greets them at the door,
the sun-burnt father inquires, “Is this
the real thing? A nervous Parrish re-
sponds, “Yes, sort of real.” “Well, we
want to see the real thing,” declares
the father as Parrish seats the family
at a table.

Parrish then tries to give menus to
the family, but the father declines: “Oh,
we've already ate. We're just here for
the entertainment.” After Parrish ex-
plains that the entertainment won't
begin for several hours, the father says,
“That's O.K. We'll wait.” The rest of
the family whines and the father tries
to appease them. He asks Parrish. “Do
you have any snacks? Like maybe some
tortilla chips and diet Cokes?”

We call this brief scene the Parable
Of The Grumbling Tourists. The irony
of tourists looking for “the real thing”
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in New Orleans and yet declining the
opportunity to eat authentic creole
cuisine in favor of more familiar junk
tood speaks eloquently to the phenom-
enon of the grumbling white audi-
ence. This audience decries what
appears on prime-time television, and
claims to want the real thing, yet when
given the opportunity to sample the
authenticity of a series like Frank's
Place, it opts, instead, for “tortilla-chip-
and-diet-Coke” programs like Alf,
Cosby, and Growing Pains.

Theretfore, in a round about way, we
find ourselves returning to LeMaster's
obituary for Frank’s Place. The view-
ing audience does, indeed, share some
responsibility for the death of the show.
But the viewing audience that we want
to implicate is not every one and no
one living everywhere and nowhere.

Clearly not enough middle-class,
white folks watched or even knew
about the program. Unlike Cosby which
is essentially a show about class—a
show supportive of both white and
black middle-class values, and there-
fore safer and less threatening—
Frank’s Place is a show that was su-
premely about region and race. The
show often filtered what it is to live in
mainstream America through the
viewpoints of folks who live in the
margins—in a black working class
section of New Orleans.

The middle ground allure of televi-
sion is both its strength and weak-
ness. As strength, television offers
special moments—news, inaugura-
tions, space conquests and disasters,
football, assassinations, Cosby,
Roots—that bring this large pluralis-
tic nation together for shared triumphs
and mourning, for shared time and ex-
perience. In this age of unbridled in-
dividualism and President Bush's
perception of us as a “thousand points
of light,” there is a comforting unity
and familiarity about television.

But as weakness, the middle ground
of television often pushes “invisible
cultures” into the background where
they are either filtered by the preju-

dices and stereotypes of white society,
or they provide the void for the “thou-
sand points of light.” It seems that
Frank’s Place got lost somewhere in
this void. In the struggle over what
constitutes that mainstream, the pro-
gram was perhaps viewed as too mar-
ginal—too far afield from the security
of Middle American tastes and values.

Both Wilson and Reid predict that
the failure of Frank’s Place will inhibit
innovation and experiments in TV
comedy.

"Most of the letters I got,” reports
Wilson, "were from people in the busi-
ness saying, ‘My God. How did you do
this? How did you pull this off? How
did you get the network to go along
with this? If Frank’s Place had suc-
ceeded, it would have had enormous
impact. As it turned out, the cancel-
lation was a real blow. The day it got
cancelled, every schlockmeister in
town used Frank’s Place as a prime
example of what not to do: ‘You see
what happens when you do that? When
a bad show fails, nobody says, ‘Let's
learn our lesson.’ But when a good show
goes down, everybody goes, Ya see?

Reid is equally pessimistic. He says
it will be at least five years—if ever—
before the networks acknowledge the
breakthroughs made on the program.

In the meantime, both Reid and
Wilson plan to stay away from the
kind of television Frank’s Place at-
tempted. Both are now involved in the
development of more conventional
projects. |
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Ten percent inspiration. Ninety
percent exhilaration. One hundred
percent unforgettable. The new Ford
Probe GT is a performance not to
be missed.

Turbocharged Engine.

Probe GT moves with an inner
strength, 145 intercooled turbo horse-
power, eager to respond to the
demands of your right foot.

Driver Adjustable Suspension.

Its sport-tuned suspension is driver
adjustable for taut handling, while its
front-wheel drive provides added trac-
tion, for a firm grip on the road.

Speed-Sensitive Steering.
A computer-controlled power steer-
ing system adjusts the amount of

- power assist to MPH readings and
steering angle. The result? Effortless

: -; ¥ Buckle up—together we can save lives.

The new Ford Probe GT.
A performance you won’t forget

steering in tight parking situations,
firmer steering at higher speeds.

Anti-Lock Braking System.

Probe GT's available Anti-Lock
Braking System (ABS) helps you stop
with more control when conditions
are less than ideal.

Adjustable Instrument Cluster.

Probe GT's instrument pod tilts in
tandem with the steering wheel, so
you can see all of the gauges all of
the time.

Compact Disc Player.

Opt for Probe GT's AM/FM stereo
radio/cassette and compact disc
players, and take your ears places
they’ve never been before.

The new Ford Probe GT. Reserve a
front-row seat and command a per-
formance vou won't forget.

Have you driven a Ford.. lately? (7 .
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THE LONDON TELEVISION

SCENE

Is there a deregulation revolution going on in
British television? How real is the threat to both
BBC and the commercial programmers?

BY JOHN PUTNAM

LONDON.
he British, who never could
stand prosperity as they are the
first to admit, seem about to
blow it yet again, this time by

throwing away, or at least seriously
compromising, the most admired and
probably the best broadcasting sys-
tem going.

Early last November, the Conser-
vative government of premier Mar-
garet Thatcher came out with plans for
the biggest shakeup of the nation's
electronic media since the advent of
commercial television ended the mo-
nopoly of noncommercial BBC more
than 30 years ago.

What the country basically has now
in the way of a regulated system are
four national TV chains—two BBC net-
works and two commercial, ITV and
Channel Four. Two are mass-audi-
ence networks while the other two are
anything but, and between them pro-
duce a remarkable range and variety
of programs, much of which regularly
wins prestige prizes galore. You can
see the glitziest of this output via PBS,
notably on Masterpiece Theatre.

What the administration proposes is
a deregulated free-for-all that by the
next decade (or just around the corner)
could see the United Kingdom satu-
rated with a host of new TV channels
all joining the scramble for ad bucks
and pay-per-view business. Up to 19

:

|

DBS (direct broadcast by satellite)
channels are due this year alone, six
of them under the aegis of multina-
tional media mogul Rupert (tomorrow

| the world) Murdoch.

Another three DBS channels coming
this year will be operated by British
Satellite Broadcasting, an indepen-
dent but government-blessed enter-
prise with its very own satellite, and
which has been stockpiling Holly-
wood movies.

The government’s game plan also
envisions at least one new national
terrestrial TV channel that would also
be in hot pursuit of advertisers. At least
one more national radio carrier also
looms in addition to the four now going
via BBC, plus a raft of low-power com-
munity TV stations and more local ra-
dio outlets on top of the 60-70 or so
now operated by BBC or under inde-
pendent license.

Earlier fears that BBC was on the
verge of having some of its constituent
parts privatized have been allayed, at |
least until its royal charter expires in
1996. Until then it continues intact and |
funded by the historic method of pub-
lic taxation—the annual license fee
fixed by the government and charged
all set owners. But there have been
persistent rumors, and some govern-
ment hints too, that before then the TV
division’s idle overnight airlanes may
be handed over to private specialist
operators to deliver programming for
time-shift video recording. Though such
a move might not betoken a more dras-
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tic assault on the national broad-
caster, inevitably the prospect is
causing disquiet among BBC hier-
archs.

If BBC for now escapes really griev-
ous bodily harm, not so the ITV net-
work comprising such 15 regionally-
licensed commercial stations as Gran-
ada, Yorkshire and Thames Televi-
sion, which are tightly regulated under
a public service ethos, unique in the
world, that was inherited from British
broadcasting’s founding fathers.

If deregulation means ITV is about
to lose its long-standing advertising
monopoly (the stations also have the
exclusivity on the regional sale of
Channel Four airtime in exchange for
funding C4), the promised really big
blow comes in 1991 when the stations’
franchises expire after eight years.
Normally, they would be renewable—
subject to challenge—within the test-

The omens for future
program standards, and
the basic public service
commitment that goes
back to crystal set radio
are anything but
promising.

ing framework of the regulating In-
dependent Broadcasting Authority

established long ago by an act of par- |

liament. But the times are anything
but normal, and two years hence those
licenses instead will be up for grabs
via auction (sic) to the highest bidders,
whose acceptability otherwise will
depend only on what's vaguely for-
mulated so far as a “quality threshold”
pertaining mainly to a news and pub-
lic affairs commitment.

Not even Ronald Reagan thought of
that one.

Thereafter, anyway, the stations
collectively will no longer be known
familiarly as the ITV network but as
Channel 3. They and other terrestrial

commercial broadcasters will be reg-
ulated by a new Independent Televi-
sion Commission scheduled to replace
the IBA in due course. Unlike the old
IBA, the new ITC will operate what the
government is pleased to describe as
"light touch,” a euphemism meaning
no more than minimal performance
standards are likely to be imposed on
the winning bidders for those former
ITV licenses, which will then run for
10 years. To the more cynical, "light
touch” can only mean ownership of the
public’s air in virtual perpetuity.

It doesn't follow from all this, of
course, that the whole ITV system is
about to be taken over by soulless new
moneybag players for whom profits are
the be-all and damn public interest,
convenience, necessity and cultural
tradition. Some of the franchises will
no doubt continue under tradition-sen-
sitive present managements. But the
omens for future program standards,
and the basic public service commit-
ment that qoes back to crystal set ra-
dio are anything but promising.

That's surely implicit in wholesale
deregulation and unbridled competi-
tion, or what smacks very much of the
laissez-faire American system. To
Stuart Prebble, of a pressure group
called the Campaign for Quality Tele-
vision, the government's plan is no less
than a “detailed epitaph for the tele-
vision system which has been the envy
of the world.”

Years ago, in a highly regulated
time, one of ITV's senior moguls could
still refer to his station franchise as "a
license to print money.” If he thought
so then he should only be around now.

The looming revolution and its ex-
plosion of competitive commercial
carriers is, to be sure, sweet music for
advertisers and their agencies who've
long been at the monopolistic mercy
of ITV ratecards and program sched-
uling. It's also a great prospect for
devout believers in uniettered capi-
talism—the kind who would still have
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voted for Hoover in 1932.

The government calls its big shakeup
plan a framework for the “liberaliza-
tion” of broadcasting, which is one way
of looking at it—the government's. Ever
since the Tories regained power a de-
cade ago, Thatcherite rhetoric has been
nothing if not seductively populist,
which no doubt is one reason the Iron
Lady has won three straight elections.

Deregulation was bound
to appeal in a country so
overloaded with regula-
tions, some praiseworthy,
many others eccentric or
just plain nutty.

S T T S Ve T T TR X T T

To the consternation and at the ex-
pense of the left, Thatcher has freely
appropriated labels like “liberal” and
“liberalism” (anathema, perhaps, in
America but not here) to rally popular
support for her free-market economic
agenda. Early on, for instance, she
proclaimed herself an economic lib-
eral and promised the voters more
freedom of choice with respect to things
like home ownership, schools, medi-
cal care, public transport and so on,
including, as we now see, more broad-
cast options too.

Such populism—and its broad ap-
peal is undeniable-—helped pave the
way for a massive program of priva-
tization and deregulation that's still
ongoing. (Next on the agenda is the
privatization of the nation’s water sup-
ply—no kidding.)

Privatization and deregulation are
Thatcher’s totems, her holy of holies,
the economic touchstones of a single-
minded mission to wean a postwar na-
tion raised on welfare and state own-
ership and create instead an
"enterprise culture” subject only to
“self-correcting” market forces. The real
aim of which, as she herself has ad-
mitted, is to send socialism in the U.K.
down for the final count. Not that Brit-

ain has ever known real socialism,
mind you, but it's as good a scare word
here as "liberal” has become in Amer-
ica.

Deregulation was bound to appeal
in a country so overloaded for so long
with regulations, some praiseworthy,
many others eccentric or plain nutty.
But deregulation can also turn out to
be a mirage.

For instance, it was supposed to yield
untold benetits for the American con-
sumer, wasn't it? So now, with Ma Bell
fractured into bewildering fragments,
Americans at long last have the effi-
cient and cheap phone service they
were previously denied and always
longed for, right? And it's now some
deregulated blessing, isn't it, when you
can fly north while your luggage trav-
els south—assuming you both get off
the ground at all, that is.

Ah, wonderful deregulation, as the
laggard British are about to discover
from the joys of multichannel choice
with its cornucopia of gameshows,
soaps, formula action and more game-
shows. (Of which they've got sufficient
even under a regulated system.)

A funny thing, this notion some peo-
ple have that numbers ipso facto equal
diversity and thus choice. The late A.].
Liebling, in his sometime New Yorker
essays on the "Wayward Press,” used
to argue that choice and democracy
were diminished every time a news-
paper died. But how much real choice
exists if, say, the values of two of a
town's three papers are bounded by
divorce court shenanigans, the police
blotter and showbiz scandal? Who and
what is really diminished by one less
frivolous, scandalmongering tabloid
in a town that had two? Put another
way, was democracy enhanced when
Murdoch took over the New York Post?

And by the same token, how much
real programming choice, real viewer
freedom, is there if half the available
TV channels are going head to head
with firstrun comedy and melodrama
while the other half are going head to
head with rerun ditto? Lots of options,
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sure, but lots of choice, no. Only the
illusion of choice—the numbers game.

Anyone with extended experience of
TV both sides of the Atlantic has to
conclude, it seems to me, that Britain’s
four channels now provide more gen-
uine choice on average than “free”
markets with four times or more that
number. And that's thanks to a public
service ethos like no other that could
only flourish under a broadcasting
system like no other, a tradition the
Brits are now about to discard in the
name of political dogma and, para-
doxically, cultural philistinism.

But there's more to it than liberal
economics and the fallacious issue of
consumer freedom. There's also a dis-
tinct whiff of political paranoia, a chip-
on-the-shoulder determination to set-
tle old scores with pesky broadcasters
for taking their unwritten constitu-
tional liberties too much to heart.

For, say, having tried to objectively
report the war with Argentina in the
Falkland Islands instead of whole-
heartedly supporting “our boys” and
mindlessly toeing the official line. For
not just quoting but also allowing Irish
“terrorists” to have their spoken say
as well. For snooping into the more
recessive secrets of government in-
cluding the intelligence community.
For, in short, believing the public in a
putative democracy really does have
the right to know.

The administration has responded
to such “abuses” of press freedom with
muzzling legislation and executive or-
ders, and in one case even by a police
raid that confiscated cans of docu-
mentary film in the BBC's Glasgow of-
fices. The voices of Irish "terrorists”
can no longer be transmitted by British
broadcasters. Pushing for a broad-
casting revolution seems very much in
the punitive and self-deluding spirit of
those responses.

As part of the Tory drive to bring
broadcasters to heel, they've also cre-
ated a new Broadcasting Standards
Council to censor sex and violence on
the tube—another juicy populist is-

sue, although it's far from clear yet
how or whether the government will
be able to impose its standards on DBS
channels.

More recently, and far more omi-
nous, was the appointment as deputy
chairman of the IBA (and the Indepen-
dent Television Commission to come)
of Lord Chalfont, a politician whose
deep rightfield positions make
Thatcher by comparison seem almost
suspiciously liberal. Commercial
broadcasters have good reason to
shudder.

As for the government’s blueprint for
broadcasting, the die hasn't been quite
cast yet. Parts of the plan will require
legislative action, and there’s inten-
sive industry lobbying to modify this
or block that. The November govern-
ment white paper outlining it's pro-
posals omitted most of the fine print.
But a huge government mgjority in
parliament leaves no doubt that
Thatcher & Co. will broadly have its
way in due course.

A revolution is indeed in the mak-
ing, amid deep concern for many over
what's seen as the “Americanization”
of British television and all that im-
plies. Many a Yank import plays to big
audiences here, but in something like
a controlled environment that still en-
ables the British to do their consci-
entious and often classy number with
nominal resistance at best from ac-
countants. And they still make hand-
some profits doing it.

