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FOREWORD

It used to be—during what those of us who are over sixty think of
as the golden age of television and the press—that being fair, complete,
in good taste, and as close to the truth as we could get was an end in
itself.

But this changed with the recent rise of intense competition in the
media, especially among the major broadcast organizations. It was no
longer enough just to be fair, complete, tasteful, and truthful. We had
to win.

We all became so busy competing, selling our ‘“‘product,”” and
giving our viewers or readers exactly what our focus groups told us
they wanted that we lost sight of why we are part of the only private
enterprise singled out by the Constitution for protection under the
First Amendment.

The news media are singled out not so they can make money or
win ratings or sell soap or entertain. They are singled out for protection
so they can seek the truth and report what is as close to the truth as
journalists can get.

No journalist believes that the press and television have a divine
right to disseminate knowingly what is not the truth. But every time
we in the media forget why the Constitution protects us, and every
time we do not get as close to the truth as we can, we erode our special
position in American society.

Most Americans seem to be ambivalent about the media because
they expect so much and rely so heavily on the nation’s press and
television.

They want the media to be informative but not one-sided.

They want the media to be responsible but not ponderous.

X



X American Media

They want the media to be entertaining but not frivolous.

They want the media to be aggressive but not without compassion.

And they want the media to be absolutely up-to-date and totally
free from error.

Openness toward such often contradictory demands, and the
criticisms they imply, is incumbent upon the media today.

I can think of no better way to stimulate rational examination of
the media than by the perusal of this book, American Media: The
Wilson Quarterly Reader.

American Media’s breadth is useful; its facts persuasive; its writ-
ing vigorous, and its approach peppery. Its contributors range beyond
the analysis of journalism to explain the evolution of advertising and
of film and video entertainment, which are also part of ‘‘the media.”’

I enjoyed the sections on newspapers, the movie business, and
advertising. But I am in awe of the section on television, the field I
know best. In awe of its evenhandedness, its completeness, and the
richness of its information.

As American Media makes clear, the press and television have
become, in reality, a fourth branch of government, favored further by
virtual immunity from external checks and balances.

Just as the American media have a special implicit responsibility
under the Constitution to keep officeholders honest and to serve as a
brake on excesses of governmental power, they have an equal obliga-
tion to remain honest, fair, and civil, and to curb their own inclinations
toward excess.

Nothing will help the media maintain that delicate balance more
effectively than informed opinion and lively discourse—exactly what
this well-wrought book is likely to encourage.

Roger Mudd
Congressional Correspondent
MacNeillLehrer Newshour




PREFACE

Since The Wilson Quarterly first appeared in autumn of 1976 as a
‘‘national review of ideas and information,”’ the magazine has pub-
lished articles and essays on subjects that range from the American
Revolution, American agriculture, and Antarctica, to the Vatican,
Venezuela, and Vietnam. Between those alphabetical poles has been a
rich mélange of material selected to satisfy WQ’s mission: ‘‘to bring
the world of scholars and specialists to the intelligent lay reader [and]
to provide an authoritative overview of current ideas and research on
matters of public policy and general intellectual interest.”’

The Quarterly was launched by The Woodrow Wilson Interna-
tional Center for Scholars as a self-supporting venture. The Center
also publishes Wilson Center Press books and various special reports,
and supports preparation of a series of Scholars’ Guides designed to
help researchers in specific fields, from Soviet studies to film and
video, find their way through the vast archival riches of the nation’s
capital. Soon to be added to this list is a Scholars’ Guide to news
media collections in the Washington, D.C., area to be prepared by The
Wilson Center’s Media Studies Project and published by Smithsonian
Institution Press.

All this is part of The Wilson Center’s special mission as the
nation’s ‘“‘living memorial’’ to the twenty-eighth president of the
United States. Congress established the Center in 1968 as an interna-
tional institute for advanced study, ‘‘symbolizing and strengthening
the fruitful relation between the world of learning and the world of
public affairs.”” The Center opened in 1970 under its own presidentially
appointed board of trustees, headed by former Vice-President Hubert
H. Humphrey.

X1
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Chosen in annual worldwide competitions, some fifty Fellows at
the Center carry out advanced research, write books, and join in
seminars and discussion with other scholars, public officials, journal-
ists, and business and labor leaders. Often they contribute to the
Quarterly.

The magazine, unlike many others, was intended to have a long
shelf life, and surveys indicate that a substantial number of WQ readers
save back issues for ready reference. This does not obviate the need
for an occasional collection of WQ articles that have a natural affinity
for one another. Hence this anthology of essays entitled American
Media: The Wilson Quarterly Reader.

Peter Braestrup
Editor, The Wilson Quarterly




INTRODUCTION

The media profoundly influence both our vision of ourselves and
our view of the world around us, often in ways that are surprising and
subtle. Within the pages of American Media: The Wilson Quarterly
Reader, both the serious student and the interested observer of the
communications media will discover provocative ideas and fresh in-
sights. Organized under the general headings of *‘Literacy,”” ‘‘News-
papers,”’ ‘*Movies,”” ‘‘Television,”” and ‘‘Advertising,”’ the articles
have been substantially revised and updated to reflect current devel-
opments. Major additions have been made to the **Background Books’’
sections of the Reader, and the appendixes contain charts and statisti-
cal information that will be especially useful to communications stu-
dents. Throughout the book, we have attempted to examine those
elements of communications that have been particularly significant in
the last several years.

The Reader does not provide a complete primer on the media.
The treatment of advertising is somewhat limited, and the newsmaga-
zines and their changing impact on the American scene are not men-
tioned. Nevertheless, these essays, written by noted authorities in
their respective fields, make a major contribution to understanding the
media they examine.

We begin, logically enough, with literacy and the written word.
*‘Reading maketh a full man,’’ Francis Bacon declared in 1597, ‘‘and
writing an exact man.’”’ His aphorism, penned a century and a half
after Gutenberg’s creation of the printing press, expressed the West’s
revived faith in the awesome power of literacy—to elevate the human
mind, to uplift the citizenry, to spur progress. Today, many Americans,
awash in memos and junk mail, take the written word for granted. Yet,

LX)
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perhaps 27 million of their countrymen are ‘‘functionally illiterate’’;
they must strain to decipher the warning label on a bottle of aspirin. In
many other places reading and writing remain uncommon, the printed
word a mystery. Illiteracy afflicts more than 90 percent of the people
in some Third World countries. Indeed, of humankind’s 3,000 spoken
languages, only some 78 are written. The introduction to our ‘‘cluster”
on literacy traces the development of writing in ancient times. In the
essays that follow, Steven Lagerfeld describes the impact of literacy in
the West, and David Harman examines the uneven state of reading and
writing in the United States today.

The next grouping of articles falls under the general heading of
“Newspapers.”” When The Wilson Quarterly first focused on ““The
News Media’’ in 1982, media researchers could agree on little except
that it was a time of rapid transition for the multibillion-dollar ‘‘news
business.’” A process of consolidation was under way that resulted in
a decline in the number of large, independent daily papers and the
creation of powerful newspaper chains, some of which also controlled
important broadcast properties. At the same time, other more subtle
changes were taking place that tended to increase the power and
influence of the press and the role of individual journalists, even as
newspaper circulation and readership remained ominously static de-
spite a growing population. Younger Americans, it appeared, were
losing the newspaper-reading habit.

These and other matters are explored by Leo Bogart and James
Boylan. A.E. Dick Howard looks at the development of First Amend-
ment doctrine, and Arthur Asa Berger examines that peculiar expres-
sion of popular culture known as ‘‘the comics.”

For good or ill, American movies project a powerful image
throughout the world. No form of expression conveys more vividly the
hopes, dreams, fears, and preoccupations that ripple through the
American psyche. Film making is both an art form and big business.
Today’s movies, seen on the screen, on TV, and lately on videocas-
settes, reach an immense audience. In the process, they reinforce our
myths, launch silly fads, introduce new words to our vocabulary, and
provide countless role models both ridiculous and sublime. In our
cluster on the movies in America, Douglas Gomery explains how
Hollywood works; Noél Carroll argues that current film fare is more
escapist than ever; and David Bordwell appraises the dilemmas of the
cinematic avant-garde. In the first of two accompanying articles, Frank
D. McConnell asserts that, ‘“We are not alone because we speak to
one another—and nowhere at a deeper level than through the mythol-
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ogy of film.”’ Finally, Nathan Reingold discusses the birth pains of one
of Hollywood’s first attempts at docudrama, MGM’s The Beginning or
the End, a 1947 film about the making of the first atomic bomb. It is a
curious tale that helps explain why art, at least in Hollywood, has such
trouble holding a mirror up to life.

Watching television is the one thing that virtually all Americans
do; and if the experts are right, they will be doing more of it every
year for some time to come. This is reason enough for the Media
Reader to include a cluster of articles on *‘Television in America.”’

Television has become a focus of much scholarly inquiry. Does
television shape voting patterns or sway public opinion? Has it fostered
a decline in literacy among the young? Is it a spur to violence, to
sexism, to promiscuity? In these articles, Lawrence Lichty explains
how TV acquired its present character; Steven Lagerfeld looks at the
docudramatists who have turned history into soap opera and thus
created serious problems for educators who seek to teach history as
truth; and Joel Swerdlow discusses how television affects the way we
view the world, our neighbors, and ourselves. In additional articles,
Lichty challenges the widely held belief that TV is the chief source of
news for most Americans; Stuart Brotman weighs the probable impact
of cable TV and other new technologies; and Stuart Shorenstein and
Lorna Veraldi look at public television’s uncertain future.