Competition is usually held to be a
fine and desirable thing, and often it
is. But come the revolution, some of us
have our doubts that primetime in Brit-
ain, as on a recent Sunday night, will
have much time for shows like Simply
Mozart in which pianist Mitsuko Uch-
ida and conductor Jeffrey Tate dis-
coursed on the genius of Wolfgang
Amadeus; or,on another channel, how
eastern anthropologists and computer
programs are assisting the farmers of
Bali to improve crop irrigation, amid
views of some of the most stunning
tropical landscapes the world has to
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offer.

Dull stuff? For many, yes, for some,
no. Whichever, those examples con-
stituted genuine alternatives on a night
when the pop fare included Kane and
Abel reruns, an Agatha Christie mys-
tery and a Hollywood movie.

How much real choice did you have
on all those channels that same night,
I wonder?

I wonder, too, what all of you de-
voted PBS fans back in the States will
do if Thatcher & Co. Unlimited have
their way with British television, and
you eventually may no longer have
such splendid imports from the UK's
BBC, Thames, London Weekend, Cen-
tral, Granada and others as Jewel in
the Crown, Brideshead Revisted, The
Singing Detective, Upstairs, Down-
stairs, Elizabeth the Queen, or, com-
edy delights like Monty Python and
Fawlty Towers? Farewell, then, to
Masterpiece Theater? [ |

John Putnam, an American journalist. has been
covering the television beat as a reporter and
critic for many years. He now lives and works
in London.
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Getting a Perspective

“... It is likely that, when the pen-
dulum swings again, tabloid television
will be less sensational while traditional
television will be less staid. Meanwhile,
though, there is the matter of tone and
style.

“During the panels discussion, Mr.
Donahue wondered dismissively whether
the key issue wasn'’t simply a matter of
‘decorum’. Well, why not? It does have
something to do with what used to be
called being civilized. I recently at-
tended The Cooper Union in Manhattan/
for the investiture of its new president,
John Jay Islin. . . There, away from an-
gry voices and easy rationalizations,
could be heard comments about wisdom
and knowledge, ethics and principles, |
the very survival of the planet. Tabloid |
television, and the profits it is generat-
ing at the moment, easily fell into per-
spective.

“The key question remains: what kind
of people do we want to be?”

—TJohn J. O’Connor,

New York Times, commenting on a
Columbia University PBS seminar on
Entertainment News or Entertainment.”
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A NEW TELEVISION
BATTLEGROUND

The boom in confrontational and reality programs
cues a debate on journalism vs. showbusiness,

ethics and responsibility.

BY BERT BRILLER

he big new programming trend

is called "reality television,” but

it distorts reality and critics call

it “tabloid” and “trash.” Gutty,
smutty and nutty shows have shaken
up station program schedules, af-
fected newsroom practices and raised
questions about standards, taste and
censorship.

The 1988-89 season saw an increase
in confrontational talk programs (with
chair-throwing and other assaults) and
magazine shows that stress the sen-
sational, the seamy and steamy. Next
season will see even more—the major
category in new syndicated programs
is crime.

The expansion of sensational con-
tent is triggering debate in the indus-
try. Some see a lowering of standards
and the operation of Gresham's law—
with “bad programming driving out the
good.” Others see the shows opening
up new areas of discussion, bringing
formerly taboo topics to the public’s
consciousness.

The development needs to be viewed
in the context of what is happening in
electronic media. Over-the-air televi-
sion is facing increased competition
from cable, both in terms of program
fare (including more “mature” and vi-
olent material than network censors
permitted) and advertising dollars (ca-

ble billing is nearing $2 billion a year).
A fourth network is challenging the big
three and the traditional networks’
share of audience took a big drop this
year.

Budgets are being cut and the “real-
ity” programs offer lower price tags.
"Cheapy stuff,” complain critics. But
others express admiration for the pro-
ducers’ ability to work lean, to win an
audience and get a bang for fewer
bucks.

Threat of Repression

Perhaps the most complex ques-
tions concern the threat of censorship.
Cries of “shock and shlock” provide
ammunition for those who wish to see
television stay in a straight and nar-
row traditionalist groove. Others
seeking a diversity of views feel that
cracking down on the excesses of the
sensational shows could be the open-
ing wedge in a growing drive to "san-
itize” all of television. Another point
of view is that there has to be more
responsibility, that “we have to draw
the line somewhere, you can't let real
garbage get on the air.”

There are no simple answers to these
issues. A few were examined at the
Radio & TV News Directors Associa-
tion's last convention, where the pro-
liferation of sleazy journalism led the
group to bash trash. The news chiefs
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were especially disturbed by the new
programs’ mixing show business with
journalism. “There’s definitely more
blurring of the line between news and
entertainment—and there’s going to
be more,” warned John Corporon, news
head of WPIX-TV, New York.

The older news hands feel it's one
thing to add some show biz razzmatazz
to news, but it's another matter to put
the trappings of news on a program
that's essentially entertainment. The
danger is that the viewer will be mis-
led.

Jetfrey Marks, head of the RTNDA's
ethics committee, says that the prob-
lem is not with any individual pro-
gram. Marks, news director of WCSH-
TV, Portland, Maine, said, “The prob-
lem is with the confusion created for
the viewer. I'm afraid Unsolved Mys-
teries, although it's an entertainment
program, has a documentary style that
is indistinguishable from CBS Reports
to 90% of the viewers.” (Mysteries is on
NBC in prime time, and successtul.)

The Society of Newspaper Editors
convention in April debated “trash TV”
in a panel that ended up as a shouting
match. The Los Angeles Times' man
called Phil Donahue a showman, not
a journalist. Morton Downey Jr. called
the L.A. man a snob. Donahue argued
that he, Downey and Geraldo Rivera
are adding a healthy diversity to the
medium: “Going too far occasionally
is what journalists are supposed to do.”
The Washington Post’s Tom Shales
said, “It's not a question of what's jour-
nalism and what's not, as what’s good
taste and what's bad taste, what's good
manners and what's bad. Television
is now overrun with bad taste and bad
manners.”

It's understandable that the print
media should agonize over the in-
creased competition. Tabloid news-
papers stigmatize the shows as “tabloid
TV.” The charge that television is in-
vading someone's privacy is leveled
by the very same journals that head-
lined a Presidential candidate’s extra-
marital indiscretions.

‘Front Page’ Rivalry

Rivalry is strong and growing among
the tabloid shows. It's in the old Front
Page tradition, when most American
cities had competing papers, fighting
for the scoop and circulation. To counter
Fox TV's A Current Affair, King-World
launched Inside Edition with the Brit-
ish emcee/commentator David Frost.

The “Inside” strip premiered in Jan-
uary with a reportedly record-break-
ing $8,000,000 publicity/promotion

| barrage. The opener featured a story

about James Richardson, who has been
in prison for over 20 years, convicted
of having murdered his seven chil-
dren. Frost presented testimony that
Richardson may be innocent and that
the crime may have been committed
by a woman (now suffering from Alz-
heimer’s disease). He urged viewers to
write the Governor of Florida to free
the prisoner (he's now free).

The 15-minute segment had a lot of
“grabbers”—elements of the who-
dunit, the horror of seven children

| murdered, the muckraking charge of

small-town injustice, giving the viewer
a chance to speak out and act. Un-
happily, the day before Frost's pre-
miere, the competing A Current Affair
did a segment on the same story, in-
cluding a report that a Florida court
had agreed to reopen the 1967 case.
People at the Frost show—several of
whom had come over from A Current
Affair—charged Maury Povich's staft
were “taking down our satellite pro-
mos, trying to steal our exclusive sto-
ries by doing fast, cheap versions. And
they're not getting to the principals.
We are.”

But over at A Current Affair, the pro-
ducer of the Richardson piece cheer-
fully said he had just repeated a
segment aired a month earlier.

Inside Edition didn’t win critical
plaudits, and fared none-too-well in
initial ratings. Frost was replaced as
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host by a friendlier, less cerebral Bill
O'Reilly. The strip has been renewed
by several major groups for 1989-90,
despite low ratings in some cities. New
York’s Channel 4 exiled it to 2:30 AM
and re-installed Family Feud, which
it had bumped three months earlier.

However, the trend at local stations
has been toward the tabloids. Pro-
grams being replaced in some mar-
kets include Family Feud, Peoples
Court, USA Today and Win, Lose or
Draw.

Pressure Tactics?

The turf war between the two series
is producing antics almost as bizarre
as their spicy stories. One Current Af-
fair feature dealt with an electronics
salesman who seduced a married
woman, videotaped their love-making
and, after he was jilted by her, lett
copies of the steamy videotape at the
woman'’s doorstep and at the homes of
their friends.

A crew from A Current Affair turned
up at the woman's house threatening
to name names and demanding co-
operation. Eventually, the husband and
wife agreed to an interview—after the
program paid their lawyer an undis-
closed sum and promised that their
names would not be used and the pro-
gram would be blacked out in their
area.

Then the rival Inside Edition team
tried to persuade the lawyer to sneak
a hidden camera into the Current Af-
fair interview, hoping to expose the
"pressure tactics” used by their foes.
Unhappily for Inside Edition, the law-
yer stood firm for his original deal—
and "“The Case of the SeX-Rated Home
Video Harrassment” was used to lead
otf A Current Affair on one of the eve-
nings when it was against Inside Edi-
tion’s interview with “The Man Who
Killed Robert F. Kennedy.”

Inside Edition devoted segments of
three broadcasts to a David Frost in-
terview with Sirhan Sirhan. The pro-

gram was promoted heavily in
newspapers as well as on the air. A
tape of the interview was shown to re-
porters before the airing, which re-
sulted in news coverage in the national
press. Obviously, the range of pieces
covered in the "reality shows” in-
cludes items acceptable to papers with
stricter standards of what's “fit to print.”

Stretched out over three days, the
Sirhan interview and the eulogy of
Bobby Kennedy were overdone. One

| did get a look into the mind of a killer—

albeit an assassin who had more than
20 years to polish the apologia for his
crime and who was using television
in the hope of securing a parole.

The program also used a telephone
300-number phone-in poll on whether
parole should be granted. Almost
200,000 viewers called (paying 50 cents
per call), with 75 per cent opposing
Sirhan's being freed. Such exploitive
polls in which the respondents are self-
selected aren't scientific—they attract
extreme views and under-represent
middle-grounders. However, size of
response can indicate audience inter-
est.

The portrait of Bobby Kennedy was
highly favorable, although ironically
just two weeks earlier the same pro-
gram had revisited the mysterious cir-
cumstances around Marilyn Monroe's
death. In that two-part report, sugges-
tions that Marilyn was murdered and
gossipy allegations linking her with
Jack and Bobby Kennedy were aired.
Included was a gratuitous “re-crea-
tion,”—a long shot of actors repre-
senting Bobby, Marilyn and a female
friend romping in the buff on a nude
beach.

‘The Wave of the Future’

Reese Schonfeld, executive pro-
ducer of Crimewatch Tonight and Peo- |
ple Magazine on TV, doesn't see tabloid
TV as a disease but rather as “the wave
of the future.” That's the same phrase
Geraldo Rivera and Robert Pittman use.




Traditional television journalism con-
centrates on "page one” stories but ne-
glects the kinds that newspapers use
to fill their pages 3, 4, 5 and 6, Schon-
feld contends. Producers are now find-
ing that the gutsier stories and features
can be done very well on the tube and
attract audiences.

Tabloid journalism is far from new,
he adds. Newspapers have been doing
it for a century. He gets leads for Cri-
mewatch from respected dailies. “The
best crime newspapers in the coun-
try,” he declares, "are The Wall Street
Journal (although it deals mostly with
white collar crime), The Los Angeles
Times, The Miami Herald and The
Washington Post.” On the appeal of
crime, he points out, the highest-rated
edition of Sixty Minutes on CBS in 1988
was one which included three crime
stories—an interview with a con-
victed spy’s wife and pieces on a rap-
ist and a woman charged with killing
her nine children.

"Matter of Life and Death’

Reese produced a two-hour special
for Orbis Communications which fits
into the genre. A Matter of Life and
Death dealt with the case of a Florid-
ian on death row for 12 years. Two sep-
arate production teams were
assigned—one reporting from the de-
fense’s point of view, the other from
the prosecution'’s. Juxtaposing the two
perspectives, Reese planned, would
give viewer new insights into the ju-
dicial process and how investigations
are done. “In the course of telling a
good story,” Reese contends, “you can
raise real issues.”

The two-hour report, dealing with the
case of a store-owner convicted of kill-
ing his wife, her parents and an em-
ployee, maintained interest, but did
justice a bit of injustice. Viewers were
urged to telephone their votes on the
convict's guilt and an interim tally was
given by the first half-hour. They were
invited to make judgments before they

|
|

|

|

had heard all of the testimony and ev-
idence. In a real court the judge cau-
tions jurors to keep an open mind until
they've heard the full case. Here, a vi-

| tal point—testimony that the victim had

told her husband she was leaving
him—was not revealed until very late
in the program.

Giving partial tallies not only spurs
premature judging but may also influ-
ence the vote. Another flaw in pre-
senting phone results was just giving
percentages, not actual numbers.

Re-opening
Controversial Cases

The show had the tried-and-true ap-
peal of True Detective Stories and
courtroom conflict. It provided plenty
of material for argument: was the con-
victed man guilty of premeditated
murders or the victim of unprofes-
sional police work?

Such programs can focus national
attention on controversial convictions,
as the documentary film The Thin Blue
Line helped gain a convict's release.
The process calls for responsible re-
search and meticulous presentation by
the producers.

Reese is concerned about the use of
re-enactments and re-creations in the
tabloid programs. Having actors play
the parts of police, victims or perpe-
trators is going too far, he says. Even
running a supered “"Re-enactment”
caption for a few seconds is poor pol-
icy, he feels: “It's difficult for viewers
to know what's real and what isn't,
and soon the people are not going to
believe the medium.”

Credibility is Dropping

Television credibility is clearly at
stake. The medium is already losing
ground. For example, the Roper Or-
ganization every two years has been
asking people which of the major mass
media is the most believable. Since
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the second study in 1961 television has
been Number 1—and it still is—but in
the poll conducted in November 1988
television's credibility dropped from
55% in 1986 to 43%, while newspapers’
rose from 21% to 26%.

Of course, that decline reflects many
factors beyond the growth of tabloid-
ism, such as the 1988 “sound bites”
election campaign and heavy use of
negative political commercials. But the
decline in credibility should cause all
sectors of the medium (and the general
public) to question some recent trends
in TV news coverage and presenta-
tion.

Injecting ‘Emotional Impact’

The tabloid virus has even attacked
Group W's Evening/PM Magazine co-
operative strip, which has been on the
air for 12 years. Among the reasons for
the Westinghouse show's susceptibil-
ity are declining audiences and gen-
eral industry budget cuts. To breathe
new life into the syndicated co-op, in
January 1989 Group W premiered a new
cross-the-board half-hour, This Eve-
ning. The strip packages some three
stories each night, produced by sta-
tions in the co-op and by the national
production staff in San Francisco.

Group W executives said they are
working to give the new show a harder
edge and more stories with emotional
impact, “stories that touch the heart,
people challenging their world, as well
as stories from newspaper front pages.”
What came across in the early out-
ings, however, was tabloid copycat-
ism. Features dealt with gigolos, the
blurring line between R and X movies,
Elizabeth Taylor's weight and drug
problems, and preacher Jimmy Swag-
gart's sex life (following up a spicy
Penthouse piece).

Industry talk was that the racy con-
tent would cause the late Don Mc-
Gannon, once the public-spirited head
of Group W, “to spin in his grave.” And
not only for the sleaze. When Mc-

Gannon submitted arguments to the
FCC in favor of the prime time access
rule—barring network and off-net-
work shows between 7-8 PM in the top
50 markets—his pitch was that there
would be not only greater diversity but
programs of greater significance.