T.J. Jackson Lears provides the finale as he describes the devel-
opment of advertising in America from the earliest painted brick walls
and billboards to the *‘psychological’’ techniques now used to promote
politicians as well as to sell cars, perfume, and low-calorie beer.
Advertising touches all our media in one way or another, providing the
sustaining revenues for publishers and broadcasters and allowing art-
ists, photographers, and writers to explore new forms of expression. It
is fitting that this tour of the media horizons ends with a discussion of
the industry that remains, like so many of our current media, preoc-
cupied with manufacturing illusions.

This book is intended both for students of the media and commu-
nications arts and for the general reader. It does not presume any
special knowledge on the part of those who choose to explore its
contents. Indeed, wherever possible and appropriate, the editors have
included supplementary material in both text and graphic form to
provide the reader with basic background information.

The editors wish to express their gratitude to the authors of these
essays for their willingness to review and update their original work,
often under rather intense deadline pressure. They also wish to ac-
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knowledge the advice and tireless assistance of many people connected
with The Wilson Center, most especially Lisa Campbell, executive
assistant to Wilson Quarterly editor Peter Braestrup, WQ’s senior
researcher Virginia Cornett, and Shaun Murphy, director of The Wil-
son Center Press, who was extraordinarily patient in the face of
repeatedly missed deadlines.

Philip S. Cook, Douglas Gomery, Lawrence W. Lichty




LITERACY AND POPULAR CULTURE



Chapter 1

FROM STICKS AND BONES: AN INTRODUCTION
TO LITERACY

Early in 1835 Henry Creswicke Rawlinson, a young British army
officer and amateur orientalist, stood in the shadow of a fabled moun-
tain near the town of Bisotun, in what is now western Iran. His
superiors in London had sent him to Persia to reorganize the army of
the shah; his passion for the history of ancient civilizations had brought
him to the mountain.

Far above him, carved into a vertical expanse of rock 60 feet long
and 23 feet high, loomed a huge bas-relief of nine men in chains being
led before a king. Beneath the tableau were hundreds of lines of
cuneiform inscriptions, their meaning lost to history. Rawlinson was
determined to unlock their secret.

Just copying the inscriptions into his notebook cost him years of
grueling labor: crawling from toehold to toehold in the hot sunlight,
dangling from ropes suspended 500 feet above the desert floor, perch-
ing on flimsy ladders lodged on narrow outcroppings of stone. When
he was done, he had copies of a single inscription written in what
proved to be three ancient tongues—OIld Persian, Elamite, and Baby-
lonian—Assyrian. Rawlinson already had some knowledge of Old Per-
sian; he thought he would be able to use a translation of the Persian
inscription to crack Elamite and Babylonian—Assyrian.

Even so, it took him another ten years of toil to decipher the
Persian cuneiform—the bas-relief, he discovered, celebrated the vic-
tories of King Darius of Persia during the sixth century B.c. Four more

Reprinted from the Spring 1986 issue of The Wilson Quarterly.
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years passed before he made sense of Babylonian—Assyrian. He never
did decode Elamite (the language of a people who lived in what is now
southwestern Iran), and indeed it was only in 1890 that scholars
managed to decipher parts of it. Some of its secrets remain hidden to
this day.

But Rawlinson’s achievement was monumental. He opened the
world of ancient Mesopotamia to a nineteenth-century Europe newly
curious about the ‘‘lost’’ civilizations of the past.

Rawlinson was not alone in his passion for decoding the scripts of
the ancients, but the information that he and other nineteenth-century
Europeans gleaned provided little more than a tantalizing glimpse of
the cultures that produced the earliest writing. Not only did translation
remain a daunting task, but written records were (and are) few; and
the interpretation of other artifacts required painstaking scholarship.
Only during the last fifty years has scholars’ knowledge of the ancients
deepened enough to allow them to draw firm conclusions about the
role of writing in the rise of early civilizations.

Some scripts—the so-called Linear A and the Phaistos Disc from
Crete—still defy translators. Nevertheless, from those that have been
deciphered, researchers now know that the birth of civilization and the
development of writing were intertwined.

Writing alone does not explain the greatness of ancient Egypt,
China, or Greece. But writing always accompanied the flowering of
civilizations. As the University of Chicago’s Ignace J. Gelb, one of the
scholars who pioneered the twentieth-century study of ancient scripts,
put it in 1952: “‘Writing exists only in a civilization and a civilization
cannot exist without writing.”’

In recent years archaeologists and linguists have gone beyond the
old ‘‘uniformitarian’’ view that early writing did little more than extend
the political rule of reigning elites. Instead, researchers such as
C.C. Lamberg-Karlovsky of Harvard’s Peabody Museum now argue
that the effects of the early scripts were far more varied and com-
plex, subtly influencing commerce, the arts, and farming, as well as
government.

Picture Writing and Early Man
Human use of graphic symbols dates back at least to the late

Stone Age (between 25,000 and 12,000 B.C.), when the people of
prehistoric Europe painted vivid pictures of the deer, bison, and other




From Sticks and Bones 5

animals that they hunted. The paintings were in part the expression of
an animistic faith: Prehistoric man hoped that he could influence the
hunt by symbolizing his prey. This notion that symbols can affect the
life of what is represented has endured. To this day, for example,
certain groups in India have no word for the cobra, a threat in everyday
life, because they fear that creating the word may conjure up the thing
itself.

A new array of symbols was added to the old as prehistoric
humans increasingly took to settled farming and livestock herding after
about 8000 B.c. One reason was the need to keep accounts. By the late
Stone Age, it had become common practice to notch sticks and bones
to record the passing of days and months and the number of animals
claimed in the hunt. With the development of sedentary village life,
the emphasis changed to recording the number of sheep or goats in a
flock or the amount of grain held in storage. Often, easily counted
tokens were used. As the new way of life increased the importance of
private property, incised or painted marks and various kinds of stamps
appeared as a way of marking one’s possessions. Always prey to the
vicissitudes of nature, farmers created symbols for the supernatural
forces that governed rainfall, fertility, earth, and water.

The Emergence of Symbols: Sumerian Cuneiform

Not all the new farming cultures used symbols for all these
categories, but the practice was widespread, particularly in the Near
East, Egypt, southeastern Europe, the Indo-Iranian borderlands, and
probably northern China. These were the places where the earliest
civilizations took root.

The first was probably Sumeria, which emerged in ancient Meso-
potamia beginning around 3200 B.c. At the heart of the Sumerian world
were its cities, strategically positioned where tributaries flowed into
the great Tigris and Euphrates rivers. These waterways, augmented by
canals, fed the cities’ outlying fields of wheat, barley, and oats. But
Mesopotamia was in the end a desert land flanked by the mountains of
the Iranian Plateau and the arid wastes of the Arabian deserts, and the
Sumerians were beset by unpredictable cycles of drought and plenty.

The precariousness of their existence, compounded by the scar-
city of stone, metal, and wood within their realm, made the Sumerians
the ancient world’s premier traders. Notched sticks and other devices
were no longer sophisticated enough for keeping records of rates of
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exchange, past transactions, and inventories. Thus, after a period of
evolution, Sumerian cuneiform writing made its appearance around
3100 B.c. (Cunei were the wedge-shaped marks that the Sumerians
incised in soft clay tablets, which were then baked.)

But another concern spurred the creation of cuneiform, one that
led the Sumerians to make an enduring contribution to civilization
itself. Vulnerable to nature, to enemies near and far, and to turmoil in
their own cities, the Sumerians realized that they would never survive
without a formal system of regulation and control. Their solution was
to create a system of laws.

Sumerian philosophers were aware that nature itself seemed to be
controlled by laws of regularity: sunrise, sunset; dry season, wet
season; death and rebirth. In addition, there seemed to be ‘‘func-
tional’’ laws: birds flew, plows plowed, soldiers fought. Violation of
these laws created disorder. Beginning about 2600 B.C., the Sumerians
promulgated a series of very specific written laws that are preserved in
the code of the Babylonian King Hammurabi (1792-50 B.C.), the
successor to the Sumerian kings. The Code of Hammurabi touched on
nearly every realm of human activity, specifying, for example, the
rights of women and war veterans, the responsibilities of city archi-
tects, and the legal rights of slaves.

At first, literacy was probably confined to Sumerian temple
scribes, but it seems likely that aristocrats and merchants also learned
to read and write. The Sumerians established schools with regular
hours and a full complement of teachers and teachers’ assistants,
offering instruction that went well beyond writing, to geography,
astronomy, law, ethics, and perhaps other languages. A culturally
sophisticated people, the Sumerians used writing not only for practical
purposes, but also for narrative histories and commentaries on the
human condition.

The exigencies of existence led some to profound speculation on
the meaning of life itself expressed in such Sumerian writings as the
Epic of Gilgamesh, in which a hero—king vainly seeks immortality.
Such writings survive—and will probably turn out to be the largest
cache of surviving documents of any of the ancient civilizations—
because they were written on virtually imperishable clay tablets.

Egyptian ‘“‘Sacred Writing’’: Hieroglyphics

If the Sumerian world view was pervaded by pessimism, a sense
of helplessness in the face of nature’s unpredictability, the Egyptians,
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living some 1,000 miles to the west in the fertile Nile River valley, were
generally optimistic. Long before the first great Pyramids were built,
the Egyptians believed that death was simply another form of exis-
tence, not an end, and thus that a person’s name was a label for all
time. By the time King Narmer unified ancient Egypt around 3100 B.C.,
kings and nobles were concerned that their names be represented not
only by artifacts left in their tombs, as in the past, but by writing.
““Thy name shall endure’’ is one of Egypt’s most ancient epithets.

As the Pharaohs consolidated the Egyptian state, implanting the
fundamental belief that the Pharaohs themselves were gods, Egyptian
writing became almost entirely a priestly function. It was not that the
scribes were priests, but that their writing served priestly, as well as
secular, purposes. Because much of the writing that survives has to do
with religion, the script is called hieroglyphics (sacred writing).! The
Egyptians referred to it as ““God’s writing.”” This formal script of
‘“‘beauty, dignity, and above all, permanence,” as British ethnologist
Albertine Guar described it, was part of the symbolism that held Egypt
together.

Egypt’s scribes also developed two cursive forms of writing (hier-
atic and, later, an even more abbreviated form called demotic), usually
brushed onto papyrus, that were used as a kind of shorthand in the
day-to-day business of an empire.

By creating a system of signs with specific meanings, the Egyp-
tians made ordinary messages, religious statements, and the Pharaohs’
directives as readily understood in the southern reaches of their empire
in the Sudan as on the shores of the Mediterranean. Without writing,
it is doubtful that the Egypt of the Pharaohs would have endured over
the centuries. Yet, because the Egyptians restricted literacy to a scribal
class, hieroglyphic writing perished with the old Egypt some four
centuries after the birth of Christ.

The Chinese Ideograph

In China religious beliefs nurtured early writing, just as they had
in Egypt. Almost as far back as settled life can be traced in China, the
Chinese were conscious of their social relationships. Each individual’s
identity was linked to his or her social class, extended family, and,
quite likely, lineage. Systematic Chinese ‘‘ideographic’’ writing in
which each word is represented by a pictorial sign was probably
created during northern China’s Shang dynasty during the second
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millennium B.c. Ideographs were commonly used to record names,
lineage, and ownership; but one of their most important uses was in
“‘oracle writing.”’ It was unthinkable to embark on an important
endeavor without first seeking guidance from the ancestral gods. Shang
kings and nobles consulted them through diviners, who drilled holes in
animal shoulder bones or turtle shells and then heated them over a
fire. The resulting cracks were read as divine statements and recorded
by scribes on the bone or shell.

Chinese writing had existed before the Shang dynasty; but it took
the invention of a series of indicators, much like determinatives in
Egyptian hieroglyphics, to make the system more efficient. Essen-
tially, these indicators—over 200 in number—told readers how to
distinguish the meaning of words that share the same ideograph and
pronunciation. The indicators were developed after the Shang dynasty,
but they were rooted in the picture-writing concept.

Chinese ideographic writing may seem cumbersome to Western-
ers, but it had (and has) one great strength: A word might be pro-
nounced differently in Shantung, the birthplace of Confucius, than in
Kansu to the west, but it was always ‘‘spelled’’ the same way, using
the same ideogram.? Written Chinese thus united a dispersed people
who spoke several different dialects.

Other societies besides those of Sumeria, Egypt, and China in-
vented their own forms of writing: By 1400 B.C., for example, the
merchant princes of Crete and Mycenae were using Linear B to create
commercial and governmental archives. Across the Atlantic, the Maya
were using glyphs by the fifth century and the Aztecs were using a
form of picture writing nine or so centuries later. But in the Old World,
with the exception of Chinese ideographs, virtually all of the writing
systems that had survived slowly died out after the invention of a
markedly more efficient writing system, the alphabet.

Introduction of Vowels: The Phoenician and Greek Alphabets

Scholars generally credit the creation of the alphabet to the
Phoenicians, the merchant seamen of the eastern Mediterranean, who
had in turn derived some of their signs from Egyptian hieroglyphs. The
Greeks then adopted the Phoenician system’s consonants and added
the crucial missing element: vowels. Greek, like all the Indo—European
languages that came after it, changed the meaning of words by chang-
ing vowels. (In English, for example, ‘‘man’’ becomes ‘‘men.”’) An
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alphabet made learning to read and write breathtakingly simple. In-
stead of using hundreds or even thousands of symbols, each standing
for a specific object, word, or idea, the alphabet equated a scant
handful of signs with the sounds of speech.

The Greek alphabet may have been in the making before the time
of Homer (who probably lived during the ninth or eighth century B.C.).
Already in love with rhetoric and the spoken word, the Greeks became
a highly literate people. A grave insult among ordinary Athenians of
the fifth century B.C. was to say of a man, ‘‘He can’t read, he can’t
swim.”’

“*Cadmus, the legendary inventor of the alphabet, is said to have
sown the dragon’s teeth that raised a crop of warriors,”” writes Long
Island University’s Robert Pattison. ‘“‘On Greek soil, the alphabet,
once established, also bore a mighty crop.”” The results are still with
us: the comedies of Aristophanes, the histories of Herodotus and
Thucydides, and the philosophy of Aristotle.

The alphabet proved to be at least as precious a legacy as the
Greeks’ great works of intellect and art. In Italy new alphabets—
amalgamations of borrowed Greek letters and indigenous signs—
sprang up like weeds in a garden. Latin writing was a hybrid of Greek,
Etruscan, and native letters, adapted to the Latin language, and,
finally, refined to only twenty-three signs. Like the Greeks before
them, the Romans prized literacy. At least as early as the first century
B.C., they pressed reading and writing on their citizens, helping to
create an empire unified by its cultural beliefs and by Rome’s ability to
have its written proclamations understood from the British Isles to
North Africa. Polybius, who recorded the rise of Rome in the second
century B.C., writes that the army required literacy even of its lowliest
soldiers. The gift of writing was so widespread that one of its curses
was also common. On the walls of Pompeii and other towns, ordinary
Romans freely scrawled graffiti, misspellings and all.

The writings of Virgil, Cicero, and Seneca, republican ideals, and
the elements of Roman law are among the literate Romans’ legacy to
the West.

The spread of alphabetic systems beyond these early beginnings
is a long and complex story. The Latin alphabet became the basis of
the writing systems of modern Western Europe, while some of the
alphabets of Eastern Europe and Russia were derived from Greek
letters. By the fourth century, Greek letters had also supplanted
hieroglyphs in Egypt. The generally vowel-less alphabet of Aramaic,
an early Semitic language common in the Levant as early as 1300 B.c.,
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became the basis of several alphabets in India, far to the east. Arabic
and Hebrew also owe much of their written character to Aramaic.

Nonliterate Cultures: Progress without Literacy

All of the ancient civilizations that created scripts, including those
that lacked an alphabet, also developed a sense of themselves as
superior to nonliterate cultures. Yet many societies thrived without
writing: the ‘‘chieftainships’’ of Polynesia, the Ashanti and other tribal
kingdoms of West Africa, and the Indians of America’s Pacific North-
west. In most cases, they developed symbols such as the totem pole or
the designs used in painting pottery that served their purposes. The
Inca of what is now Peru used a pendant of knotted cords called a
quipu to kKeep an accurate census, assess taxes, and record trading
transactions. Over the course of three centuries, the Inca managed to
build a sizable empire, marked by elaborately terraced farms and an
extensive network of well-engineered roads, which they lost only when
the Spanish conquistadores destroyed it in 1532.

Yet writing clearly made a vast difference. The history of writing
and the cultures that developed it is a romance of immense signifi-
cance. The invention of writing was probably the most significant step
in human cultural evolution. Aside from its daily utility, writing has
preserved long-dead tongues and the record of ancient institutions. It
has preserved the history of humanity’s triumphs and failures. It has
made possible the rapid sharing of new knowledge. Above all, it is
magical in its ability to bring the past alive and to allow us to imagine
the future.

NOTES

1. Egyptian hieroglyphs make up a so-called logo-syllabic system that has
three elements: ideograms that are pictures of the things referred to; phono-
grams that stand for consonants (there are no vowels in Egyptian writing); and
determinatives that clarify the meaning of the glyphs.

2. Some 50,000 ideographs exist in written Chinese, but only about 3,500
are in everyday use.




Chapter 2

THE READING REVOLUTION
by Steven Lagerfeld

Writing *‘will implant forgetfulness in [men’s] souls; they will
cease to exercise memory because they rely on that which is written.”’
Thus Plato (speaking through a character in one of his dialogues)
questioned the value of literacy some four centuries after the Greeks
began adopting the alphabet. Only knowledge gained through spirited
debate, Plato argued, ‘‘is written in the soul of the learner.”

Of course, the ultimate reply to Plato is that his doubts about
literacy are known to us only because he committed them to writing.
Yet, in one form or another, Plato’s reservations have preoccupied
thinkers through the ages. Do reading and writing transform human
consciousness? How so? Is literacy best left in the hands of the few,
or is mass literacy better? Will widespread literacy ensure social and
economic progress? Never in the past were the answers to all these
questions self-evident, and some remain, in one form or another,
subjects of scholarly debate.

Despite the invention of the alphabet, which vastly simplified the
task of learning to read and write, the spread of literacy was far from
inevitable. The leaders of Greece and Rome had chosen to promote
reading and writing among their citizens. For many centuries, their
successors in the West did not.

Latin as an Elitist Language

Interestingly, the early Christians sided with Plato. Christ is said
to have written only once—in the dust, as if to signify the transience

11
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of the written word. His disciples did not commit his teachings to
writing until some thirty to sixty years after his death, preferring that
the Word be transmitted orally, kept alive on the tongues of men. Yet
Church leaders soon recognized that a holy book would be needed to
keep the faith intact. (The Gospels and Old Testament had already
been written.) Amid the cacophony of Europe’s hundreds of languages
and dialects. few of them written, only the old imperial language of
Latin could be read as easily in the British Isles as in Holland or Italy.