This Evening is covering only 40% of
TV homes and its rating performance
has been disappointing. In New York
it is carried by WCBS-TV at 7 PM, where
once Cronkite and Rather were dom-
inant. Now the CBS flagship is in fifth
place with This Evening—despite its
advantage of being a half-hour earlier
than Current Affair. [It's also interest-
ing that the station had turned down
for the slot Grant Tinker's USA Today
program, which has disappointing
ratings and has lost clearances de-
spite much format tinkering.]

“Evening’s” host is Nancy Glass, for-
mer co-anchor in Philadelphia. Jour-
nalistically competent, attractive and
articulate, she remains hobbled by the
material. A recent 15-minute segment
dealt with obsessive-compulsive dis-
orders—such as the need continually
to wash one’s hands or check the gas.
Basically, it was scaled-down cover-
age of a problem Oprah had devoted
an hour to in November.

Sampling the various tabloids as I
did turns up a lot of trivia repeated.
One night | caught four programs cov-
ering the same non-story—Sean Penn,
Madonna's “ex,” apparently found a
new sweetie—a beauty salon recep-
tionist—and though they were apart
since first meeting he telephoned her
several times. One expects this gossip
on Entertainment Tonight, but it's a
feeble excuse for showing Madonna
clips.

Traditional News Alfected

The practices (and actual footage)
from the tabloid shows are permeat-
ing traditional news shows. A Current
Affair obtained a home videotape of
Robert Chambers cavorting with scan-
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tily-clad girls at the time of his trial in
the “rough sex” murder of Jennifer
Levin. Clips were used on a great many
newscasts. Joel Steinberg, convicted
of killing his six-year-old daughter in
a nationally publicized abuse case, did
not take the stand during his trial. But
he was interviewed on The Reporters
and Inside Edition and clips were
picked up by other programs.

The blowing up of the van owned by
the captain of the U.S. warship which
mistakenly downed an Iranian airbus
was re-enacted for the cameras of
Crime Stoppers. The re-enacted blast
was shown on national newscasts and
in spots. Re-enactment was approved
in the hope that seeing it on TV might
vield leads to the terrorists. Crime
Stoppers has been aired for 13 years
and claims a conviction rate of 97%.

The audience involvement that
characterizes tabloid formulas is also
making its way into standard news-
casts. Eyewitness News on ABC’s New
York flagship WABC-TV included a
call-in poll on Steinberg’'s sentence
(Was it too lenient, too strict, or fair?).
This gave home viewers a chance to
voice an opinion, saving the station
the cost of a public opinion poll and
having viewers pay the tolls.

Monopoly Ending

Geraldo Rivera sees the passing of
the days when "ABC, NBC and CBS
enjoyed a virtual monopoly on tele-
vised news and issues.” In their glory
days, the network news departments
would not permit a news or documen-
tary show produced on the outside to
be aired on their lines. They had the
responsibility for the news that was
carried, and they would not allow
“outside product.”

Another change Rivera cites was
Frost's 1977 interview with former
President Nixon, aired across the
country by an ad hoc network of local
stations. Rivera calls his 1986 cover-
age of the opening of mobster Al Ca-
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pone’s vaults a "fatal blow to the
networks' news monopoly.” Admitting
that the vaults’ contents were disap-
pointing, Rivera says the surprisingly
high ratings “helped spawn a new
news industry—the non-network syn-
dicated special.”

His company has produced specials
on the Matfia, children in crisis, drug
abuse, AIDS and sex, murder with
Charles Manson, and satanism.
They've been attracting stations and
audiences—although some advertis-
ers have been staying away from the
more sensational or controversial sub-
jects on the various "reality” shows.

Rivera's most recent special was On
Trial: Lee Harvey Oswald. Aired on
some 150 stations on Nov. 22 and 23,
it included a good deal of riveting ma-
terial. Five hours of this was repro-
cessed from a 16-hour “trial” originally
done for cable. Key eye-witnesses,
ballistic experts, pathologists, wit-
nesses and acquaintances of Lee
Harvey and Marina Oswald were in-
terrogated before a Texas judge and a
Dallas jury.

The "prosecutor” was Vincent Bug-
liosi, who prosecuted mass murderer
Charles Manson, and the “defense at-
torney” was Gerry Spence, lawyer in
the Karen Silkwood vs. Kerr-McGee
case. Both used dramatic courtroom
strategies and in their questioning and
cross-examination brought out points
that are still interesting after 25 years.
Some new live segments were added,
including Rivera’s interviews with for-
mer Governor and Mrs. John Connally.
Home viewers were invited to call in
with their vote—innocent, guilty act-
ing alone, or guilty acting with others.
The last verdict got the big numbers.
Most of the material was a repack-
aging of someone else’s product, but
put together in this way On Trial was
entertaining if not definitive.

As a cross-promotion for the Oswald
special, Rivera devoted a couple of his
daily talk programs to the assassi-
nation. One witness on the talk seg-
ment was a gun expert. When the
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question of how many bullets were fired
came up, Rivera brought out a rifle
like Oswald’s. Rivera and the ballis-
tics expert kiddingly pointed the gun—
irresponsibly. As professionals, they
should know that clowning with a
weapon, even if only momentarily, is
not fit behavior on TV with its large
audience of impressionable viewers.

Free Speech Issues

There are some real issues to be dis-
cussed about the program on which
skin heads and neo-nazis were in-
cluded. Should bigots be given a forum
for their views? Don't they have the
right of free speech? Who is to decide
who is permitted access to the mass
media?

On the broadcast Rivera pointed out
that the skin heads had been invited
on a previous broadcast, but had been
prevented from entering the studio by
a group vehemently opposed to them.
At the taping session which resulted
in the chair-throwing, a rabbi and Roy
Ennis of the Congress on Racial
Equality were also present to answer
the neo-nazi spokesmen. It was Innis’
and a neo-Nazi's confrontation which
sparked the chair hurling. And Rivera
should have been wary of Innis who
last fall had shoved Tawana Brawley

advisor Rev. Sharpton to the floor ina |

shouting match on the Downey show.

Rivera defended his invitation to
those arguing for racial superiority by
declaring that their prejudice should
be exposed—that “bright light makes
the cockroaches run for cover.”

After the melee the neo-nazis were
evicted from the studio and removed
from the area by the police. Tape of
the removal was included in the ac-
tual broadcast. In the discussion which
followed the rabbi stated that he feels
the inclusion of racial supremacists
tends to give weight to their views and
to spread the poison.

The broadcast did shed some light
on some aspects of prejudice. On bal-

ance, it probably did a little more good
than bad. The roots of prejudice are
deep and diverse and need to be ad-
dressed often and in many ways. Tele-
vision and the media generally have
to deal with it in all kinds of formats—
including the talk shows.

‘Combat Talk’ Shows

[f audience involvement is essential
in the tabloids, it's equally vital in talk
shows. Phil Donahue has noted that
his show took off when he realized the
studio audience was asking better
questions than he was.

The new ingredient is confrontation.
Roots of the belligerent broadcasts go
back to Los Angeles in the 1960’'s and
Joe Pyne’s radio and syndicated tele-
vision shows. An ex-Marine who would
tell callers he disagreed with “"Go gar-
gle with razor blades!,” Pyne was es-
pecially hostile to those he considered
left of center.

Mayhem has become so much a part
of confrontalk that Len Berman, of New
York's Channel 4, quipped, “You go to
a hockey game and a talk show breaks
out.”

The most outrageous of the blabbers
is Morton Downey ]Jr., followed by an
argumentative Geraldo Rivera. Oprah
Winfrey has a man-or-woman-in-the-
street point of view and offers a sym-
pathetic ear to confess to. Sally Jessy
Raphael goes more deeply into her
subjects. Donahue is the most intel-
lectual. (Although he'll don a scarlet
gown for a show on cross-dressing or
wear a rubber scalp for a piece on
baldness, Donahue still is most issue-
oriented.)

There's a great deal of verbal
aggression on Downey's show plus
movement and body language signi-
fying conflict. As the confrontational
level increased, Downey was alleg-
edly attacked by a New York artist
while “Art vs. Garbage” was being
taped in March. According to Dow-
ney's suit, the artist jokingly wrapped |
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a telephone cord around Downey's
neck, but the joke “went too far” and
ended in “assault.” An ashtray was
dumped on Downey while he lay on
the floor and paint was thrown at him
but hit a cameraperson. Downey had
the last word, however, and footage
of the artist was scissored.

Downey has been sued by a guest
charging he called her “a hooker,” “a
man-hating bitch,” a "fat-breasted
mouth” and “she has diseases.” On
one show Downey and a guest acted
out the strangling of Jennifer Levin by
Robert Chambers, using a pair of pink
panties. Robert W. Pittman, president
of Quantum Media which owns the se-
ries, described Downey's re-enact-
ment in The Wall Street Journal: "He
pulls off the panties and strangles her.
It was great. . . . Television works best
when you get to be a voyeur.” (Sic.)

Downey fans the prejudices and
pugilistic predilections of the audi-
ence. John O'Connor, critic of The New
York Times, commented about a recent
Downey donnybrook on rock and roll,
“Prodding his already uninhibited au-
dience into a frenzy, the host pro-
ceeded to act like a referee in a barroom
brawl.”

O'Connor included a historic quo-
tation: “If we are forced, at every hour,
to watch or listen to horrible events,
this constant stream of ghastly
impressions will deprive even the most
delicate among us of all respect for
humanity.”

The author was Cicero, writing
around 80 B.C.

The impact of raucous Mort is such
that he and his combative format are
featured in a series of auto dealer
commercials. One frantic spot spot-
lights Downey defying a customer to
guess the price of a car. “You're not
gonna burn me!” the customer de-
clares, and Downey locks heads with
him and shouts "You're burned!” to
hammer home the car’s low cost.

Downey's tone was sweeter in a let-
ter sent to stations in March of this
year. He promised to be less abusive

|

to guests and to eliminate “exces-
sively harsh language across the
board,” while still keeping his pro-
gram confrontational. He added that
he’ll strive for a broader base in the
studio audience. Probably inspiring the
“kinder, gentler” attitude were a de-
cline in Downey's ratings, new com-
petition from other talk shows, criticism
from station managers and resistance
from advertisers.

The need for producer sensitivity to
the effects of progran content was
pointed up by Oprah’s May 1 hour on
the Mexican cult murders. A woman
guest, identified only by pseudonym
and described at the show’s opening
as being under longterm psychiatric
treatment for multiple personality dis-
order, said she participated with Jews
in ritual killings of children.

Hundreds of protest calls com-
plained that Oprah didn't effectively
challenge the woman. Rabbi David
Saperstein critized the show’s “insen-
sitive manipulation of this woman, who
is clearly mentally ill, in a manner
which can only inflame the basest
prejudices of ignorant people.”

"Freedom has to be married to re-
sponsibility,” declared Arthur Kropp,
head of People for the American Way.
While not attacking talk shows' prob-
ing controversal questions, he stressed,
"When these programs get into these
issues, they've got to be careful . ..
[Oprah’s producers] weren’t prepared
enough.”

More than ever, producers have to be
aware of the dangers of presenting un-
stable guests, distorted and unchal-
lenged views of reality, in a medium
which is subject to misinterpretation—
if only because some viewers only see
part of the program.

What They Talk About

To quantify the kinds of topics the
talk shows cover, I looked at the sub-
jects of four hosts—Geraldo, Downey,
Oprah and Donahue—during the fourth
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TALK SHOW SUBJECTS BY CATEGORY
{Percentage of Programs)

Category Geraldo Downey Donahue Oprah All Four
Social Relations 25% 56% 41% 45% 41%
Sex 40% 4% 17% 16% 20%
Celebrity 14% 4% 18% 18% 14%
Politics 4% 15% 9% 6% 9%
Bizarre 13% 13% 2% 4% 7%
Health/Beauty 2% 4% 11% 12% 7%
Sports 2% 5% 2% — 2%

(Based on 203 programs broadcast October-December, 1988)

quarter of 1988 and grouped them by
category. Classification is never wholly
satisfactory; nevertheless, the 200-odd
(and many were really odd!) broad-
casts could fit into seven groups.

The biggest—with 41% of the broad-
casts—was social relations and prob-
lems. Donahue's discussion of black
executives leaving white-led corpo-
rations was one of the more sociolog-
ical. Sexual subjects were second,
accounting for one-fifth of the broad-
casts, such as Geraldo's hour on living
out sexual fantasies, or Oprah’s on
flirtatious husbands.

On average, every seventh show
featured a celebrity. Although the pe-
riod covered included the election
campaign, fewer than one in ten of the
shows spotlighted politics. However,
Michael and Kitty Dukakis were on two
of Donahue’s, and Downey devoted
programs to the FBI, CIA and Nazi war
criminals, among other political
themes.

Bizarre subjects were featured on 7%
of the shows, such as Geraldo's on Sa-
tanism, Downey’s on Witches, Oprah’s
on Haunted Houses and Donahue’s on
Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling. An-
other 7% was devoted to health, beauty
and fashion, although the topic often
was otfbeat, such as transsexuals who
regretted having changed their sex.
Sports was highlighted on just 2% of
the broadcasts, reflecting the concen-
tration of women in the Geraldo-Don-
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ahue-Oprah audience.

All in all, the subjects were esoteric
enough to justify a recent satiric item
in TV Guide: "Topic for Phil, Oprah,
Sally, Regis, Geraldo and Downey Jr.—
Resortwear for impotent satanic lipo-
suction cultists who lost 100 pounds
and found midlife careers as psychic
vigilantes while molesting lousy, stu-
pid, neo-Nazi transsexual evangel-
ists.”

Why People Watch

Renee Hobbs, a communications
professor at Babson College, ex-
plains, “There are intimate things we
often won't talk about face-to-face—
our sexual lives, our problems with
intimacy, our marital relationships. On
television, one can satisty the prurient
interest without having the embar-
rassment of an actual interaction.”

Viewers seem to like the expression
of feelings and emotions. The shows
give them the sense that, instead of
being talked at, they are interacting
with the medium. Confrontalk shows
contrast with the often cool and ab-
struse crosstalk of many TV panel dis-
cussions. The danger of the boisterous
Downey show, cautions Prof. Hobbs,
is that people will imitate the shouting
matches in real life: “That kind of show
may suggest implicitly that that form
of interaction is appropriate.”




The brash arrogance of confrontalk
programs seems to reflect a general
decline in norms of behavior. The New
York Times cited evidence with a front
page story headlined “It Was a Year
When Civility Really Took It on the
Chin" and reported that nastiness had
“come into its own and become a com-
modity.”

Nastiness Index Rising

Some of the boorishness cited was
in the political arena, including the
“Read my lips” line of President Bush,
negative TV spots and Home Rulette,
a Washington board game insulting
women, blacks, homosexuals and the
homeless.

Rudeness seems on the rise. The in-
crease in society’s hostility is noted in
the book The Rage Within, by Dr. Wil-
lard Gaylin, a psychoanalyst who
describes “a rise of rampant individ-
ualism.” In part he blames the media.
Dr. Gaylin mentions the FCC's dere-
gulation of radio which fostered “shock
radio,” and the free-for-all scramble
for television ratings.

Todd Gitlin, a sociologist at the Uni-
versity of California, suggests that
television serves as a “funhouse mir-
ror’ which exaggerates still further
whatever is already extreme in the
culture. Whether coarseness in the
media causes or reflects societal
coarseness, or whether they mutually
influence each other, currently there's
a bull market for nastiness.

Feeding Time at Colosseum

“"Trash” was a hot topic at the Na-
tional Assn. of Television Program Ex-
ecutives convention this year. Not only
were record numbers of squawk pro-
grams offered for sale, but a panel in-
cluding Downey, Povich, Sally Jessy's
producer and others explored the is-
sues raised by confrontational shows.
At the session’s end, a voice vote on

whether the attendees consider them
boon or bane produced an even split.

Michael Eisner, chairman of Disney
studios, devoted a major part of his
NATPE keynote speech to the shows.
He sees the phenomenon as part of the
American character and quoted de
Tocqueville on our newspapers of 150
years ago which were vehement, bold
and stirred passions. But he cau-
tioned, “Unless this trend is stopped,
it will resemble feeding time at the
Colosseum. Shock demands more
shock, but ultimately the viewers will
lose interest, because how far can you
go?”