Reluctantly, the Church adopted Latin as its official language. The
literati of the Middle Ages—mostly priests, along with a handful of
nobles and merchants—reserved the ability to read and write for
themselves, in part because they believed that it gave them power over
the souls of commoners. (Not only in Europe: In medieval India, for
example, only the Brahmin, or ‘‘twice born,”” were permitted to read
the sacred Veda.) Indeed, a mystical quality was attached to the written
word; in Middle English, the word grammar referred to occult lore; in
medieval Britain, those accused of murder who could read from the
Latin Bible were automatically spared the hangman’s noose.

But the truth was that from the fall of the Roman Empire until the
fourteenth or fifteenth century, even most of the highborn cared little
for literacy. ‘‘Letters are removed from manliness,”” a group of Ger-
man Goths told Queen Amalasuntha of sixth-century Italy, ‘‘teaching

. results for the most part in a cowardly and submissive spirit.”’
Among the notable illiterates of the era were William the Conqueror
and Charlemagne, whose clerics did their reading and writing for them.
It was the Church, with its legions of literate men, that organized and
spearheaded the Crusades. It was the Church that provided Western
Europe with a semblance of cultural unity.

The common folk did not begrudge the literati their monopoly on
letters. Reading and writing, quite simply, were unnecessary luxuries
for the peasant farmers of the Middle Ages. Knowledge passed by
word of mouth from father to son, from mother to daughter. As late as
the seventeenth century, English country squire Nicholas Breton
noted, farmers could *‘learn to plough and harrow, sow and reap, plant
and prune, thresh and fan, winnow and grind, brew and bake, and all
without book.”

Imagining today what daily life was like in such an oral society is
as difficult as putting oneself in the place of a blind man. Say a word
and a literate person will immediately see it spelled in his or her mind’s
eye: It is the written word that has form, substance, and meaning, that
produces the mind’s order. But in an oral world, the written word is
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ephemeral. In the courtrooms of twelfth-century England and France,
written deeds and bills of sale counted for less in resolving legal
disputes than human witnesses who, according to St. Louis Universi-
ty’s Walter Ong, ‘‘were alive and . . . could defend their statements;
writing was [viewed as] dead marks on a dead surface.”

Even among the literate of the Middle Ages, old ways lingered.
Reading more often meant speaking aloud (or sotto voce) than thinking
in solitude. In the scriptoria of the monasteries, one monk would read
from the pages of the Bible while his fellows labored over their rote
transcriptions; in the classrooms of medieval universities, professors
recited to their students from the few available texts. (Books were so
lightly regarded that old writings were commonly rubbed out when
paper and vellum were scarce so that the monks could continue their
copying.) Writing was no different. Few medieval authors, observes
Ong, wrote with quill in hand, painstakingly building their arguments
word by word, brick by brick, a house of logic. Rather, most dictated
their thoughts aloud to scribes.

The Power of Reading

Reading (or writing) in silence, internalizing words, is an experi-
ence of a very different kind. ‘“To engage the written word,”’ notes
New York University’s Neil Postman, ‘‘means to follow a line of
thought. . . . It means to uncover lies, confusions, and overgeneraliza-
tions, to detect abuses of logic and common sense. It also means to
weigh ideas, to compare and contrast assertions, to connect one
generalization to another.”’

Europe during the Middle Ages was not completely without liter-
acy, but it shared some characteristics with the unlettered Third World
tribes that contemporary scholars have studied. Such oral societies,
says Ong,

must invest great energy in saying over and over again what has
been learned arduously over the ages. This need establishes a highly
traditionalist or conservative set of mind that with good reason
inhibits intellectual experimentation. . . . By storing knowledge
outside the mind, writing and, even more, print downgrade the
figures of the wise old man and the wise old woman, repeaters of the
past, in favor of younger discoverers of something new.
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Italian City-States and the Birth of Secular Scholarship

In Europe, the first discoverers of the new appeared in fourteenth-
century Venice, Florence, and other wealthy Italian city-states. Owing
to their energetic merchant princes, who bartered and bargained
throughout the Mediterranean, these cities had grown large and afflu-
ent by European standards of the day. They also harbored distin-
guished scholarly communities, which the merchant princes favored
with ancient Greek and Roman texts retrieved mostly from libraries in
Egypt and the Arab world. Urbanization, prosperity, and the rediscov-
ery of ancient works nourished a new skeptical and secular outlook on
life, the early Italian Renaissance. Still, the revival might never have
spread so quickly beyond Italy without two other developments.

The Printing Press and the Protestant Reformation

The first was Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press
during the 1440s and 1450s; it stands alongside the creation of the
alphabet some 2,500 years earlier as a landmark in the long history of
the rise of literacy. As in the case of the alphabet, however, human
choice was needed to transform a technical invention into a revolution-
ary device. Within decades of Gutenberg’s discovery, Europe felt the
first stirrings of the Protestant Reformation, led by Martin Luther
(1483-1546). Luther was at first dismayed when the printing press
made his famous Ninety-five Theses, nailed to the door of a church in
the tiny German village of Wittenberg in 1517, the news of all Europe.
But during the ensuing years, he broadened his challenge to the
Catholic Church, calling for a more direct relationship between man
and his Maker. He insisted that the faithful be able to read God’s word
themselves, and in their own ‘‘vulgar’’ languages, not in the Church’s
Latin. For him, Gutenberg’s press was a weapon; printing was **God’s
highest and extremest act of grace, whereby the business of the Gospel
is driven forward.”’

Printers responded to the new market with an outpouring of
Bibles, Books of Days, and other holy works. Religious fervor pro-
pelled book sales and literacy rates to unprecedented levels in Protes-
tant lands—Scandinavia, the German states, Holland, and Britain.

One of the most dramatic transformations occurred in seven-
teenth-century Sweden, where a Lutheran home-teaching movement
swept the countryside. Once a year in Sweden’s small towns and
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villages, pastors assembled their flocks for public tests of reading and
writing: Anyone who failed was forbidden to marry or take commun-
ion. Though lacking public schools, Sweden achieved near-universal
literacy by the beginning of the eighteenth century, even before most
other Protestant lands.

There is no telling what would have come of Gutenberg’s invention
without Luther’s crusade. In China, an alchemist named Pi Sheng had
designed a system of movable type during the eleventh century, well
before Gutenberg’s time. It contributed to the flowering of literature
during the later Sung dynasty and to the rise of the powerful Chinese
civil service. China outstripped the rest of the world in book produc-
tion until the end of the eighteenth century. But China’s Confucian-
trained scholars and bureaucrats restricted education to the elite, and
it was virtually impossible for commoners to learn the tens of thou-
sands of characters of the Chinese language at home. As a result, more
than 70 percent of the Chinese population remained mired in illiteracy
at the beginning of the twentieth century.!

Books and the Rise of Learning

Even before literacy reached Europe’s common man, the printing
press had an enormous effect on the life of the mind. At first, notes the
University of Michigan’s Elizabeth Eisenstein, the foremost historian
of the printing revolution, printers churned out (apart from holy books)
countless reproductions of ancient tracts on astrology and alchemy,
fragments of ‘‘magia and cabala”—a ‘‘vast backlog of occult lore.”’
But eventually, more illuminating works were put into print. The
spread of reading and books alarmed some of the powerful. Pope Paul
V, for example, banned Copernicus’s On the Revolutions of the Celes-
tial Spheres from Catholic-run presses in 1616.

Printing did for intellectual life what the invention of money
thousands of years earlier had done for trade and commerce, spurring
an explosive growth in the exchange of information and ideas. Now
the astronomers and physicians and philosophers of sixteenth-century
Europe had at their fingertips in book form all the accumulated wisdom
of the ancients. When the great works of the past were placed side by
side, writes Eisenstein, ‘‘contradictions became more visible, diver-
gent traditions more difficult to reconcile. The transmission of received
opinion could not proceed smoothly once Arabists were set against
Galenists or Aristotelians against Ptolemaists.”
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The creation of a market for books also helped writers and
thinkers free themselves from the whims of aristocratic patrons. New
arguments and discoveries, treatises on theology and philosophy,
poetry, fiction, works of outrageous fantasy, all shot through the ranks
of the educated like jolts of electricity. The results were momentous.
It was the age of Erasmus and Bacon, Shakespeare and Cervantes,
Galileo and Leonardo. By 1704, when Jonathan Swift published The
Battle of the Books, contending that the ancients were superior in
wisdom and learning to modern men, he was fighting, as far as the
small, educated sector of the English public was concerned, a rear-
guard action.

Gradually, books made their way into the hands of the common
folk.2 The ability to read and write spread slowly through Europe
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, partly through edu-
cation. Frederick 111, later the first King of Prussia, ordered farmers’
children ‘‘to school, at least for two hours in the morning’’ in 1698.
But, as in seventeenth-century Sweden, most commoners learned from
their literate acquaintances or from primers like preacher Valentin
Ickelsamer’s A German grammar—from which one might learn to read
Sfor oneself (1534).

Modern historians have been able to reckon early literacy rates
only by digging through parish records, diaries, and deeds, counting
people who signed with their names as literate, those who made an X
as illiterate. By the end of the eighteenth century, printing and the
spread of schooling had produced relatively high rates of literacy, at
least in Protestant countries. The Swiss were 80 percent literate by
1850 (thanks to widespread public education), as were 80 percent of
the Prussians, and S0 percent of the English. Catholic Italy and Spain,
by contrast, suffered much lower rates of literacy—20 percent and 25
percent, respectively. Tsarist Russia, with a vast population of impov-
erished serfs who ‘‘did not see any material benefit’’ in becoming
literate, as a nineteenth-century Russian priest remarked, still re-
mained 80 percent illiterate at the turn of the twentieth century.

Everywhere, the notion of literacy for all remained a distant
dream. The well-to-do were more literate than the poor, city dwellers
more literate than farmers. Men, from France to China, were far more
likely to learn their letters than were their wives and sisters. Sweden’s
highly literate women were among the most fortunate in Europe, where
literacy rates for women ranged variously from 20 percent in Italy and
Spain to 55 percent in England by the middle of the nineteenth century.

Often literacy was a gift that unlocked in an individual an enor-
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mous potential that in times past would have remained dormant.
Historian Margaret Spufford tells the story of Thomas Tryon, son of a
poor seventeenth-century Oxfordshire plasterer, who left school at the
age of six having ‘‘scarcely learnt to distinguish my letters.”” At
thirteen, he learned to read from fellow shepherds; later he paid an
itinerant teacher to teach him to write (tuition: one sheep). He moved
to London, where he spent his wages on books; and before long he
was writing them. There were six in all, including A New Method of
Education, as well as Averroes’ Letter to Pythagoras and The Good
Housewife Made a Doctor. For most people, however, limitations of
social class, circumstance, and native ability tempered the impact of
reading and writing. When they took an interest in the printed word,
Europe’s common folk favored ‘*how-to’’ pamphlets offering instruc-
tion in carpentry or farming or home medicine.

Today it is an article of faith around the world that the appearance
of such a rapidly growing, educated reading public (however prosaic
its reading) was one of the essential ingredients in sparking the Indus-
trial Revolution. During the 1960s, sociologist C. Arnold Anderson and
economist Mary Jean Bowman, both of the University of Chicago,
concluded that a national literacy rate of 40 percent is the bare
minimum needed to achieve such an industrial ‘‘take-off.”” England
during the 1750s had reached the ‘‘40-percent threshold.”

Yet, as other scholars have since discovered, industrialization had
an unexpected effect: In England, the literacy rate stagnated or fell (as
it did in France) as factory owners hired young workers away from
schools at the age of six or seven. The rate did not turn up again until
the 1880s.

Nor did factory owners need great numbers of workers who could
read and write. A few agreed with reformers such as Canadian educa-
tor Charles Clarke that literacy ‘‘has lightened the toil of the laborer
[and] increased his productive ability.”” But as British historian Mi-
chael Sanderson writes, the new jobs—furnaceman, cotton cleaner,
and weaver—in the Yorkshire and Lancashire mills and factories
*‘required even less literacy and education than the old ones (wood-
and metal-working, for example).”” Once a worker learned to operate
a loom or a blast furnace, Sanderson argues, he (or in the cotton mills,
she) needed to learn no more. A ‘*knack’’ for things mechanical was
more important than book learning.

There is no doubt that the printing press and the book, and the
rise of literacy that followed, set the stage for Europe’s modernization.
They made possible new technology—James Watt’s steam engine
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(1769), Sir Henry Bessemer's converter (1856)—and the educated
managers, engineers, and technicians needed to run large factories and
distribution networks. Whether mass literacy was needed remains an
open question.

The ““Terrible Spectre of a Literate Working Class’’

Indeed, many of the well-to-do of the mid-nineteenth century
plainly feared it. In England, as reformers waxed eloquent about the
education of the workers, many of the gentry saw instead *‘the terrible
spectre of a literate, politically minded working class,’” as Cambridge
historian J.H. Plumb put it. Sir Joseph Banks, president of the Royal
Society in England in 1807, feared that literacy would teach the poor
to ‘‘despise their lot in life.”” Instead of burying their noses in harmless
popular novels, he fretted, literate English and Scottish workers were
reading ‘‘seditious pamphlets [and] vicious books.™’

Equally worrisome was the rise of a popular press frequently given
to political agitation. During the French Revolution, an event that
terrified Europe’s aristocrats (and other Europeans as well), the Pari-
sian press had become, in the words of one French observer, ‘‘simply
a machine of war,” educating what the Paris Globe called ‘‘a new
generation . . . smitten with liberty, eager for glory.”” By 1820 the
introduction of new technology slashed the cost of newsprint and sent
circulation skyrocketing. Newspapers proliferated in London and the
major cities of Europe and the United States, with some claiming up
to 30,000 readers. In 1865 Paris’s Petit Journal was turning out 250,000
copies a day. Years earlier, a little-known journalist named Karl Marx
had remarked upon the usefulness of newspapers in forging ‘‘party
spirit’’ among the workers.

Despite conservatives’ fears of mass literacy, most educated West-
erners by the end of the nineteenth century had come to believe that it
was the first step on the road to greater progress. Certainly, higher
rates of literacy (along with widespread public education) eased the
transition to industrial innovation in the United States and Canada.
Teaching reading and writing seemed to be the key, as one writer put
it, “‘to instruct[ing] a man how to live and move in the world as befits
a civilized being.”” By the 1930s state-supported schooling had made
near-universal literacy a reality in the West.

Today, the scene of the struggle to achieve basic literacy has
shifted to the Third World, where nations such as Ethiopia (with a
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7 percent literacy rate) and Pakistan (16 percent) have set their sights
on the ‘*40-percent threshold.”’” Their leaders are convinced that mass
literacy will secure what the Iraqi government once called ‘‘the politi-
cal, economic, and social progression of the country.’” Maybe so. Yet,
as the Cuban example shows, a literate population alone is not enough
to ensure economic progress or political liberty. Shah Mohammad
Reza Pahlavi of Iran, who made literacy a keystone of his moderniza-
tion efforts, was toppled in 1979 by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, an
old man who, from his exile in France, stirred the passions of his
zealous followers back home with rousing polemics—tape recorded on
audiocassettes.

THE THIRD WORLD’S WAR ON ILLITERACY

‘‘Can there be a more moving spectacle than . . .this tall old man with his
white beard, his tremulous voice, his unsteady limbs, as he slowly lifts a long
bamboo pointer toward the blackboard, and with difficulty tries to pick out the
letters on it?"’

Such scenes, from French schoolteacher Gerard Tongas’s account of a
mid-1950s literacy campaign in communist North Vietnam, have been repeated
thousands of times in the Third World. With high hopes for spurring economic
development, promoting national unity, or indoctrinating the ‘‘masses”’—and
at great expense—dozens of governments have launched efforts to eradicate
adult illiteracy.

Progress worldwide has been slow but steady. In 1985, according to the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO),
27.7 percent of the world’s adults were illiterate, down from 32.9 percent in
1970.

The greatest fanfare has accompanied the all-out drives against illiteracy
mounted by many communist regimes. In 1961, Fidel Castro sent ‘‘an army”’
of 100,000 literacy brigadistas into the hinterlands and later announced to
international acclaim that they had taught some 700,000 Cubans to read and
write. Cuba now claims a literacy rate of 96 percent; Vietnam, 85 percent; and
Nicaragua, after a similar ‘‘war,” 87 percent. Yet the North Vietnamese
campaign, Tongas says, ‘‘merely consisted of teaching the illiterate masses to
recite twenty or so slogans [‘Long live President Ho!’] and to copy them more
or less legibly.”” The old man with the pointer, like most of his countrymen
and women, never really learned to read and write for himself. The Cuban
story is similar.

Few noncommunist leaders have claimed results as impressive as Castro
does. Even in the West, teaching adults to read and write is difficult. The chief
obstacle: persuading men and women who have lived into their middle years
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without literacy that a heavy investment of time and effort will pay off. Most
Third World adult literacy campaigns, writes Abdun Noor of the World Bank,
““have been uneconomic with a high dropout rate and a high incidence of
relapses to illiteracy.”

Noor is skeptical of splashy, centrally directed campaigns. Churches and
other local organizations are generally best suited to doing the job, he says,
and textbooks that teach people practical skills (such as animal husbandry) are
the most effective tools. Brazil, Uganda, and Tanzania are among the nations
where such localized efforts have worked.

Few specialists predict that more than a minority of the world’s 800
million adult illiterates will ever learn to read and write. The best hope may lie
with the next generation. Even Africa, with its estimated 60 percent illiteracy
rate, now enrolls 78 percent of its children in elementary schools. Asia and
Latin America, with far less illiteracy, boast even higher rates of school
enroliment.

Literacy alone may not deliver economic progress, enlightened minds, or
any of the other benefits that it seems to promise to the Third World; but
without it such gains will remain forever out of reach.

For all that, no nation that hopes to tap the potential of its people
can achieve very much without widespread literacy. Lacking the
ability to read and write, the farmer most likely will continue to tend
his crops just as his father’s father did; his children will not dare to
imagine what it is like to build a bridge or write an essay; democracy
will make as much sense as the theory of relativity.