The crop of new syndicated shows
presented at NATPE was criticized as
the worst in television history by a
leading station representative. Not only
the worst, but in some ways “the most
offensive,” reported program review-
ers from the HRP rep firm, claiming
that national advertisers would spend
little on the tabloid shows. National
advertisers are more sensitive than lo-
cal sponsors to the pressures of spe-
cial interest groups.

Call it what you will, the “reality”
genre is still growing—'83-90's new
talk shows include Joan Rivers' and
Joan Lunden’s; and new tabloids in-
clude Crimewatch Tonight, Tabloid and
Inside Story. But due to the backlash
against “trash” from advertisers and
critics, MCA scratched its $Reward$.

The trend to trash poses serious
problems. We professionals voice con-
cern over lapses of taste, but also

question recent boycott threats by some

viewers and cancellations by adver-
tisers. Although the tabloid and talk
shows are mainly syndicated pro-
grams, they have contributed to the
protests that the medium overall is
getting too dirty and gritty. So far the
visible targets have been network en-
tertainment shows like Married . . .
with Children, Saturday Night Live and
(now cancelled) HeartBeat. But the
protesters will soon aim at news and
opinion programs.

I'm revolted by Downey's telling a
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guest “Suck my armpit!” and evicting
him from the show. I understand the
dismay of those who object to Rivera's
allowing neo-Nazis a forum. But the
antidote to repellent speech should be
more speech—viewers are smart
enough to judge for themselves, if
they've been exposed to the facts and
a broad range of opinion.

Admittedly, the tabloid shows have
aired trash, invaded privacy, pan-
dered to the lure of the lurid. Yet, in
their search for emotional impact, they
have sometimes exposed corruption.

In any case, it is more important than
ever before for all broadcasters to ex-
ercise responsibility and to maintain
standards. As Barbara Grizzuti Har-
rison warned in a recent article in The
New York Times Magazine, "Since the
proliferation of trash-television pro-
grams, there has been an undertone
of hysteria, an edge of danger, to
daytime talk-TV; the potential for mis-
chiet is realized.”

Some Actions Are Needed

Trash and the brouhaha over it pose
dangers to television's long-range
welfare, and I feel several things are
needed:

® More industry forums where peers
can both speak out against lapses of
taste and recognize service to the pub-
lic.

® Recognition that ethics is a vital part
of the broadcaster’s responsibiltiy to
the audience and important to the me-
dium'’s health.

® Exploring ways for TV to bring more
meaningful news to the public, and
present it more interestingly.

® Network standards and practices
departments should be strengthened.
There should be more outreach by
broadcasters to viewer and advocacy
groups, on an interactive basis, so
viewers understand the complexity of
demands made on broadcasters, and
the creative community is made more
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sensitive to the range of viewer con-
cerns.

® At local stations, the function of the
community affairs director should be
raised to a higher and more respon-
sive level.

® Education is needed, by the public
within the industry, on the tull mean-
ing of the First Amendment. Freedom
of speech and of the press is, unfor-
tunately, being taken for granted. Peo-
ple fail to realize that without those
freedoms they might not know of oil
spills, official corruption, or other
threats to our health and welfare.

Viewers should learn the dangers of
censorship coming from zealots who
would squeeze television's horizons to
their own narrow conception of what's
fit for us to see and hear.

In a pluralistic society, freedom of
speech always involves thorny ques-
tions. The trash programs have at least
raised questions, issues, debate—and,
hopefully, re-thinking that may even-
tually lead to a medium with more di-
versity, a broader range of subjects,
access to more points of view. And,
most importantly, a heightened sense
of responsibility by producers, writers
and performers. [ |

Bert Briller, media consultant, was vice-presi-
dent for sales development at ABC, executive
editor of the Television Information Office and
reporter/critic for Variety. Currently he is writ-
ing and speaking on communications and so-
ciety. He is completing a book on the charismatic
characters he has worked with in radio, tele-
vision, newspapers and advertising.
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THE OZ EFFECT

A journalist who has covered national compaigns
since Eisenhower and Stevenson reports critically
on the influence media wizards and timid
broadcasters are having on the democratic process.
He has some ideas for change.

BY JERRY M. LANDAY

e may not be totally sure
yet whether George Bush
knows how to govern—in-
deed, who George Bush
really is or what he thinks. We do know
that when it comes to making Ameri-
cans see the world through Bush-col-
ored glasses, harnessing the hidden
tides of mass mind, manipulating the
symbols and images that made "big
mo” go, our new President is a vir-
tuoso in the art of conjuring consent.

Reflecting on reality and appear-
ance in the Bush campaign, and the
abject capituation of Evening Newism
to it, I recalled a vivid image.

It was of the climactic scene in the
movie classic Wizard of Oz. After a
frighttul pilgrimage, Dorothy and her
companions are ushered into the em-
erald audience chamber of Oz. Thor-
oughly subdued by their surroundings,
they petition the unseen Wizard for a
real heart, a brain, courage, and a free
ride home to Kansas. They cower be-
fore a multi-image spectacle evoca-
tive of de Mille in the desert making
mighty symbols like the Old Testa-
ment of God—great gouts of flame,
towering pillars of smoke, a phantas-
magoric visage, ostensibly Oz him-
self, vanishing and reappearing amid
the audio-visual hullaballoo.

Suddenly, the scraggly terrier Toto
follows his nose, whips aside some
drapes, and, there, the fraud is re-
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vealed. The son et lumiere spectacle
is not ‘the work of a mighty wizard at
all, but a charlatan—a lovable rogue
of a home-remedy salesman, played
by Frank Morgan, whose manipulable
wheels, levers, and buttons—hot but-
tons, if you will—conceal his quintes-
sential wimphood and make his
petitioners quiver and quake.

Increasingly, over the past three de-
cades, the Oz Effect has become the
way many of those who would be Pres-
ident try to persuade glitz-besotted
Americans to make them the Chosen.

In its most recent and vivid expres-
sion, @ man some had once perceived
as a wimp exploited psuedo-issues and
manipulated showy symbols involv-
ing the furlough of a black murderer,
the right to bear arms and have abor-
tions, flag-pledges, ACLU member-
ship and lurking extremism to evoke
American tribal fears about race, com-
munism and failure. It was a cam-
paign of nattering negativism that was
wildly off the rails. But it somehow
convinced a majority of those who voted
that here was no wimp. Behind the
smoke and mirrors, the shimmering
images and shadowy illusions was
George Bush, the media Wizard—the
Hercules of political hype, the Samson
of the presidential “sell.”

It was the culmination of the Rosser
Reeves approach to presidential cam-
paigning. Reeves, a president of the
Ted Bates Agency who convinced
Dwight Eisenhower to be the first to
make his presidential pitches in hard-




sell television spots, had likened the
voter to a consumer. Reeves said, “I
think of @ man in a voting both who
hesitates between two levers as if he
were pausing between competing
tubes of tooth paste in a drugstore. The
brand that has made the highest pen-
etration on his brain will win his
choice.”

The successiul national
politician is a theatrical
impressario. His inner
councils are no longer
staifed by men and
women of ideas but media
illusionists.
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In Reeves' cynical view, the candi-
date was no less a dehumanized blob
than the voter—a piece of packaged
goods on a supermarket shelf. What
was inside the can mattered less than
the fizzy glitz on the label.

The Reeves School has now blos-
somed into full maturity. The voter is
perceived not as a freethinking citizen
but an object of manipulation. A sig-
nificant segment of the voting public
has embraced the role. And television
news has become a co-conspirator.

We are become an electorate of cow-
ardly lions, rusty woodsmen and
spineless scarecrows who increas-
ingly yearn to "let George do it.” Well,
we have finally got us George.

The national candidates, advised by
media illusionists who traffic in be-
havior modification, tracking polls, fo-
cus groups, on-line physiological
testing of pulses, sweat glands and
pupil dilation, have, in the words of
communications scholar James Carey
of the University of Illinois, fed “back
to us whatever their advisors tell them
we want to hear.” The tube no longer
reports on the political show. The tube
is the political show—electric theatre
on the air.

Out on the old campaign stump, the

voter and politician could catch the
sight and scent of each other, press
real flesh, and decide whether they
might yet abide one another. Now, the
process is remote, impersonal.

The successful national politician is
a theatrical impressario. He no longer
deals in the politics of leadership and
vision but the politics of marketing.
His inner councils, his brain trust, are
no longer staffed by men and women
of ideas, but media illusionists. The
media consultant has not only become
the most highly visible player. He has
been institutionalized within the ap-
paratus of politics and governance and
made a member of the praetorian
guard.

It was the “Bob Dole straddles” tele-
vision campaign which won the New
Hampshire primary for George Bush.
It was the "Mike Dukakis is a softy and
a commsymp” campaign which won
him the presidency.

Dcm Quayle was a media marketing
creation, the political product of
the Bush consultants, Robert Teeter and
Roger Ailes. They drew up a set of
packaging criteria, based solely on
age, looks, geography, and ideologi-
cal hue. Politics, competence, the
ability to govern had nothing to do with
it.

There was nothing secretive about
it. The consultants were brazen and
shameless in proclaiming the advent
of mediacratic politics. They even
publicly forecast on television and in
print the kind of George Bush you were
going to see in the next television de-
bate or the next phase of the cam-
paign. He would be an agreeable Bush,
or a fighting Bush, a tough Bush or a
likeable Bush. And Bush would com-
ply.

The “spin” seemed to be that the
principal client was obediently play-
ing the roles in which his media men
had cast him. In retrospect, it seems
clear that they were being paid, in part,
to take the rap. In most cases, the client
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was not dancing to the consultants’
tunes. It was George Bush himself who
was making the music.

This is not the first time, of course,
that the Munchkins of America have
been lured down the Yellow Brick Road
by the wizardy of opinion-molding.

Opponents labeled John Adams a
lover of the English crown and an en-
emy of liberty. Thomas Jefferson was
dubbed an atheist and coward. Abra-
ham Lincoln was ridiculed as an awk-
ward ‘“‘rail-splitting buffoon.”
Opposition newspapers jubilantly cir-
culated disclosures that Grover Cleve-
land had fathererd a son out of
wedlock. Interestingly, the steam went
out of the issue when Cleveland ad-
mitted it was so.

Media manipulation of press and
the electorate on a large scale—
as a formal fixture of presidential pro-
motability and power—began during
the Eisenhower years. The battery of
communications specialists serving Ike
was spearheaded by his brilliant, in-
defatiguable press secretary Jim Hag-
erty. I recall it was Hagerty who, in
the role of acting President, staged such
a revel of official comings and goings
while Ike was recoving from a serious
heart attack in Denver that the clear
implication of the stories we reporters
there filed was not only that Ike was
fit to run for a second term, but that
the massive coronary had in some mi-
raculous way made him even fitter.

Armed by Lou Harris with private
polling stats showing that he would
safely win the crucial West Virginia
Primary in 1960, John F. Kennedy tried
to convince us that he expected to lose
big, the better to magnify the victory
over Hubert Humphrey when the votes
were counted.

What is troubling in our time is how
far the mediacritizing process has
come, the degree to which television
has detached politics from reality and
become the main stage, the extent to
which the camera as recorder of the

events has replaced television jour-
nalist as the reporter of events, the de-
gree to which those events are now
"visualized,” staged for recording pur-
poses by the producers of the generic
evening news, and the multiplier-ef-
fect which television adds to all this.

The mediacritizing of politics has
dehumanized the system. It has de-

The 1988 campaign saw
a precipitous decline in
the vigor of television
news, characterized by
the willingness of most
news mangers and
practitioners to cede their
editorial prerogatives to
the mediacrats.

tached the citizen from the political
process. The underwhelmed voter has
either permitted himself to undergo the
mind-bending manipulation of the
mediacrats or opt out in disgust. And
critical journalism, which might pro-
vide an alternative eye for citizens in
search of the truth, has become com-
plictious in the process.

What James Carey has labelled the
“degradation of political discourse” has
dangerously undermined the delicate
citizen-driven, if establishment-guided,
political system by which we choose
our leaders.

As Kenneth Boulding, former presi-
dent of the American Academy for the
Advancement of Science, has said, “A
world of unseen dictatorship is con-
ceivable, still using the forms of dem-
ocratic government.”

The fact that only half of those elig-
ible to vote did so in 1988 has placed
a leader in the White House who is the
choice of a minority of a near-minority.
Boulding’s concern is not so wild a
nightmare as it might seem.

The tube is where it is happening.
And the tube is where mediacratic
degradation can be reversed. That's
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why the responsibility of television
journalism to penetrate and dispel the
Oz Effect has never been greater, or
its exercise more urgent.

But the 1988 campaign saw a pre-
cipitous decline in the vigor of tele-
vision news, characterized by the
willingness of most news managers
and practitioners to cede their editor-
ial prerogatives to the mediacrats; most
particularly, the Bush team. Commer-
cial electronic journalism is now an
art of easy virtue. Television, like the
exponents of the oldest profession, has
become an all-too-willing accomplice
of those who would have their way with
it.

By his own later admission, Roger
Ailes, the consultant who managed
George Bush's television strategy.
made attack, and the emphasis on vi-
sual elements and settings the two
centerpieces of his strategy. That, he
said, is what the television producers
wanted.

“If the media want to cut down on
negativism, they should stop putting
it on the top of the television news ev-
ery night,” Ailes was quoted as say-
ing. “I can't tell you how many calls [
got from reporters egging me on.”

One doubts that Ailes required much
“egging.” As he suggests, at the heart
of the problem is the extent to which
journalistic institutions consciously
allowed themselves to be manipu-
lated by the President’s media team.

Under the pretext of “objective” re-
porting, television journalism in par-
ticular has forsworn aggressive
reportage. Objectivity has all too often
become a trade buzz word among me-
dia managers and their corporate
bosses; it really means controversy-
avoidance.

But, as New York Times columnist
Tom Wicker complains, journalism has
put itself in “paper chains” by eschew-
ing the rightful work of reportage—
solid inquiry, interpretation and in-
vestigation.

Reportage all too often produces
discomtitting revelation and insight,

—

not hokey pictures for evening news
producers. It removes power over the
news product from the media consult-
ant and restores it to the responsible
journalist. It labels false claims for
what they are. But revelatory and in-
terpretative subject matter makes pol-
iticians angry, which in turn tends to
give stomach aches to broadcasting
tycoons and corporate sponsors, and
the advertising industries which ab-
sorb the complaints of the political
managers who cry foul.

The difference between covering and
reporting is a vital one. Reportage
is active, not passive. It does not relay
raw, unevaluated propaganda. It ex-
amines content, investigates claims,
questions excesses, labels innuendo
for what it is, and without any ideo-
logical axes to grind, exposes false-
hood and deceit. While it does not call
a knave a knave, the job of journalism
is to give its audience the opportunity
to do so by simply informing voters of
what is really going on. In the arena
of accountability, shame imposes dis-
cipline and restraint upon rascals.

In the absence of vigorous
reportage, we are left
with the superficial trap-
pings of a journalistic
coverage: sound bites,
visuals, polls.
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But what television now does is
crypto-reporting. Former CBS News
correspondent Marvin Kalb complains
of a press that "has become so preoc-
cupied with polls that it has neglected
the virtues of old-fashioned legwork.”
Polling has become the surrogate for
aggressive political reportage; it's the
"safe sex” of electronic journalism.

Polling results may upset those on

the downside of the numbers, but they |

get no one angry at the messenger.
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That's why the commercial television
industry clings obsessively to its poll-
ing excesses. It can be seen to be “cov-
ering” the story, feeling safe rather than
sorry.

By simply yanking reporters out of
their seats on the candidates press
plane and assigning them to engage
in shirtsleeves journalism, the pro-
ducers and their administrators could
reinvigorate the profession, and the
democratic process. The camera crews
and the producers could continue jet-
hopping with the candidates, remain-
ing at their station on “assassination
watch” and shooting the visual cir-
cuses staged by the consultants, while
the reporters air the news.

As it was, the medium was ripe for
exploitation in 1988. In the absence of
vigorous reportage, we were left with
rampant mediacracy, and the super-
ficial trappings of a journalistic cov-
erage: sound bites, visuals, polls. The
strategy of the media men was sim-
ple—overwhelm the camera with vis-
uals, while keeping the candidate out
of range of the captive press gallery
to avoid stepping on his own message.
Bush, of course, was the adept in this
art.

In a post-election issue of the New
Yorker, one of the most competent of
political reporters, Elizabeth Drew,
summarized the overall campaign
performance of the broadcast press,
concluding that its coverage “slipped
some notches. The sound bites were
shorter than before, and even greater
emphasis was placed on the visual
impact of what the candidate was
doing and the setting in which he was
doing it, and even less on what he was
saying.”

Drew commented on the superfic-
iality of the coverage, the fascination
of the broadcast press for the gaffes,
aftacks, and photo ops.

She quoted an aide to one of the
campaigns as saying that if an event
"didn’t have a good visual the televi-
sion people covering it would consider
that bad campaigning, or even

wouldn’t cover it.” Some television re-
porters and producers took it upon
themselves to suggest better lighting
or a different setting: with a speech
laying out a program, they would de-
mand that the program be boiled down
to four points with four bullets, and
say that otherwise they wouldn’t be
able to put it on the air. A good sound
bite was required—to be pointed out
to the reporters and producers in ad-
vance” to ensure its airing.

Four weeks before the election, the
problem was noted by some politi-
cians themselves—Congressmen
Charles E. Schumer of New York,
George Miller of California, Marty
Russo of Illinois and Leon E. Panetta
of California.

In a letter to the networks, they wrote:
“Traditionally, journalists have been
able to pursue their work and create
a public dialogue with candidates,
thereby forcing an honest give-and-
take on important issues. Recently,
however, substantive, thoughtful in-
teraction between candidate and the
public, including the media, has be-
come an endangered species. It is only
the assurance that the networks will
provide daily coverage of campaign
events, no matter how superficial or
lacking in news content, that allows
current campaign practices to con-
tinue.”

The congressmen should note that
networks do not alone bear the
onus. Television station news opera-
tions are lured by the “glamour” of a
candidate’s brief availability at air-
port stops. Their superficial candid-
camera coverage, the meatball ques-
tions so often lobbed by local reporters
and anchors, the certainty of local air
play regardless of news value, com-
prise one of the cynical jokes of the
political trade.

Michael Dukakis aided and abetted
the Oz Effect, less as an exploiter than
as a willing victim. After a Democratic
convention doomed by its docility and
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with the foregone nomination safely in
hand, Dukakis abandoned Emerald
City to his opponent. He was a seeker
after the presidency who clearly didn't
want the job.

“The succession of American presi-
dents from George Washington to
George Bush,” James Carey writes,
“hardly gives one confidence in the law
of evolution.”

Negative campaigning, the smear,
the loaded symbol have been ex-
ploited to a degree and with an inten-
sity never before seen in national
politics. The game of power-pursuit has
become the endgame—without vision
or purpose. And the networks remain
“petrified,” as William Boot writes in
The Columbia Journalism Review, “at
the idea of using their maximum power
to improve electioneering.”

The consequences are not insignif-
icant. Our political life has been inex-
orably affected. Popular trust in the
presidency, in the press, in televi-
sion—most disturbingly, in our-
selves—has been further eroded.

If the 1988 campaign was the end of
the beginning, the new spin could, if
we permit it, signal the beginning of
the end.

To tully understand the chilling con-
sequences of ceding media control to
politicians who understand the power
of media, we can benefit from an in-
tensive review of Hitler's and Goeb-
bels’ approach to the engineering of
consent. They were masters of innu-
endo, of the catch-phrase, of exploit-
ing the hateful thought too repugnant
to be uttered. As William Shirer notes
in The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich,
the media—with particular emphasis
on radio and movies—"were quickly
harnessed to service” their propa-
ganda machine. There was no ac-
countability. The answers were
supplied along with the questions.

Of his experience as a correspon-
dent in pre-war Germany, Shirer wrote,
"it was surprising and sometimes con-
sternating to find that notwithstand-
ing the opportunities I had to learn the

facts . . . a steady diet . . . of falisifi-
cations and distortions made a certain
impression on one’s mind and often
misled it . . . The facts of life had be-
come what Hitler and Goebbels, with
their cynical regard for the truth, said
they were.”

here is reason for concern here—

now. Many suggestions have been
offered about ways of reversing the
“degradation of democratic discourse”
in the United States. They range from
extending broadcast debates in fre-
quency and length to free air time to
curtailing polls, primaries and the
campaign season itself. These ideas
have merit.

A number of energetic
things must be done. One
is the underwriting and
encouragement of a more
vigorous electronic press,
courageous enough to em-
brace its role as a pillar
of the democratic process.
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But they do not deal with the un-
derlying issue, what Drew terms this
“era of declining standards,” together
with the new and looming television
presence in our political life, and the
politician’s runaway hunger for power
and control without vision, which now
seems to justify any and all means of
media abuse.

Kevin Phillips, the Republican po-
litical observer, touches on the solu-
tion when he calls for "“a stricter
approach to candidate debates and
campaign ethics, and maybe some new
regulations on political advertising.”

A number of energetic things need
to be done. One is the underwriting
and encouragement of a more vigor-
ous electronic press courageous
enough to embrace its role as a pillar
of the democratic process. By report-
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ing on politics rather than merely cov-
ering the media circuses the politicians
stage, journalists can keep candi-
dates accountable and responsible.

If commercial broadcasting is un-
willing to patronize this kind of jour-
nalism, communications entrepreneurs
who combine admiration of profit with
a sense of social purpose ought to con-
sider creating a new system of elec-
tronic news and information
distribution, such as a subscriber-
based pay-cable or DBS service freed
from advertising and corporate pres-
sures as well as the feebleness of an
unprogressive and “petrified” broad-
casting industry.

erious thought ought to be given

to the re-establishment of the old
nonpartisan, nonpolitical National
News Council once headed by former
CBS News president Richard Salant.
It was he who authored and imple-
mented the codes which governed the
practices of the news organization he
led so competently. A major role for
the council in its new dress would be
that of campaign watchdog.

It would establish news standards
for national media campaigns. It would
issue running, critical evaluations
during the course of the campaigns on
adherence to those standards, the be-
havior of the candidates, their media
praetors, and on journalistic coverage
of the campaign.

These reports would be published
prominently by the news media, with
full attribution to the Council as the
source, reports which would carry their
own built-in compulsions and incen-
tives for sensible, ethical, responsible
conduct. The media could bravely give
the reports wide public play, without
fear of alienating the power consti-
tuencies to which they defer.

The old council was doomed by the
refusal of such powerful papers as The
New York Times to publish its find-
ings. The excesses of ‘88 might well
have convinced the newspaper indus-

try to rectify the errors of its own in-
dulgent ways, and to contribute to a
healthier brand of American politics,
instead of simply carping about it.

The advertising industry would be
wise to consider setting up a counter-
part panel of watchdogs to monitor
campaign excesses in political spot ads
and in print.

Exposure would reveal slander, dis-
tortion, innuendo and untruth for what
they are, diminishing their power, and
embarrassing politicians into compli-
ance with accepted moral and ethical
norms, reluctant though they and the
praetors might be to behave. If we can
now market the products we ingest un-
der the rubric of truth-in-packaging—
listing ingredients with no artificial
anything, eliminating harmful addi-
tives and adulterants,—it is not un-
reasonable to expect the marketers of
politics to embrace similar standards.

The Oz Effect was wonderful as
movie amusement. But it is hardly
wonderful in advancing the art of pol-
itics or governance in this democracy.
If low voter-participation and collaps-
ing public esteem for our once-ad-
mired political information systems are
not seen as both a grave problem and
great opportunity for revitalization,
then we are without shame, and will
deserve what we get.

As Dorothy told Toto, “We're not in
Kansas any more.” [ |
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POLITICAL ACCESS IN
DEMOCRATIC COUNTRIES

The American way is not the only way, according
to this survey of how fourteen different nations use
the broadcast media in election campaigns.

BY PAUL B. COMSTOCK

merican presidential cam-

paigns have been plagued by

spots that do not inform, “de-

bates” that do not enlighten,
and sound bites that do not clarify. As
a result many thoughtful people—
broadcasters, journalists, political
scientists and others—felt a touch of
civic malaise in 1988. Occasionally one
reads that “other democratic coun-
tries” mandate free broadcast time and
prohibit political advertising. The fact
is that some do and some do not.

Can the United States learn from the
experience of other countries? Can any
of their institutions serve as guide-
lines to improve American broadcast-
ing? An informed electorate is of the
essence of self government and access
to television is a vital ingredient. Sub-
sidiary issues like equal time, free time,
advertising rates, spending limits,
campaign length, number of spots,
"debates,” and “blackouts,” all go to
the main issue of access.

This article summarizes the results
of a survey of political broadcasting
practices in fourteen democratic coun-
tries in North America, Asia, and Eu-
rope. Authoritarian countries were not
included. Some conclusions are drawn
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and possible avenues for improve-
ment are suggested.

In contrast with social institutions in
some other countries political broad-
casting in the United States has de-
veloped in a free enterprise
environment under a constitutional
guarantee of free speech. A major re-
straint has been the equal opportun-
ities provision of the communications
law, first enacted in 1927. The statute
was long believed to require equal time
for even minor candidates in all for-
mats. Enactment by Congress in 1959
of exemptions for bona fide "news
events” and news interviews, coupled
with the Aspen Institute ruling by the
FCC in 1975, has essentially freed joint
appearances and interviews of seri-
ously contending candidates from the
requirement.

Expenditures for political broad-
casting in the United States have risen
greatly as television has become the
most important means of communi-
cating with voters. The Bush and Du-
kakis campaigns are reported to have
spent more than $100 million each.
Broadcasting was probably the larg-
est single item. Demands were heard
again for compulsory free broadcast
time. Several congressional candi-
dates from both major parties pro-
posed legislation in 1988 to require
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broadcasters to sell non-preemptible
time at preemptible rates under the
“lowest unit rate” provision of the law.
No action was taken by Congress on
the proposals.

Over the years many American
broadcasters with a strong commit-
ment to public service have offered
their facilities for debates and other
programs for discussion of the issues.
In vain some television pioneers sought
to induce candidates to forego short
political spots in favor of longer per-
sonal appearances. The opposite has
been the trend.

A study conducted in 1988 for the
Twentieth Century Fund by former
member of Congress and presidential
candidate John Anderson, recom-
mended, among other things, a plan
to virtually guarantee that debates be-
tween major presidential candidates
would take place. With at least some
payment for the broadcast time all
networks would be required to carry
the debates simultaneously. Candi-
dates would be obliged to participate
or lose federal campaign funding. The
plan would be administered by a “Na-
tional Endowment for Presidential De-
bates” which might, if implemented,
help eliminate the kind of impasse over
control which led to withdrawal by the
League of Women Voters from spon-
sorship in the midst of the 1988 de-
bates.

While the result of the Twentieth
Century Fund plan appears to be de-
sirable, its constraints upon candi-
dates, broadcasters, and viewing
public appear to be more in keeping
with Plato’s philosopher kings than
contemporary American politicians.

CANADA

Political broadcasting on stations
served by the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation-Radio Canada (CBC-RC),
the government-sponsored system, as
well as on the commercial stations, is
governed by the Broadcasting Act of

1967-1968, the Television Broadcasting
Regulations of 1987, and the Canada
Elections Act. The laws, regulations,
and various policy pronouncements
were clarified in a major statement is-
sued by the Canadian Radio-Televi-
sion and Telecommunications
Commission in 1988.

Broadcast licensees are required
during the election campaign to al-
locate time at normal rates for
programs, advertisements, and an-
nouncements of a partisan political
character on an "equitable basis” to
all accredited parties and candidates.
Political advertising is confined to the
28 days preceding the election. The li-
censee is vested by the Commission
with the "widest possible responsibil-
ity” for achieving fair treatment of
candidates, parties, and issues.

The Elections Act specifically re-
quires all stations to make available
for candidates and parties six and one-
half hours of prime time at normal rates
during the 28-day campaign period and
sets out the factors to be applied in
allocating paid and free time to reg-
istered parties in federal elections.
These are the percentage of the seats
in parliament held by each of the par-
ties, the percentage of the vote re-
ceived at the previous general election,
and the percentage of the candidates
endorsed by each of the parties at the
previous election.

The law also requires all licensees
to provide some free time, but it does
not specify the amount. The Commis-
sion has ruled that, once a licensee
chooses to give free time, it must al-
locate some free time to all of the con-
tending parties.

"Equitable Treatment” applies to all
aspects of political broadcasting, in-
cluding the charges for paid time. The
term has been interpreted to mean that
all candidates for an office should be
allocated a reasonable, although not
necessarily an equal, amount of time.
A blackout is imposed on political ad-
vertising in elections for members of
the legislatures of the provinces and
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the councils of the municipalities on
the day before the election and on
election day. The Commission has
recommended that the law be amended
to exempt news and public affairs pro-
grams from the blackout.

If a broadcaster chooses to air a so-
called debate, all parties and candi-
dates contending for the office must
be accommodated even if more than
one program must be broadcast.
Broadcasters have no obligation to
compensate candidates who an-
nounce later for the time previously
afforded to the other candidates.

During the election period the licen-
see must remove on-air personalities
if they are candidates for public office.
Beginning in 1988 an offer of similar
on-air opportunities to the candidate’s
opponents is no longer an option.

When television broadcasting be-
gan in Canada, parties and candi-
dates were not allowed to purchase
time at all. Gradually the prohibition
eroded in response to popular de-
mand. Today the parties and candi-
dates have the option of buying time.
For several years registered parties
were reimbursed by the federal trea-
sury for one-half of the cost of their
commercial broadcasts.

The practice of reimbursement was
abandoned in 1963 because it encour-
aged the parties to spend "fifty-cent
dollars” on broadcast advertising in
contrast with unreimbursed expendi-
tures for other purposes. Canada has
sought to limit campaign expendi-
tures by prohibiting political action
committees from purchasing media
time, but the constitutionality of the
prohibition has been challenged.

Canada also has a fairness doctrine
which is grounded in the Broadcasting
Act. In various policy statements the
Commission has ruled that broad-
casters have an obligation to devote a
reasonable amount of air time to the
coverage of controversial issues and
should provide an opportunity for the
presentation of differing points of view.

In the 1988 Canadian election

broadcasters made time available for
debates among the leaders of the three
major parties: Prime Minister Brian
Mulroney for the Progressive Conser-
vatives, former prime minister John
Turner for the Liberal Party, and Ed-
ward Broadbent for the New Demo-
crats. The most dramatic encounter
took place in a three-hour broadcast
on October 26, 1988 in an Ottawa stu-
dio; the confrontation was so heated
that the two candidates almost came
to blows.

In contrast with the United States
ground rules for the Bush-Dukakis de-
bates, the Canadian rules permitted
participants to argue directly with each
other and did not set limits on the
length of response. The main issue and
indeed the basis for the election itself
was the free trade agreement with the
United States.

At one point Mr. Turner charged that
Mr. Mulroney had “sold us out.” An-
grily pointing his finger at his oppo-
nent, Mr. Mulroney interrupted, "you
do not have a monopoly on patriotism,
and I resent the fact that you imply
that only you are a Canadian . . .”

Subsequent opinion polls showed
that the challenger, Mr. Turner, had
“won" the debate as well as the sup-
port of additional voters. These joint
appearances are deemed to be very
important for the outcome of Cana-
dian elections. In the previous elec-
tion in 1984 when the roles were
reversed, Mr. Mulroney had used the
debates in a sharp encounter with Mr.
Turner to help defeat him in the en-
suing election. Unlike the earlier elec-
tion, however, the incumbent Mr.
Mulroney won reelection in 1988.

Whether the Canadian format made
the debates more meaningful in ad-
dressing important matters is ques-
tionable. The free trade agreement was
already in contention. In addition the
two challenging parties had squared
off between themselves on the issue
of participation in NATO. Some ob-
servers have suggested that the con-
test between the two both on the NATO
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question and on the contest for the
number two position in Parliament
possibly weakened their attack on the
incumbent party.