Even if it is not a magic recipe for personal or national progress,
literacy is an essential ingredient. Oddly enough, among the few people
who now question that reality are some of the Western scholars who
study literacy and related subjects. Literary ‘‘deconstructionists,’
such as Jacques Derrida, view language as a kind of prison that
constricts human thought. But at least they acknowledge the power of
the written word. Others almost seem not to. In the United States, a
few education specialists have argued that spoken ‘‘black English™
ought to be taught in the schools. Among anthropologists, one some-
times finds a certain sentimentality about oral societies—their unsul-
lied traditions, their lively communal storytelling, their free exchange
of local news and gossip. But perhaps more frightening is the fact that
academic and other specialists who are trying to enhance literacy tend
to expound their views in a style so obtuse and jargon-ridden that it
makes even Washington’s barely literate regulation writers seem like
exquisite prose artists.
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If understanding our politics, our science, or simply one another
is the ultimate purpose of achieving literacy, the West still has far to
go. Instead of more reading and writing, we seem to have talk, talk,
and more talk. The television set, the radio, the telephone, and our
addiction to never-ending rounds of conferences and meetings, all
produce a continuous, deafening chatter. We have seized the com-
puter, with its great potential to extend the empire of the written
word—through word processing, computer networks, and desk-top
publishing—and made it yet another instrument of our limitless capac-
ity for blather. It is not, as some apocalyptic critics of television have
suggested, that we have fallen from some vaunted Golden Age of
literacy. We are still groping our way toward it.

NOTES

1. The Arab world reluctantly adopted the press 300 to 400 years after
Gutenberg, preferring instead the magnificent calligraphy and miniature paint-
ings that flourished in books of the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centu-
ries. Today literacy remains spotty throughout the Muslim Middle East,
ranging from under 10 percent in countries such as Yemen and Qatar to nearly
30 percent in Saudi Arabia.

2. Books were much cheaper than hand-illuminated manuscripts, but they
still came dearly. In sixteenth-century France, for example, the cheapest New
Testament cost the equivalent of the whole day’s wages for a journeyman
carpenter. Still, the popular market for books throughout Europe was huge. A
prodigious 22,000 titles rolled off English presses between 1641 and 1662,
about one book or pamphlet for every 42 readers.



Chapter 3

KEEPING UP IN AMERICA
by David Harman

‘‘Learn them to read the Scriptures, and be conversant therein,”’
the Reverend John Cotton urged his Boston parishioners in a 1656
homily on child rearing. ‘‘Reading brings much benefit to little
children.”’

‘‘Benefit’” was an understatement. In the harsh moral universe of
Cotton’s New England Puritans, ignorance was no excuse for sin: A
child who died young, as many did, could expect no mercy in the
hereafter merely because he or she had not been able to read the Bible.
Massachusetts’s colonial authorities had already acted on the fear that
parents were not doing enough to protect their children from the “*old
deluder Satan.’”” In 1647, nine years before Cotton’s sermon, they
required every township of fifty families or more to provide a teacher
for the young.

Satan may be, in this sense, behind us, but the challenge of making
Americans literate is not. Almost any adult born in America today can
read well enough to satisfy John Cotton; but the preacher set a simple
standard. His flock did not need to ponder the meaning of a ballot
referendum, or the requirements of a help-wanted advertisement, or
the operating instructions for a microwave oven—all frequently written
by people who may be only semiliterate themselves.

*“The ability to understand an unfamiliar text, rather than simply
declaim a familiar one,”” as researchers Daniel P and Lauren B.
Resnick put it, is today’s new standard of literacy. That kind of
functional literacy may seem almost quaint in an age of telephones and
TV news, and of computers (with languages of their own) and color-
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coded cash register keys that make counting or reading almost unnec-
essary for teen-age clerks at fast-food restaurants. Time after time in
the past literacy has seemed, for a brief historical moment, redun-
dant—a luxury, not needed by ordinary folk.

Yet those Americans who could not read and write, then as now,
became the servants of those who could; they were sometimes de-
prived of prosperity and liberty, always of autonomy and knowledge.
What will become of today’s students who fail to become fluent in the
English tongue? Even those who achieve technological literacy, stak-
ing their futures on a narrow mastery of FORTRAN or UNIX or some
other computer language, will be at a disadvantage. Eventually, pre-
dicts Robert Pattison of Long Island University, they will wind up
working for ‘‘English majors from Berkeley and Harvard.”’

It has been said that we live in an Information Age. The informa-
tion that is important is not bits and bytes, but ideas and knowledge
conveyed in clear English. All this requires a more sophisticated level
of literacy. The worker of the future, warns the National Academy of
Sciences, must be ‘“‘able and willing to learn throughout a lifetime.”’
By that new standard, America probably has nearly half the proportion
of illiterates among its population that it did in Cotton’s time.

Literacy in Early America

Traditional literacy spread rapidly in seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century America, mostly through church-run schools and through
informal education—parents teaching their children, masters teaching
their apprentices. But it is unclear just how literate colonial America
was. As Americans have been painfully reminded in recent years,
schooling and literacy are not always synonymous. And in the days
before the Revolution, American schoolchildren probably spent, at
most, three years in the classroom.

By counting the number of men who could sign their name to
deeds and other public documents as literate (literacy for women was
deemed irrelevant in most of the colonies; for slaves, dangerous),
historians have reckoned that literacy in America rose from about 60
percent among the first white male colonists to about 75 percent by
1800. That figure masks a great deal of diversity. City-dwellers were
more literate than country folk; Northerners more likely to read and
write than Southerners and Westerners; and the well-to-do better
schooled than the poor. Ninety percent of New Englanders could sign
their own names by the time the U.S. Constitution was ratified; yet the
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U.S. Army found in 1800 that only 58 percent of its recruits, drawn
from the lower strata of the population, were literate.

And then one must ask how literate? The evidence is contradic-
tory. The farmers, blacksmiths, tanners, and shopkeepers of colonial
America did not need or possess a very sophisticated understanding of
written material. For the vast majority, literacy probably meant reading
the Bible, almanacs, and, occasionally, newspapers, but without nec-
essarily being able to make inferences from their reading or to decipher
more complicated texts. Historian Carl F. Kaestle of the University of
Wisconsin-Madison estimates that perhaps 20 percent of adult male
Americans were ‘‘sophisticated readers’’ by the 1760s.

Lawrence A. Cremin of Columbia University takes a more gener-
ous view. Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, he notes, ‘‘sold a hundred
thousand copies within three months of its appearance [in 1776] and
possibly as many as a half million in all. That means one-fifth of the
colonial population bought it and a half or more probably read it or
heard it read aloud.”

About one thing there is no doubt. From the start, Americans, for
various reasons, valued the ability to read and write. ‘‘A people who
mean to be their own governors,”” James Madison declared, ‘‘must
arm themselves with the power knowledge gives. A popular govern-
ment without popular information or the means of acquiring it, is but a
prologue to a farce or a tragedy, or perhaps both.”’ One Ohio newspa-
per offered a more mundane rationale in 1839, a variant on the ‘‘read
to win’’ theme that nowadays draws thousands of Americans into
Evelyn Wood speed-reading courses. A young man who delayed mar-
rying by five years, its editor calculated, would gain 7,300 hours of
‘“‘mental application,”” including reading, that would advance his ma-
terial fortunes later in life. But moral and religious uplift remained the
strongest impulse behind the spread of literacy well into the nineteenth
century. As William H. McGuffey warned the young readers of his
Newly Revised Eclectic Second Reader (1853), ‘‘The boys and girls
who can not read . . . will never know whether they are on the right
road [in life] or the wrong one.”’

The Impact of Industrialization and Immigration on Public
Education

Almost by accident, America’s industrialization during the nine-
teenth century helped boost literacy rates. Employers in the United
States, as in Europe, preferred to hire factory workers who could read
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and write: These skills were not always needed on the job, but
businessmen believed, not unlike John Cotton, that graduates were
superior in ‘“‘moral character’’ to their unschooled and unlettered
peers. Advocates of public education such as Horace Mann of Massa-
chusetts emphasized primary-school graduates’ ‘‘greater docility and
quickness in applying themselves to work’’ in arguing for an expansion
of schooling. Mann and his allies had their way in part because the
growth of densely populated cities and factory towns in New England
during the 1830s and 1840s made mass schooling more economical.!

In 1840, when the U.S. Census Bureau first asked adults whether
they were literate, all but 9 percent said *‘Yes.”” By 1860 only 7 percent
admitted to illiteracy.

The U.S. Army’s records tell another story: They show 35 percent
illiteracy among recruits in 1840, declining to 7 percent only in 1880.
Schooling was showing its effects, or so it seemed. It was the U.S.
Army that delivered the first shock to the believers in a literate
America. By 1917, when the United States mobilized for World War I,
the Army had a new way to test the competence of draftees and
recruits: standardized intelligence tests, developed by psychologist
Robert Yerkes. Yerkes was astonished to find that 30 percent of the
young men, while ostensibly literate, could not read well enough to
understand his Alpha test form. Public reaction was muted by the fact
that many of the near-illiterates were Southern blacks, hence ill-
schooled; but the stage had been set in America for a new definition of
literacy.

Already the old ‘‘bare-bones’’ notion of literacy as a matter of
knowing your ABCs and the Bible had been stretched. At Ellis Island,
more and more immigrants were arriving from the poor countries of
southern Europe, illiterate in their own languages, not to mention
English. More than ever, the newcomers were also unfamiliar with the
workings of democracy. Only then did the nation’s political leaders
begin to view the Founding Fathers’ call for an informed citizenry,
literate in English, as a social imperative. “‘There is not room in this
country for hyphenated Americanism,”” former President Theodore
Roosevelt warned in 1915. And steel magnate Andrew Carnegie (1835-
1919), convinced that free libraries were *‘the best agencies for improv-
ing the masses of the people,”” dipped into his vast fortune to help
create 2,500 new public libraries.