Although temporarily oversha-
dowed by the dramatic 1988 debates,
the trend in Canadian campaigns ap-
pears to be towards greater centrali-
zation, less use of free broadcast time,
more paid advertising, television spots,
sophisticated use of news reports, and
larger campaign expenditures.

MEXICO

Political parties are guaranteed a
permanent right of access by the Mex-
ican Constitution to both the commer-
cial and non-commercial stations.

Broadcasting stations are required
by both the broadcasting law and the
tax law to give time to the federal gov-
emment as follows: thirty minutes per
day for government public service an-
nouncements, network facilities as
needed for delivery of messages
deemed important by the Office of the
President (in addition to emergency
bulletins), and 122% of total daily time
for purposes of government program-
ming. Stations may either offer the
time, known as “fiscal time,” or pay a
25% tax on gross revenues. It need not
be prime time and cannot be accu-
mulated. Fortunately for both broad-
casters and viewing public the
government uses less than half of the
potential three and one-half hours per
day.
The Federal Law Concerning Polit-
ical Organizations and Electoral Pro-
cesses (LFOPPE), the codes, statutes
and regulations are taken together to
achieve the following results:
Throughout the year all political par-
ties enjoy thé"use of at least fifteen
minutes per month of network televi-
sion time and additional regional time
of not more than half the amount of
national time—all free of charge. The
Federal Election Commission as well
as the Federal Radio Broadcasting
Commission can request an increase

in the amount of free time as well as
the frequency of transmissions. The
Federal Electoral Code also provides
that the political parties have the right,
in addition to their regular monthly
time, to participate in a special pro-
gram twice each month to be coordi-
nated by the Radio Broadcasting
Commission.

After the first of March of an election
year, the Federal Election Commis-
sion, which is the highest authority in
the matter, is required to order the Ra-
dio Broadcasting Commission to in-
crease the frequency of political
broadcasts. In recent years as many
as eight parties have been certified to
be on the ballot.

Representatives designated by each
party meet with the Federal Election
Commission and the Radio Broad-
casting Commission and these agen-
cies and party representatives work out
the dates, channels, stations, and times
for campaign broadcasts. The Federal
Election Commission has the final say.
Time is allocated to parties rather than
to individual candidates and is dis-
tributed on an equal basis with the
order of appearance determined by a
weekly drawing.

During campaigns the parties have
been matched in broadcast panels or
round tables, two to four at a time, or
in half hour programs in which each
party spokesperson has been allowed
a few minutes for direct presentation.
Nothing in the law or regulations pro-
hibits parties from buying additional
time on commercial stations.

The turbulent presidential cam-
paign and close popular vote in 1988
suggests that this political broadcast-
ing system, which has been carefully
designed for fair play and maximum
opportunity to inform the public, may
be severely tested in future contests.

AUSTRALIA

The Australian broadcasting system
may be described in four sectors. Two

92




of these, the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation (ABC) and the Special
Broadcasting Service (SBS), are funded
by the federal government. ABC sup-
| ports a wide range of programming. SBS
has supported primarily foreign lan-
guage programs, telecasting to minor-
ity groups in as many as 30 languages.
Before enactment of the Australian
Broadcasting Act of 1983, ABC looked
like a government agency. Roughly, it
was as if the National Telecommuni-
cations and Information Administration
in the U.S. controlled the Corporation
for Public Broadcasting. Since 1983,
however, ABC's governing board has
had greater flexibility.

“Public” broadcasting stations li-
censed to serve various special inter-
est groups and commercial stations
compose the two private sectors. Li-
censees in the private sectors are un-
der the regulatory authority of the
Australian Broadcasting Tribunal
(ABT). The two federally funded sec-
tors are not. The Minister of Commu-
nications has a basic role regarding
communications policy.

The board of the Australian Broad-
casting Corporation is empowered to
determine to what extent and in what
manner political or other controversial
material may be aired on its system.
The nearest provision that Australia
has to an equal opportunities rule or
a fairmess doctrine is a law that re-
quires a licensee who broadcasts elec-
tion material for one political party to
afford reasonable opportunities to the
opposing parties. While the rule ap-
plies to other broadcast sectors it does
not bind ABC. The Corporation has,
however, traditionally allocated free
time in proportion to the vote each party
received at the previous election.

Nothing in the law requires a licen-
see to broadcast any political matter
at all and nothing requires a licensee
to provide time free of charge. As a
matter of standing practice, however,
broadcasters allocate enough time to
all of the political parties represented
in the Federal Parliament to present

l

their candidates and platforms.

“Reasonable opportunities” in the
Australian law is not the same as equal
opportunities. The word "reasonable”
connotes only the absence of unrea-
sonableness. Patent discrimination is
prohibited. Subtle forms of favoritism
might not be.

The law imposes a blackout on all
political advertising from midnight on
Wednesday before election day, usu-
ally a Saturday, until the close of the
polls. The blackout applies to candi-
dates for the Senate and House of Rep-
resentatives and to any house of the
parliament of any state or territory. In
1988 the Broadcast Tribunal ruled that
bona fide news events, current affairs
programs, and unscripted interviews
containing election campaign matter
are exempt from the blackout. An
amendment to the law enacted in 1986
repealed a long-standing prohibition
against political dramatizations.

Legislation proposed in recent years
by some of the regulatory authorities
to require licensees to provide free time
and to prohibit paid political spots of
less than five minutes duration has
been rejected. As the law stands it im-
poses no limitation on the length of
spots or on the number of announce-
ments that a candidate or party may
buy. The only real limitation on polit-
ical advertising arises by operation of
the government-imposed advertising
time standards. Although there had
been past waivers during campaigns,
continuing provision was made in 1986
for additional advertising time in the
Television Advertising Conditions
during the period before elections. With
the noted exceptions Australia im-
poses few limitations on political
broadcasting. Some of the parties are
sharply critical of this laissez faire re-
gime.

JAPAN

With an excellent two-network pub-
lic television system, Nippon Hoso




Kyokai (NHK), a commercial system
with a large number of stations, a de-
veloping cable industry, and autho-
rized direct satellite broadcasting,
Japan is media rich. Although there
are five commercial television net-
works, they are devoted primarily to
news services. Growth of full scale
commercial networks similar to those
in the United States is inhibited by le-
gal limitations on single program
sources.

The Public Ofticers Election Act
guarantees all candidates for public
office access to radio and television
free of charge to express their political
views for the benetfit of the public. Both
NHK and the commercial systems must
transmit the cudio and television tapes
submitted to them by the candidates.

All candidates for the same office
must be allowed equal time. Dates,
frequencies, and length of time for the
broadcast of these materials is de-
cided jointly by the Minister of Home
Affairs and representatives of all
broadcast systems and networks.

Political candidates are legally re-
sponsible for their broadcast pro-
grams; they must refrain from slander
and libel; and they may not endorse
any product or service for profit during
the programs.

NHK is required to broadcast each
candidate’'s name, party affiliation, and
his or her major accomplishments. The
number of broadcasts of such bio-
graphic information depends upon the
office. Candidates for a seat in the na-
tional legislative body, the Diet, are
allowed one television announcement
and ten on radio. For all other candi-
dates the numbers are one and five,
respectively.

NHK is obligated to try to increase
the number of such announcements
when possible. In addition both public
and commercial broadcasters are re-
quired to give biographic information
whenever a candidate’s political views
are broadcast. No political broadcasts
will be made in an uncontested elec-
tion. If unavoidable circumstances

prevent a broadcast, there is no obli-
gation on the part of the station to
broadcast the material later.

The Broadcast Law guarantees
broadcast licensees freedom of
expression and freedom of program-
ming but it requires "balance” in pro-
gramming and maintenance by the
licensee of program acceptability
standards. The rules in the Public Of-
ficers Election Act which govern the
political campaign, its reporting and
editorials, are not intended to inter-
fere with the broadcasters’ rights of
freedom of expression and program-
ming; nevertheless, broadcasters are
enjoined not to confuse or alter facts
or to report falsehoods under the pre-
tense of journalistic freedom.

Beginning with the new election law
in 1982, NHK restructured its election
broadcasts somewhat along the lines
used by the BBC, which favor party
broadcasts rather than appearances
by individual candidates. NHK gives
each party a series of televsion time
slots, the number depending upon the
number of its candidates.

It has been the practice of the Home
Office to reimburse both public and
commercial broadcasters for the pro-
duction costs of candidates’ appear-
ances on their facilities. It has also
reimbursed the commercial stations for
the time used by candidates.

INDIA

Radio and television are govern-
mental institutions under the direction
of the Indian Ministry of Information
and Broadcasting. Proposals have been
made to grant autonomy to All Indian
Radio (AIR) and Doordarshan, (Pic-
tures from Afar), as well as to begin
licensing commercial stations, but the
government has declined. The present
Prime Minister has rationalized gov-
ernmental control of the broadcast me-
dia as a counter weight to an
“irresponsible” press.

Political campaign use was not al-
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lowed on Indian radio and television
until 1977 even though proposals had
been made by officials of the govern-
ment as early as 1935. Unable to agree
on terms and conditions, the parties
themselves were an obstacle for a long
time. In 1951 the Indian Broadcasting
Service, the state system, was per-
mitted to carry materials reflecting the
policies of the parties, but it was still
prohibited from broadcasting cam-
paign messages.

Finally in 1977 the Government de-
cided to grant all national and re-
gional parties equal access free of
charge. Faced with an accomplished
fact, the major parties agreed to ar-
rangements. In the next elections there
was one round of television appear-
ances of fifteen minutes per party.
Dates for the appearances were fixed
by the Election Commission and dates
were matched to the individual par-
ties by drawing lots. There were no
plans for debates or joint appear-
ances. The Chief Election Commis-
sioner serves as the arbiter of disputes.
The broadcast media also cover the
campaigns in news programs.

The custom of members of the cab-
inet is to refrain from appearing on
television during the six weeks before
election day unless there is some gov-
ernmental emergency, and speeches
by the prime minister, as leader of his
party, are not broadcast during that
period. Although its broadcasts are
popular, the state system has been
subject to sharp criticism by opposi-
tion parties and individuals who
charge that governmental control of
programming is too rigid.

BRITAIN

Political broadcasting in the United
Kingdom rests upon the premise of free
broadcast time and the absence of paid
political advertising on both the com-
mercial and non-commercial systems,
the British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBC) and Independent Television (ITV),

respectively. The amount and sched-
uling of political time is determined
each year and before each general

| election by a Committee on Party Po-

litical Broadcasting composed of rep-
resentatives of all parties whose
members hold seats in Parliament and
representatives of BBC and ITV. Only
the three largest parties—Conserva-
tive, Labour, and the SDP-Liberal Al-
liance—receive time on a year-round
basis.

The ratio in recent years among the
three has been 5:5:4. Time is alloted
to parties rather than to individual
candidates. In recent campaigns the
leading parties have received five or
six 10-minute segments and two of 5-
minute length. Smaller parties like
Ecology, the National Front, and the
British National Party with at least fifty
candidates for parliamentary seats on
a nationwide basis received one 5-
minute segment each. The party’s time
is usually scheduled to run simulta-
neously on all networks.

The allocations of time do not apply
to appearances of candidates on news
and public affairs programs. Under
rather complex rules the Representa-
tion of the People Act of 1969 mandates
that all candidates for the same office
appearing within their own voting dis-
tricts must participate if a debate is
broadcast between or among any of
the contending candidates.

Although almost every major news-
paper in the U.K. supports one of the
parties—some in very partisan fash-
ion—broadcast stations and networks
are scrupulously impartial. Even news
programs tend to reflect the ratio of
time allocated for direct party use.
During campaigns extra time is made
available on news broadcasts even if
the matter is not very newsworthy. Seen
from American experience, British po-
litical broadcasting looks like over-
kill.

Television in the United Kingdom is
in a dynamic state of growth and de-
velopment. The Government white pa-
per, issued in November, 1988,
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proposes both a high degree of dere-
gulation and a dramatic increase in
the number of channels. The pattern
of political broadcasting might be af-
fected by implementation of these pro-
posals.

THE NETHERLANDS

Like the United States The Nether-
lands has an equal time rule. The sim-
ilarity ends there. Dutch broadcasting
is truly unique. It is said to be “pil-
larized”—that is, made up of indepen-
dent “pillars” like the separatist
religious and social organizations that
arose in the 19th century. Although
broadcasting is a state-sponsored, non-
profit system, the channels are con-
trolled by voluntary associations rep-
resented on the basis of their numerical
strength. Of the larger broadcasting
associations, three are religious—
Catholic, Protestant, and fundamen-
talist; one is political—Socialist; three
are neutral. Time on the national sys-
tem is allocated in ratio to the number
of members of the association.

Each association receives a govern-
ment grant of funds, but it must also
pay part of its own expenses. The law
requires the associations to allocate
time for the broadcast of religious ser-
vices and to any organization whose
needs are not being met by the broad-
casts of the associations. American
analogies might be the Red Cross, la-
bor unions, Green Peace, etc. The as-
sociations themselves decide who
should appear on the air. Political par-
ties are allocated time on all chan-
nels.

In the period preceding an election
the government minister may allot ex-
tra time to political parties and groups
which have submitted a list of can-
didates in a minimum number of elec-
toral districts. Party broadcasts are all
of equal length and are broadcast in
rotation.

Numerous small parties such as the
Christian Historical, the Anti-Revolu-
tionary, and the Communist, as well

as groups varying from liberal to re-
ligious fundamentalist can receive as
much exposure as the larger Socialist,
Catholic, and Liberal (conservative)
parties.

The mind of the outside observer
boggles a bit, but democracy appears
to be alive and well in Holland. The
sophisticated Dutch themselves joke
about their political system with var-
iations of the adage, “"two are a com-
pany and three are a political party.”

Under pertinent government regu-
lations the parties must be capable of
making their political programs “of
reasonable interest to viewers,” but the
regulations do not suggest how this
remarkable feat may be accom-
plished.

A revision of the law in 1987 in-
creased the number of networks from
two to three which are, in the case of
each, controlled by several cooperat-
ing associations. One channel, oper-
ated by non-ideological associations,
is to be commercial if the associations
involved in its management can agree
on the terms and conditions of oper-
ation. At present, advertising time is
sold in three blocks adjacent to news-
casts but, under a set of “semi-legal”
rules, television may not carry any po-
litical advertising at all.

SWEDEN

All television companies in Sweden
are subsidiaries of the Swedish Broad-
casting Corporation, a state-spon-
sored organization. The stock of the
Corporation is apportioned among
private industry (20%), the press (20%),
and the national popular movements
(60%). The shareholders have no con-
trol over program content. There is no
commercial advertising. The Corpo-
ration is financed by viewer and lis-
tener fees.

Political parties are awarded free
time in proportion to their voter
strength. Only parties represented in
Parliament are given equal time. No
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time is sold for political purposes.

DENMARK

Danish parties which collect sig-
natures equal to 1/175th of the votes
cast in the most recent election are
granted equal access and equal air
time free of charge. In the 3-week pe-
riod before the election each party is
assigned 10 to 15 minutes of television
time for its leaders to present the par-
ty’s positions and then to respond to
questions asked by journalists.

Each party is entitled to choose the
day for its broadcast, with preference
given by numerical strength of the
party. The larger parties usually choose
their days as close to the election day
as possible. As a sort of consolation,
radio time is granted in reverse order,
with preference given to the smallest
qualified party.

Broadcast time is made available in
an additional amount near election day
for a joint appearance by representa-
tives of all of the contending parties.