President Herbert C. Hoover launched a U.S. Advisory Commit-
tee on National Illiteracy in 1929 to study and publicize the problem;
but, like Hoover himself, it was swamped by the Great Depression.
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And with ‘“‘one-third of a nation” ill-fed and ill-clad, more pressing
matters filled Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal agenda. It took
another world war to bring illiteracy back to the forefront. Early in
1941, before Pearl Harbor, the Army declared that it would reject
draftees who failed a fourth grade equivalency test; within a year
433,000 men otherwise fit for duty were still in civvies thanks to the
test. In the summer of 1942, the Army relented, deciding that any
illiterate who could understand spoken English and follow basic oral
instructions was good enough to wear khakis and serve under the flag.

Debating Phonics and ‘‘Look-Say’’ in the Fifties

After World War II attention shifted to children’s ability to read
and write. Rudolf Flesch, an émigré writer and education specialist,
designed the first modern ‘‘readability’’ formulas that made it possible
to gauge the level of reading ability required by children’s textbooks.
By measuring the length of words and sentences, Flesh could deter-
mine whether they were written for comprehension at a fourth-, fifth-,
or sixth-grade level. In 1955, he authored Why Johnny Can’t Read, a
best seller that sparked a debate between advocates of instruction in
phonics (‘‘sounding out’’ words letter-by-letter) and the prevailing
“look—say’’ method (recognizing whole words) that continues today.2
Look-say not only sounded Chinese but required students to learn
English (by memorizing whole words) as if it were Chinese. ‘‘Do you
know,”’ Flesch declared, ‘‘that the teaching of reading never was a
problem anywhere in the world until the United States switched to the
present method?”’

Functional Illiteracy among Adults

Only during the past two decades has adult illiteracy aroused
sustained public concern in peacetime. ‘* Adult literacy seems to pres-
ent an ever-growing challenge,”” writes Harvard’s Jeanne S. Chall,
‘‘greater perhaps than the acknowledged challenge of literacy among
those still in school.””

The U.S. Department of Education estimates that the number of
functional illiterates grows by 2.3 million every year: some 1.3 million
legal and illegal immigrants, and 1 million high school dropouts and
“pushouts,”” who leave school with inadequate reading and writing
skills.



28 American Media

All told, as many as 27 million Americans over age sixteen—
nearly 15 percent of the adult population—may be functionally illiter-
ate today.> Another 45 million are ‘‘marginally competent,” reading
below the twelfth-grade level. To varying degrees, all are handicapped
as citizens, parents, and workers.

More than a decade ago, the U.S. Senate’s Select Committee on
Equal Educational Opportunity put the cost of such slippage to the
U.S. economy—in reduced labor productivity, trimmed tax revenues,
higher social welfare outlays—at $237 billion annually. (Today the
burden of illiteracy in terms of unemployment and welfare benefits
alone is about $12 billion.) The costs Americans pay in terms of the
nation’s politics and civic life are not measurable.

Defining Illiteracy in Twentieth-Century America

What does it mean to be ‘‘functionally illiterate’’? The term is
elusive. The number of people who simply cannot read and write today
is infinitesimal: The United States is about as literate in these terms as
Ivory Soap is pure. Going by the standards of 1840, this represents a
smashing success.

READING, WRITING, AND . .. TELEVISION

Next to sleeping and working, watching television is the most popular
American activity. The average American household turns on the ‘*boob tube”’
for nearly seven hours every day, and children are the chief audience. In 1982
the National Institute of Mental Health estimated that high school seniors had
spent more time in front of the television (15,000 hours) than in the classroom
(11,000 hours).

Does passively watching television affect the ability of children to learn to
read and write? The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
reports that children who watch up to two hours of television per day score
above average on reading tests; but six or more hours of television watching is
‘‘consistently and strongly related to lower reading proficiency.’’

Television, however, may not actually be responsible for bad reading
skills. “‘Poor readers,”’ the NAEP says, ‘‘may simply choose to watch more
television.”’

Jerome and Dorothy Singer, both Yale psychologists, argue that television
viewing does have a negative effect. Children who watch TV for 20 to 35 hours
a week, they assert, simply have little time to read. Moreover, the TV screen
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“holds viewer attention by piling up novelty through shifts of scene, content,
mixtures of visual movement, music, sound effects, and speech.’”’ Bombarded
daily by this ‘‘cluttered stimulus field,”” children lose the ability to reflect,
relax, and focus their attention.

Other scholars disagree. Educator Susan E. Neuman of Eastern Connect-
icut State College argues that television is a red herring. In her view it does
not displace reading; it displaces other forms of entertainment. Watching
television is just one of many factors—whether a child’s parent reads to him
or her, the child’s personality, intelligence, schooling, and socioeconomic
status—that affect reading ability.

The specialists are also divided over the much-touted merits of *‘educa-
tional’’ television. Public television’s Sesame Street employs jokes, stories,
rhymes, and puppets to make learning to read more fun. Some studies suggest
that Sesame Street helps teach its 10 million preschool viewers to recognize
numbers, letters, and words—at home, without fear of failure or embarrass-
ment. The Singers, however, find that Sesame Street does more harm than
good. Each sixty-minute show, they say, includes up to thirty-five unrelated
scenes. The result: *‘short attention spans.”” Sesame Street watchers are bored
by classroom work and the ‘‘relatively calm, bland environment of most public
schools.”’

For all that, children may be better off watching public television’s Sesame
Street or Reading Rainbow than Dynasty or the A-Team. Yet watching seven
hours a day of any kind of TV does not strike most researchers as a recipe for
intellectual growth among the young.

However, the old standards no longer apply. The 1840 sort of
literacy does not suffice to master the details of contemporary Ameri-
can life. Just filling out federal income tax forms, for example, requires
a twelfth-grade education. And, if individuals are to prosper, literacy
means more than just getting by. *‘If we are literate in twentieth-
century America,’”’ writes Harvard’s Patricia Albjerg Graham, ‘‘we
expand the ways in which we can learn, understand, and appreciate
the world around us. [Literacy permits] us to become more autono-
mous individuals, less circumscribed by the conditions of social class,
sex, and ethnicity into which we are born.”” On a practical level,
getting ahead in the world of work, whether that world is an insurance
company’s clerical office or an oil company’s executive suite, requires
a high level of literacy.

Most specialists agree that an eighth-grade reading ability is the
minimum level of functional literacy. Seventeen states now require
students to pass an eighth-grade competency test to qualify for a high
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school diploma. This is a modest standard: the New York Times, Time,
and Newsweek are written at a tenth- to twelfth-grade level. Jeanne
Chall cites the case of a notice she received from the New England
Telephone Company. In short sentences, it told customers how to
determine whether malfunctions originated in the equipment or the
telephone line. Yet, according to Chall’s readability formula, a ninth-
or tenth-grade level of reading ability was needed to understand the
notice. ‘‘For about 30 to 40 percent [of the customers] it might as well
have been written in Greek or Latin.”’

Pegging functional literacy to an eighth-grade reading ability leaves
many ambiguities. Specialists are not certain, for example, whether
the skills that an eighth grader needs to pass a competency test are the
same as those that a worker needs on the job. More troublesome is
that most estimates of functional illiteracy are based on data on the
number of years of schooling adults have completed, not on actual
tests of their abilities, and, as educators well know, merely completing
the eighth grade does not mean performing thereafter at that level.
According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), only 60 percent of today’s thirteen-year-olds (mostly in the
eighth grade) possess even ‘‘intermediate’’ reading skills.

One major study does roughly confirm the estimate of 27 million
functional illiterates. After testing 7,500 adults on their ability to
accomplish everyday tasks—reading the label of an aspirin bottle,
following the directions for cooking a TV dinner, and writing a check—
University of Texas researchers in 1975 put the number of functional
illiterates nationwide at 23 million.

The majority of these people are poor and/or black or Hispanic,
and residents of the rural South or of Northern cities. The University
of Texas researchers found that 44 percent of the blacks they tested
and 16 percent of the whites were functionally illiterate. *‘Eighty-five
percent of juveniles who come before the courts are functionally
illiterate,”’ writes Jonathan Kozol. ‘‘Half the heads of households
classified below the poverty line by federal standards cannot read an
eighth-grade book. Over one-third of mothers who receive support
from welfare are functionally illiterate. Of eight million unemployed
adults, four to six million lack the skills to be retrained for high-tech
jobs.”

A large number of the nation’s functional illiterates are high school
dropouts. Among adults over twenty-five, nearly 17 percent of blacks
and 31 percent of Hispanics left school before the eighth grade.
Millions more stayed in school a few more years but never reached an
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eighth-grade reading level. In ten Southern states, more than 40 per-
cent of the adult population, white and black, are dropouts. Happily,
overall dropout rates (now about 25 percent) have been falling fast
during recent decades; but they remain high among blacks and His-
panics in city schools, auguring ill for the future progress of these
minorities.

Functional illiteracy tends to be passed from generation to gener-
ation—illiterate parents cannot read to their children, help them with
their homework, or introduce them to the world of books. The NAEP
reports that youngsters whose parents failed to complete high school
are nearly twice as likely as their peers to be functionally illiterate.

Reflecting on the U.S. Army’s experience with illiterates, an
American educator once wrote: ‘‘An overwhelming majority of these
soldiers had entered school, attended the primary grades where read-
ing is taught, and had been taught to read. Yet, when as adults they
were examined, they were unable to read readily such simple material
as that of a daily newspaper.”” The educator was May Ayres Burgess,
writing in 1921 about the Army’s experience with the Alpha tests for
draftees during World War 1. Complaints like hers had been heard
before in American history, and they are being repeated today.