NORWAY

The state-sponsored Norwegian
broadcasting organization has the au-
thority to decide how much time is to
be given to each party and in what
manner. It strives to be fair. Each party

is given free time equal to the other |

contending parties if it has been rep-
resented in Parliament in one of the
two most recent elections, has a na-
tional party structure, and offers can-
didates for parliamentary seats in more
than half of the electoral districts.
Active parties, including minor par-
ties, are invited to take part in a joint
television appearance shortly before
the election. The custom for the party
representatives on the panel has been
to respond to questions posed by jour-
nalists but time has not been sched-
uled for any direct preliminary
presentation of the parties’ views.

|

SCANDINAVIAN TRENDS

To preserve competitive print me-
dia, newspapers in the Scandinavian
countries reviewed here have re-
ceived governmental financial subsi-
dies. Apparently the subsidy came too
late in Denmark to save some of the
failing Danish newspapers. How this
institution will fare in the future and
how it might affect competing elec-
tronic media is unpredictable.

In Norway and Denmark it is now
possible for political parties to buy
some local time but many of the sta-
tions apparently give the time free of
charge. In the three Scandinavian
countries reviewed there is agitation
by conservatives for the authorization
of channels to be supported by adver-
tising.

While the governments have care-
fully guarded their broadcasting mon-
opolies, these demands and the growth
of new technologies, although slow at
the start, may in the future bring about
changes in broadcasting patterns.

FRANCE

All French parties are given equal
free time on the state broadcasting
system, if they are seriously contend-
ing for the election of deputies to the
parliament. Free time is also made
available for panel discussions and
debates. Paid political advertising has
not been permitted in the past.

A law enacted in 1986 may change
all this. An agency similar to the FCC
was created and given authority to ap-
point the heads of the public networks
who in the past were appointed by the
coalition in power. This agency is also
empowered to license privately owned
radio and television stations, regulate
advertising, and determine the amount
of broadcast time to be given to each
political party.

Under the law the state monopoly
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advertising agency, the Régie Fran-
¢aise de Publicité, is to be phased out
and political advertising is to be per-
mitted on the broadcast media. The
new regulatory agency, CNCL (la
Commission Nationale de la Commu-
nication et des Libertés), is authorized
to determine how much broadcast time
each party may have.

GERMANY

Under the constitution of the Federal
Republic of Germany the states rather
than the federal government have pri-
mary regulatory authority over broad-
casting. The two public law
broadcasting organizations were
tormed and operate under treaties
among the Laender. Nine of the Laen-
der have broadcasting corporations.
The older federal organization, ARD
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft der 6ffentlich-
rechtlichen Rundfunkanstalten der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland), func-
tions under a system in which each
executive who is appointed from one
political party is balanced by one from
one of the opposing parties. Using a
complex formula for continuing ne-
gotiations, ARD’'s network schedules
are developed twice each year. The
member states take annual turns in
charge of central administration in
Frankfurt.

ZDF (Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen),
was also formed by agreement of the
states but it has a less complex central
administration. While ARD has its own
transmitters, ZDF uses the facilities of
the federal postal administration. ZDF
is required to pay part of its expenses
by the sale of advertising time. Under
governmental guidelines no paid ad-
vertising may be presented for politi-
cal purposes. Both broadcasting
organizations are required to observe
political neutrality.

During the “hot” phase of a political
campaign, which begins about six
weeks before the election, both ARD
and ZDF must, under federal law and
regulations, place time at the disposal

of the parties free of charge. In prac-
tice the stations and networks coop-
erate voluntarily. While the regional
stations of ARD also provide free time
for spots in campaigns for seats in the
state legislatures, ZDF provides time
only for candidates for federal office.

Political parties are recognized in the
basic law of the Federal Republic. The
regulatory pattern flows from that
premise. Of particular importance is
Paragraph 58 of the “Statute Concern-
ing Political Parties” in the February
15, 1984 publication and Section 8 of
the “Statute Concerning ‘West Ger-
man Broadcasting, Kéln,™ of March 19,
1985. Parties are guaranteed equal op-
portunities in relation to their size and
organization. The smaller parties
which are represented in parliament
must be given at least half as much
television time as the larger parties.

The experience of ZDF in a recent
national election is illuminating. In the
campaign each of the two larger par-
ties represented in the Bundestag, the
Christian Democrats and the Social-
ists, received time for seven spots and
the three smaller parties, the Chris-
tian Social Union, the Free Democrats,
and the Greens, received time for four
each.

Party campaign spots may not be
longer than two and one-half minutes.
An announcement is made at the be-
ginning and end of each that it is a
party “commercial.” The smallest par-
ties are assured at least five minutes
of television each during the cam-
paign.

The parties produce their own cam-
paign broadcasts, but legal respon-
sibility for content rests with the
network. Materials supplied by the
parties are examined by the network
editor and, if anything in them ap-
pears patently illegal, or if the mate-
rial supplied clearly does not relate to
the campaign, the editor will refuse to
permit the broadcast. In the rare in-
stances where this has happened the
party has re-worked and re-submitted
the material.
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There are also political news and Tdelivery of recorded programs for si-
public affairs programs and, three days | multaneous broadcast.

before the election there is a big joint
appearance of the leading candidates
of the five parties represented in the
Bundestag. This Jumbo panel (Ele-
phantenrunde) is carried live by both
ARD and ZDF simultaneously. The in-
terviewers are prominent journalists
from the two networks. In the recent
national election the program was
scheduled for a duration of 30 minutes
but it ran more than 30 minutes over-
time.

The first commercial stations sup-
ported only by advertising revenue be-
gan broadcasting in 1984. Since that
year there has been an experiment in
which four “pilot” projects have per-
mitted the broadcast of paid political
advertising. In 1987 a new broadcast-
ing treaty was concluded under which
the states will continue to have juris-
diction over programming matters, but
the federal government will regulate
economic issues. Among other things,
the new legal provisions will permit
licensing of 175 low-power television
stations. This may permit effective use
of Germany's television satellite and
could provide the basis for a commer-
cial network. There will probably be
more commercial advertising, and
possibly more experimentation with
political advertising.

ITALY

RAI-Radiotelevisione Italiana, the
state system, operates three national
networks. Commercial broadcasters
operate four. Commercial stations went
on the air in large numbers following
constitutional decisions in the 1970's.
The audience is about equally divided
between the two systems.

RAI has a legal monopoly on live
national broadcasting. The commer-
cial stations, particularly those in the

Parties represented in Parliament are
entitled to equal free time on the state
system. The right is embraced in the
“Tribune” concept. There are tribunes
for political, electoral, regional, Eu-
ropean, referendum, and so on. Labor
organizations are granted similar
rights. The schedule of party appear-
ances is determined by RAI and trans-
mitted to the Chairman of the
Parliamentary Commission which

| oversees broadcasting. Candidates are

three organizations controlled by |

business entrepreneur Selvio Berlus-
coni, achieve nationwide coverage by

given time only as participants in party
broadcasts, not as individuals.
Candidates as well as parties may
buy time on the commercial stations.
Because of the legal limitations of
commercial networks, national polit-
ical advertising is not broadcast live.
With free time available on the non-
commercial networks, there is no great
incentive to buy time on the commer-
cial stations. There is a potential for
a large number of Italian broadcast
satellite channels which could affect
political broadcasting in the tuture.

CONCLUSIONS

Patterns of political access in dem-
ocratic countries are similar but not
uniform. They are stable but not static.
Developing technologies, especially
in cable, direct satellite broadcasting
and low power television, will in-
crease the number of outlets. De-
mands by business for more
advertising time, and the reception of
more signals across national borders,
will also change patterns of broad-
casting.

Full implementation of the Euro-
pean Common Market in 1992 will af-
fect broadcasting in the member
countries. National restrictions on
broadcast content are already collid-
ing with international agreements on
freedom of information. This is seen
not only in the laws of the several
countries and in international judicial
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decisions, but in restrictive expres-
sions in the European Commission,
representing the twelve member states
and in the Council of Europe, repre-
senting twenty-two states, as well. A
common market in media could affect
political broadcasting in unforeseen
ways.

There is no perceived trend in other
democratic countries towards more or
less free time for campaigns. There may
be a trend, however, towards more use
of paid political advertising, and per-
haps of more political spot announce-
ments. The quest for the ideal scheme
of access to the electronic media for
the democratic process will probably
continue for a long time.

Although conditions differ it may well
be that the United States could profit
from the experience of other nations.
Discussion of important issues on ra-
dio and television could have been far
more meaningful in the American
election of 1988 and voters could have
gone to the polls better informed. A
voter turnout of just over fifty percent
is a worrisome shortfall in any de-
mocracy.

Means should be sought to encour-
age unfettered joint appearances of
major candidates and, perhaps of equal
importance, to foster individual can-
didate appearances rather than sat-
uration of shortform political
advertisements. More favorable treat-
ment of expenditures for those pur-
poses as suggested by the Twentieth
Century Fund might encourage such
changes.

Modification of the equal opportun-
ities provision along the lines of the
Australian example might also be ef-
fective. One hopes that the hour-long
political speech is gone forever, but
the 2 or 3 minute interview featuring
the candidate has appeal. The “Ele-
phantenrunde” of candidates and
journalists in Germany, and the tele-
vised panels in Mexico and several
other countries, are also worth further
exploration.

Bear in mind, however, that debates

and speeches by candidates do not of
themselves guarantee meaningful
discussions. If the candidates do not
raise the issues the burden falls to
journalists to probe without prodding,
to be objective without becoming cyn-
ical—a tough assignment indeed.
Consideration of change should not
lose sight of values that are as vital
as an informed electorate. Institutions
of free speech, free choice, and free-
dom of the marketplace are of special
importance in the United States. They
also serve to inform the public. Mea-
sures to capture the audience, or to
force media to air programs or to take
time without compensation, could do
more harm than good. In the end, each
country must resolve these problems
on its own terms. Like all institutions
broadcasting, including United States
broadcasting, can be better but not
perfect. [ ]
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Messrs. Pieper and Michelfelder, West-
deutscher Rundfunk, Kéln, Germany:
Helmut Schimanski, ZDF, Mainz, Ger-
many; Eberhart von Schubert, First Sec-
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retary of the Embassy of the Federal
Republic of Germany; Daina Zaidi, Sec-
ond Secretary of the Swedish Embassy;
and Joanne Comstock, San Marcos, CA.
Among the many publications reviewed,
the following were especially useful: In-
dian Broadcasting by H.R. Luthra, Delhi,
1986; International Handbook of Broad-
casting Systems edited by Philip T. Ro-
sen, Westport, Conn., 1988; Legislative
Studies Quarterly, Aug. 1987, articles by
].G. Blumler, Frederick ]. Fletcher, Klaus
Schoenbach, Holli A. Smetko, and Karen
Siune; and World Broadcasting Systems
by Sydney W. Head, Belmont, CA, 1985.

Paul B. Comstock is a former executive vice
president of the National Association of Broad-
casters and former Distinguished Visiting Lec-
turer in Telecommunications and Film at San
Diego State University. His career has included
service as a planning officer in the Department
of State and in the executive offices of the Pres-
ident of the United States, and as an intelli-
gence officer on the staff of the commander of
U.S. forces in Europe. He received his legal ed-
ucation from the University of Oklahoma and
studied international and comparative law at
Columbia University.
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QUOTE
UNQUOTE

Jo)

“If you believe that children’s televi-
sion has a particular job to do with a
sophisticated and demanding audience,
then ratings cannot be the sole or even
the most telling indicator of success or
merit. . .

"The nature of the child audience is an
important consideration. It demands
dramatic involvement and material that
is personally relevant. Children are gen-
erally quick to reject programs that they
see as patronizing, boring or irrelevent.

"Quality children’s television stimu-
lates the imagination, encourages con-
versation, enquiry, fantasy play and
reinforces experience of relationships
within and outside the family, empha-
sizing responsibility and care for others,
the consequences of selfish or anti-social
behavior, and the important of recog-
nizing and coping with different emo-
tions.”

—Sue Elliott,
IBA, Airwaves magazine, London.
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Intelligence Runs in the Family.

BARCO Industries is a
leader in the development
of state-of-the-art micro-
processor-controlled
monitors. Our family of high
resolution intelligent color monitors
provides full broadcast features plus
exceptional color temperature and raster
size stability, full remote control and the
opportunity for future expansion. All at
an affordable price.

We are proud to accept the 1987/1988
Emmy Award from the National Academy \ \

of Television Arts and Sciences in recogni-
tion of Outstanding Achievement in the
Design and Engineering of the First All-
Digital Intelligent Picture Monitor for
the Television Broadcast Industry.
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At 25,000 feet,

iInminus 30¢, he's
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worth watching.

The world's highest mountain is too
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So to film the documentary series
ON THE BIG HILL, a Granada Television
crew joined a combined services

expedition in their assault .
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Telephone 01-734 8080 Telex 27937
Fax (Day) 01-734 8080 ext 2615

Fax (Night) 01.734 1479

GRANADA

We make television
worth watching

on the unconquered North Face
of Mount Everest.

Carrying a full set of camera
equipment doesn‘t make climbing the
Himalayas easy. But it does make
television worth watching.

Manchester Paris New York
Quay Street, Manchester M60 9EA 18 Rue Volney, 75002 Parns, France 400 Madison Avenue, Suite 1511,
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0 protection

To achieve success in the world of television, you must be “tuned in" to your
audience and your industry. As new ideas and technology reshape television, being
tuned in helps you when you encounter the unexpected.

The unexpected — such as a serious illness or injury — can also strike in your own
world. This could spell financial disaster, unless you're “tuned in" to protection.

That's why the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences endorses excellent
plans of protection available from Mutual of Omaha for you and your family. As a
member of NATAS, these coverages are available to you at affordable Association
Group rates.

Disability Income Protection helps make up for lost income when a covered
iltlness or injury keeps you from working.

Hospital-Medical Coverages provide essential protection against the rising cost of
health care, from a basic hospital plan to protection to help cover Mutual

the catastrophic cost of a serious Iliness or injury. sOmaha
o ®
To learn more about these outstanding plans, complete and e e e e el
Mail to:Mutual of Omaha Insurance Company
Association Group Department NATIONAL ACADEMY OF TELEVISION
Mutual of Omaha Plaza RS 202

Omaha, NE 68175
Please provide me complete information on the following coverages:

] Disability Income Protection [IMajor Medical Protection

[JBasic Hospital Protection CIMajor Hospital Protection

Name __

Address . _ _
City __ State Zip

Phone _

AFN11284



Review
and
Comment

NTIA TELECOM 2000:
Charting the Course for
a New Century

NTIA Special Publication 88-21.
Available from Superintendent of
Documents, U.S. Government
Printing Office,

Washington, DC 20402

BY DAVE BERKMAN

Let loose a gaggle of free market-
crazed technocrats to predict what

the future of communications technol-

ogies should be, and how best to re-

alize that future—and what you get is

NTIA Telecom 2000.

NTIA, the Department of Com-
merce's National Telecommunications
& Information Administration, is the
Reaganized, Department of Com-
merce agency with overall, Federal
policy and planning responsibilities
for communications. The task it set for
itself in promulgating this policy plan,
was to “identify national communi- |
cations and information priorities, both
for today as well as the balance of the
century.” And the overriding priority l
which it identified was realization of
its version of late 19th century, robber- I
baron philosophy—which, were it
phrased in the utterances most appro- |

and weal good; government care, con-
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priate to its primordial temper and tone, |
would read, ‘unimpeded corporate will | envisaged by NTIA, now no longer an |

cern and resultant regulation bad.’

As can be seen from the following
representative recommendations with
which this 672 page document leads
off, I'm not exaggerating:

Effectively competitive, unregu-
lated communications and infor-
mation markets ... are the best
guarantee that the public will have
the communications and informa-
tion facilities and services they [sic]
want and need.

. . [Mlultiple policy authorities may
hobble procompetitive growth. The
active, ad hoc involvement of the
courts and Congress may heighten
uncertainties and impede other-
wise desirable developments.

Of more focused concern with tele-
vision and related technologies:

Congress and the FCC should im-
mediately take steps to . . . foster
maximum competition by, among
other things, providing for indeter-
minate radio licenses, and ten-year
licenses for television.

The Executive branch should have
the authority to establish policy,
while the FCC should remain the
agency for implementation of pol-
icy. [Original emphases]

All of which, what with an FCC, as

independent regulatory agency, but

|



rather one reduced to slavishly imple-
menting policy laid down by Admin-
istration fiat, would bring us back to
around 1880—that is, the era before
the establishment of the first indepen-
dent, regulatory agency [i.e., the In-
terstate Commerce Commission). It
was a time when unregulated com-
petition held sway, leading to that most
non-competitive era in the history of
American business in which mon-
strous monopolies in the basic, capital
goods and transportation industries ran
rampant.

Such, of course, is what we're close
to in telecommunications today: For
much of the NTIA scenario, given the
virtual lack of concern with increased
media concentration by a now only
nominally independent regulatory
agency, the FCC, and an equally
quiescent Justice Department Anti-
Trust Division, is already well on its
way to realization. Soon these basic,
electronics-based information indus-
tries of the late 20th century will be
evolving if not into monopolies, then
into oligopolies of magnitudes which
a Morgan, Duke, Carnegie, or Rocke-
feller never would have dared dream.

The danger in reading as relentless
a polemic as Telecom 2000, is the glaze
which inevitably develops in one's
eyes, and the resulting loss of critical
detachment. One can encounter such
endlessly reiterated messages as
“"Business Good, Government Bad,”
only so many times before resistance
breaks down. Fortunately, in the course
of my reading, I was jolted back to
reality by two newspaper stories which
appeared within days of each other in
the Chicago Tribune and the New York
Times, which raised at least some cau-
tionary doubts as to the NTIA-posited
inevitability of the bountiful benefi-
cences to which a deregulated tele-
communications marketplace must
lead.

In Chicago and its environs, it seems
that cable behemoth TCI, Inc., "has
been under fire for months for failing
to provide adequate and consistent

customer service, repairs, installation
and maintenance.” (Concurrent with
this story were day-by-day reports of
the trials and travails of a Tribune
broadcast beat reporter first in getting
cable installed in his home, and then
having it deliver a viewable picture.)
But when the ability of local gov-
ernment to monitor local cable system
performance effectively and to regu-
late cable rates was all but eliminated
by the '87 cable deregulation amend-
ments to the Federal Communications
Act, such cavalierisms became inev-
itable. For it is only free marketplace
ideologues who can lay logic on its
head by contending that only when
commercial interests don’t fear they'll
be required to offer an honest service
at a fair price, that they'll then be will-
ing to do so. It's like arguing that the
way to cut down on bank robberies is
to repeal the statutes that make hold-
ups a crime. But then we're also talk-
ing here of the same free market logic
which insists that by preventing local
governments from having the power to
set fair cable subscription rates, then
those rates must go down. To which
I'd ask, “so how come since rate de-
regulation, mine has doubled?”

According to the New York Times,
free marketplace logic must also
bother those New York Knicks and
Ranger fans who, in this age of de-
regulated cable, are wired by Cable-
vision. Their problem, the Times story
reported, is that Cablevision also owns
Sportschannel, which carries the Is-
lander and New Jersey Nets and Devils
games, while the Knicks’ and Rangers’
pay cable rights are the property of
MSG, a sports channel with which Ca-
blevision found itself in a bidding war
over rights to carry NY Yankee tele-
casts.

As the Times pointed out, in the past
when cable viewers could find them-
selves the victims of this kind of spite
war, and “[tlowns used to regulate ca-
ble fees . . . a citizen (who was] . ..
mad about no Rangers . . . could go to
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his town council which could pressure
the cable company.” But, as the story
went on to quote the head of the NY
State cable commission, when Con-
gress deregulated cable fees, “[ilt
emasculated the ability of local gov-
emments for leverage. Everything is
dereg, dereg.”

However, as bad as may be the cav-
alier treatment of the various publics
increasingly dependent on a smaller
and smaller number of media con-
glomerates to serve their needs, it still
is, according to NTIA, a situation in-
finately preferable to any government
‘intrusion’ to rectify such wrongs. For
the result would be “[m]arket solutions
crowded out by nonmarket alterna-
tives . . . [which] has potential to lessen
predictability with consequent ad-
verse effect on capital markets.” And
what, in the eyes of a Reganite free
market, supply-sider, could cast a more
ghastly image than an adverse-effect-
hanging-over-a-capital-market???

Do folks who write stuff like this
really buy it? Are these ideologues so
blind to reality that they actually be-
lieve, for example, that “[in] a market
characterized by dynamic technology,
rapidly proliferating demand, and
global contraction, the public interest
will best be served by affording the
private sector discretion to determine
optimal company size and scale?”

Can'’t you just hear those TCI cable
folks saying, “"Golly gee, those prob-
lems we're hearing about in Chicago
must mean we're growing too big.
Guess we'll stop expanding, and
maybe even scale back a bit.” (Ahh,
but then might not the solution be to
let the regional Bell companies have
unrestricted access into cable—as this
report recommends? Can't you just feel
it in your bones how one day an old
chip off the old Telco trust like NYNEX,
is just going to know when it's reached
optimal size.)

Monopoly, or trust-like oligopoly, is,
of course, the goal of all major busi-
ness enterprises. Something which
Telecom 2000 itself (inadvertently?)

concedes when, later on, it quotes, with
seeming acceptance, “[o]ne [industry]
analyst [who] believes ‘there’s going
to be a major consolidation. ... By
1995 it wouldn't surprise me to see three
major enterprises embracing 80% of the
broadcast and entertainment busi-
ness.” By which is meant broadcast
TV, radio, cable, and theatrical film
production and exhibition.

Perhaps I'm being too hard on the
Telecom 2000 authors. For they do
admit at least the possibility of wrongs
or abuses on the part of that most holy
of holies, corporate America. To which
their solution [surprise, surprisel] is
"greater self-regulation . . . as an al-
ternative to government regulation.”
(By which token, extending my bank-
robber analogy, I guess we should take
felony law enactment out of the hands
of our legislatures and give it to the
inhabitants of Attica, Folsom, et al.)

In its discussion of broadcasting per
se, NTIA repeats all the Mark Fowler-
like cliches we've become familiar with
over the eight years of Reagan reign.
You know: all that business about how
with cable networks, local access
channels, the number of AM & FM sta-
tions, etc., broadcast scarcity no longer
prevails—so the arguments for re-
quiring broadcasters to program in the
public interest, which may have once
had validity when scarcity reigned,
“are increasingly hard to square with
today’s market realities.”

The problem with this contention is
that it rests on what is a sliver of truth.
While there are, as the deregulation
fetishists never fail to stress, more
communities served by radio stations
than by daily papers, in the print realm
we are served by a far larger number
of outlets than just the daily press. And
while [ can always launch another town
weekly, environmental newsletter,
church or union local bulletin, I damn
sure can't just go out and start up a TV
or radio station.

How does NTIA hope to achieve its
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total deregulation of broadcasting,
cable, data networks and related en-
tertainment and information technol-
ogies? By combining all Federal policy-
making and policy-implementation
functions into one deregulation com-
mited agency responsible to the ad-
ministration in power, or at least by
making any other agencies which may
be charged in law with such respon-
sibilities subservient to that agency.
(And guess what that agency should
be?)

With a continuation of a Fowler-like
FCC, things shouldn’t be much differ-
ent as far as TV broadcasting and ca-
ble are concerned than they have been
since the Reagan appointees gained
majority control of the Commission.
Thus—and assuming a second Bush
term—by 1997 when a new adminis-
tration assumes power, the all-but-to-
tal deregulation of broadcasting and
cable envisioned by NTIA will long
have been an accepted fait acompli.

It should be noted that only about one-
quarter of Telecom 2000—albeit the
important quarter—is concerned with
policy matters. Moreover, only a third
or so of the book is about video in its
broadcast and non-broadcast forms.
Telephone, data networking, and non-
broadcast uses of spectrum get far more
space. The non-policy section consists
of what might be described as a series
of ‘primers’ or summaries of where
various electronic technologies find
themselves today, and what the best
forecasts are as to how they will de-
velop. In all fairess, it should be noted
that this other three-quarters of the re-
port does have value as a fairly good
reference source for both current data
and future trend prediction.

In fact, those responsible for this bulk
of the book should be commended
since, unlike virtually every other such
look at the telecommunications future
I've encountered, it doesn’t (with a few
exceptions) fall into the usual ‘gee-whiz'
trap of predicting a total computer/

video future in which all human func-
tions and endeavors will be performed
by microchips acting on the command
of other chips. (Among those few ex-
ceptions: there is no possibility that
the three networks will ever bypass
their affiliates and go exclusively with
DBS, as Telecom 2000 suggests.)

So, if you're a conservative Repub-
lican, free marketeer, buy the book for
its policy pronouncements. The con-
verted can always use a little more
preaching to. If not, you might also
want to consider obtaining it for the
data and the realistic trend predic-
tions.

* x x

(Hint: If you want a copy but don't
want to pay for it, call your district
Congressional office. It's how I got
mine. That is, unless you're a free en-
terpriser—in which case you'd never
accept a government handout.) |

Dave Berkman is Professor of Mass Communi-

cation at the University of Wisconsin-Milwau-
kee.

ON BENDED KNEE:
The Press and the Reagan
Presidency

by Mark Hertsgaard
Farrar, Straus, Giroux, New York

BY ALBERT AUSTER

The Reagan era is over! While many
of the personnel and policies of his
administration will remain with us into
the Bush presidency the sea change in
American politics he presided over is
behind us. Thus, in the wake of his
aides who either jumped or were
pushed overboard, and then wrote six
tigure memoirs, will come the histo-
rian and the social scientist. Whether
they make better sense of the Reagan
years than the Stockmans, Speakes,
and Regans is problematic; at least
they will have the last word. J
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One of the puzzles they will have to
unravel is the mysterious alchemy that
was the “teflon presidency.” Why crit-
icism of the 40th president never
seemed to stick? Why despite gaffes
and scandals that might have scuttled
any other presidency, he emerged vir-
tually unscathed, and left office as one
of the most popular of modern presi-
dents? One challenging answer is
supplied by journalist Mark Herts-
gaard in his recent book On Bended
Knee: The Press and the Reagan Pres-
idency..

Hertsgaard's thesis is that the press
went easy on Reagan; first and fore-
most because the considerable skill of
his handlers kept him well insulated
from reporters. What's more, Reagan
benefited from their self censorship—
a self censorship that had both an his-
torical and ideological basis. The me-
dia did not want to be held responsible,
as it had with Lyndon Johnson, Rich-
ard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy
Carter, for another failed presidency.
Another reason, according to Herts-
gaard’s leftist analysis, is that the me-
dia are part and parcel of corporate
capitalist America and therefore in-
capable of the kind of sustained in-
quiry that might truly endanger that
system.

Although Hertsgaard pursues his
argument doggedly through practi-
cally every phase, policy and major
incident of the Reagan years, one
comes away less than convinced. The
primary reason is that so many of the
examples of media pusillanimity he
cites first came to light in the columns
of liberal establishment journalists like
Tom Wicker, Anthony Lewis and oth-
ers. Indeed so much of the criticism of
Reagan’s economic policies, or the
stimulus for so much of the cynicism
about the "Star Wars” missile defense
can be traced to the very same arti-
cles, editorials and TV news reports
that Hertsgaard attacks so fiercely for
their failures of nerve. As a matter of
fact, the image of the Reagan years
that’'s most likely to linger in the pub-

lic imagination is of the reporters like
ABC-TV’'s Sam Donaldson shouting
tough questions at a president who ei-
ther ignores them or pretends he can't
hear.

What's best about Hertsgaard's book,
is that it reminds us how Reagan's me-
dia experts were able to control the
media’s agenda and keep the presi-
dent out of serious trouble. Having in-
terviewed over one hundred and fifty
leading reporters, editors, and TV an-
chors—plus extensive research into the
news stories and programs them-
selves—Hertsgaard spells out in vivid
detail how Regan'’s experts were able
to bring it off.

In this endeavor no one gets higher
marks than Reagan’s first term Deputy
Chief of Staff Michael Deaver. Read-
ing Hertsgaard's chapter on the White
House media strategy we get the sense
that by trading on his almost surro-
gate son relationship with the Rea-
gan's, he directed what might be called
the Deaverization of the American
presidency.

This was based upon his under-
standing that the key to todays media
is television. And that the key to con-
trolling television, particularly tele-
vision news, is to feed its insatiable
appetite for exiciting visuals with dra-
matic sound bites. This he accom-
plished by providing them with an
almost unlimited diet of well-staged
speeches and photo opportunities
which displayed the president in al-
most ideal circumstances. At the same
time, he curtailed real access to the
president by forbidding questions at
these events and by reducing the num-
ber of presidential press conferences.

No matter how significant Deaver
may have been in the teflon equation,
Hertsgaard, unfortunately, leaves out
one very important element—Ronald
Reagan. Of course, this might have
something to do with the fact that
Hertsgaard could never get an inter-
view with Reagan and get his side of
the story. Perhaps he should have
studied Reagan’s autobiography,
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Where's the Rest of Me? or Gary Wills'
brilliant Reagan’s America: Innocents
at Home. Indeed, both of these books
would have made him realize that be-
fore there was a Michael Deaver there
was a Ronald Reagan.

To some extent, to give Hertsgaard
his due, he seems to acknowledge this
when he explains that all of Reagan's
media handler’s techniques and strat-
egies were available to and had been
used by previous presidents, but that
none was a Ronald Reagan. However,
even this passing recognition of the
"Great Communicator” really doesn't
do justice to his role and significance
in the teflon formula.

Take for instance the famous gaffes.
One of Reagan's favorite anecdotes
gives us a better understanding of
these. While he was making films for
the Army Signal Corps during World
War II, he was asked by the Army brass
to compile a film of Hollywood bloop-
ers for their Christmas party. Reagan,
unable or unwilling to get the studios
cooperation in providing some real ex-
amples of stars going up in their lines,
invented some of his own. That is, he
faked the gaffes and bloopers for the
Army chiefs party film. (So success-
fully that some still show up in films
about the studios).

This story isn't just another illustra-
tion of Reagan’'s well-known prefer-
ence for illusion over reality, but of his
awareness that bloopers aren't al-
ways the dangerous things that poli-
ticians and the media suppose them
to be. First of all, they make you ap-
pear very human, and secondly you
might be saying exactly what other
people have on their minds.

The “goodguy” factor was the most
important element in the teflon chem-
istry. As a matter of fact from the mo-
ment Mr. Reagan skewered Jimmy
Carter with his “there you go again,”
and reminded the American public that
he had played good guy heroes like
George Gipp, Brass Bancroft, and
Drake McHugh, and wasn't just some
rightwing fanatic, he injected the “good

guy” factor permanently into Ameri-
can presidential politics. The Ameri-
can people now want their presidents
to be “good guys”.

His essential “good guy” image per-
suaded Americans that Mr. Reagan's
lack of knowledge and seeming indif-
ference to the facts were merely
charming eccentricities. Conse-
quently, the “jelly bean journalism” that
Hertsgaard and others have railed

| against may have had less to do with

the inadequacies of the media than
the fact that the American public just
tuned them out. The media sensing this
apathy neglected opportunities to fo-
cus on the shortcomings, corruption,
and scandals of the Reagan years.

The public penchant for regarding
President Reagan'’s faux pas and fail-
ures so benevolently makes Herts-
gaard’s major points that much harder
to accept. He's probably right that the
greater and greater concentration of
control of the media in fewer and fewer
hands constitutes a definite danger to
democracy; or that the inflated salar-
ies and celebrity of broadcast jour-
nalists, and newspaper stars and their
oftimes cozy relations with govern-
ment officials may impose limits on
their inquisitiveness and willingness
to buck the system.

However, any interpretation of the
media’s role in the Reagan years that
doesn’t include greater respect for the
place of chance, the personal integ-
rity, sense of responsibility and
professionalism of many reporters and
media institutions and what one fa-
mous historian once referred to as the
cunning of history, doesn’t do justice
to our understanding of the terrain that
the media had to function on in the last
eight years. Consequently, Herts-
gaard’s portrait of journalists in the
Reagan presidency as cowed by the
magic of his media wizzards may be
as illusory as some of the “well-known”
facts, figures, and stories that Presi-
dent Reagan used to cite so fondly.ll

Albert Auster is a producer and teacher.
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