America’s Schools: Getting Bad Grades

In 1986, as we have noted, most of the nation’s 2.3 million new
adult functional illiterates are either immigrants or dropouts. But that
is not to say that the schools are blameless. According to the NAEP,
one million children between the ages of twelve and seventeen now
read below a fourth-grade level. Among minority groups, the problems
are more severe: 41 percent of black seventeen-year-olds (and 8 per-
cent of their white peers) are functionally illiterate; hence they are not
likely to escape from the underclass.

There are signs everywhere that such data understate the extent
of the problem, that many more youths—white, black, and Hispanic—
do not read well enough to make their own way in American society.
Of nearly 1,400 colleges and universities surveyed recently, 84 percent
had found it necessary to create remedial reading, writing, and math
programs. Big Business spends billions of dollars every year on ‘‘job
training,”’ often merely a euphemism for ‘‘bonehead’’ English courses.
The American Telephone and Telegraph Company bankrolls $6 million
worth of remedial education for 14,000 employees. The Polaroid Cor-
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poration teaches engineers bound for management positions how to
read nontechnical material. ‘‘They never learned to scan. They don’t
know you can read a newspaper differently from a book or that you
can read just parts of a book,’’ said a company official.

Mastering the technique of reading is no guarantee of understand-

CHEATING AMERICA’S YOUTH

At each June graduation, nearly 1 million functionally illiterate youths
receive high school diplomas. Among their classmates are hundreds of thou-
sands of ‘‘marginally competent’’ readers, unable to comprehend their own
twelfth-grade textbooks.

What has gone wrong in American education? The dozens of studies that
have been published since Washington sounded the alarm against a ‘‘rising
tide of mediocrity’’ in A Nation at Risk (1983) agree that television, student
drug abuse, and weakened families have all contributed to declining academic
achievement. But the most important influence on students’ performance is
still what goes on inside the classroom. (See ‘‘Teaching in America,”’ The
Wilson Quarterly, New Year’s, 1984.) And the evidence here is sobering.

Time, one of the most precious commodities in the schools, is often scarce
and poorly used. In A Place Called School (1983), John I. Goodlad of the
University of California, Los Angeles, reports that some schools cram all real
teaching into a mere 18.5 hours per week. (In contrast, longer hours and
shorter vacations give Japanese students the equivalent of four extra years of
instruction by the time they leave high school.)

In elementary schools, American students spend nearly one-third of their
class time on writing exercises—but that often means merely filling in the
blanks in workbooks. And as students move on to high school, the class time
they devote to writing falls by 50 percent.

Even more disheartening is Goodlad’s discovery that *‘reading [occupies]
about six percent of class time at the elementary level,”’ a mere two percent in
high school. Students do even less at home. High school sophomores average
four hours of homework per week; their Japanese counterparts two hours
every night.

When students do read in class, they use ‘‘dumbed down’’ textbooks—
stripped, says Bill Honig, California’s Superintendent of Public Instruction,
**of any distinguishing content, style, or point of view’’ by publishers adhering
to rigid ‘‘readability’” formulas. Honig recalls that a local school district he
once headed was forced to buy junior high school history books for fifth-
graders ‘‘because the reading levels of the [standard fifth grade] series were
pitched so low.”

Honig contends that the ‘‘reformers’’ of the 1960s deserve much of the
blame. In the name of ‘‘relevant’ education, they added classes like Marriage
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Simulation and Baja Whalewatch to the curriculum and eased academic
requirements. By the late 1970s nearly one-half of the nation’s high school
students were enrolled in lax ‘‘general track'' programs, up from just 10
percent a decade earlier.

Honig and other analysts see the slight upturn in students’ scores on
standardized tests in recent years as a sign that America’s public schools have
begun a turnaround. But Honig also warns that the damage done to literacy
and general learning during two decades of turmoil in the schoois will not
quickly be undone.

ing the substance of what is read. That requires cultural literacy. Most
high school seniors can probably ‘‘decode’’ Time, but one wonders
how much of it they understand. What Do Our 17-Year-Olds Know?
(1987), a study sponsored by the National Endowment for the Human-
ities (NEH) found that one-half of the studerits did not recognize the
names of Josef Stalin or Patrick Henry. Moxre than a quarter could not
point to Great Britain, France, or West Germany, on a map of Europe.
The NEH did not ask its young subjects whether they knew who
Mikhail S. Gorbachev and Margaret Thatcher were, but chances are
that the answers would have been discouraging. Daily newspaper
circulation has remained stagnant at about 62 million copies since
1970, as the nation’s population has grown. At least one-fourth of
America’s 87 million households appear to go without a newspaper.

More Books but Less Reading

American book publishers are selling more books per capita than
ever before—output totals 3.5 million copies daily—but if Jane Fonda’s
best-selling Workout Book is any guide, not many of these exercise the
mind very much. The book trade’s biggest sellers overall—the Gothic
novels and mysteries and romances sold in drugstores and supermar-
kets—are mostly written at a seventh- or eighth-grade level. Even with
this wide selection of light fare, 29 percent of all sixteen- to twenty-
one-year-olds, according to a survey by the Book Industry Study
Group, say that they do not read books at all.

Along with functional illiterates, such ‘‘aliterates’’ do manage to
scrape by. Most are gainfully employed, active members of society,
even if their lives are complicated or their futures dimmed. Glamour
magazine recently reported the case of a successful twenty-nine-year-
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old female real estate broker hampered by an eighth-grade level reading
ability. *‘I’m constantly with customers who use words that go over
my head. I often have to ask them to expand on what they just said. If
I can’t manipulate them into saying things in words I understand, I'm
lost.”” Her fiancé helped her read letters and contracts.

““You have to be careful not to get into situations where it would
leak out or be with people that would—ah—make it show,’’ said an
illiterate Vermont farmer. ‘‘You always try to act intelligent, act like
you knew everything. . . . If somebody give you something to read,
you make believe you read it and you must make out like you knew
everything that there was on there . . . and most of the time you could.
It’s kinda like show biz.”

Adult Basic Education and Literacy Programs

“‘Illiterates become the greatest actors in the world,”” noted
Arthur Colby, president of Literacy Volunteers of America. Colby’s
organization is one of many around the country that try to help
functional illiterates. But widespread literacy training for civilian
adults is a relatively new phenomenon. President Lyndon B. Johnson,
calling functional illiteracy ‘‘a national tragedy,”’ got Washington in-
volved when he launched the Adult Basic Education (ABE) program
in 1964 as part of his Great Society. Today Washington spends about
$100 million (matched by $200 million from the states) for several kinds
of ABE programs: adult elementary and high school equivalency
classes, as well as English-as-a-second-language instruction. All told,
ABE enrolls 2.6 million adults annually.

In 1970 Commissioner of Education James E. Allen, Jr., launched
an ambitious national *‘Right-to-Read” effort for illiterates of all ages,
but Allen was fired for his public opposition to President Richard
Nixon’s 1970 incursion into Cambodia; his education ‘‘moonshot for
the ’70s’’ never really got off the launch pad. In a September 7, 1983,
speech marking International Literacy Day, President Reagan called
for ‘‘a united effort’’ to eliminate adult functional illiteracy in America.
Yet, thus far Washington has not chipped in much more money for the
effort.

The private sector sponsors hundreds of literacy programs. Liter-
acy Volunteers of America (founded in 1962) and Laubach Literacy
International (1930) are the two biggest charitable efforts aimed at
adult illiterates. They enroll 75,000 students annually. Community
colleges, local public libraries, churches, community-based education
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and development organizations (with a mixture of private and govern-
ment support), corporations, and labor unions do substantial work in
the field. All told, private and public literacy efforts spend less than $1
billion annually (versus $90 billion for higher education) and reach 4.5
to 6 million people.

Although perhaps one-fifth of America’s adult illiterates enroll in
these programs every year (not counting those who need help to climb
from an eighth- to a twelfth-grade level), many will have to stay in for
several years to learn to read and write effectively. Dropout rates are
often very high—over 50 percent in some classes. And among gradu-
ates, there is a disturbing tendency to lapse back into illiteracy as the
ability to read and write atrophies from disuse once classes end.

What works? The American military has the longest experience
with combating adult illiteracy, and even it has found no magic formu-
las. The switch to an all-volunteer Army made the search more
desperate: From 10 percent in 1975, the proportion of functionally
illiterate recruits jumped to 31 percent in 1981. (By 1985, thanks in part
to high civilian unemployment that improved the quality of recruits,
the rate dropped back to 9 percent.) The Army has achieved its greatest
success with efforts like Project FLIT (Functional Literacy Training)—
an intensive six-week course using operating manuals and other written
material that soldiers actually need in the line of duty.

The same kind of approach seems to work best in the civilian
world. Recently, a New York City Teamsters Union local sponsored a
ten-week literacy course for card-carrying municipal exterminators. It
focused on teaching the students what they needed to know to pass a
certification exam and function in their jobs. Perhaps as important, the
teachers were exterminators themselves, peers of the students. The
result: few dropouts and a 100 percent success rate on the test for the
graduates.

Unfortunately, the Teamsters example is the exception rather than
the rule. The government’s ABE programs and many others typically
use middle-class instructors and rather abstract texts. Lower-class
students who see few links between what is being taught (using texts
like Memories of East Utica) and what they consider important (writ-
ing resumes and comparing life insurance policies, for example) often
grow discouraged and drop out. Adds McGill University’s Rose-Marie
Weber, ‘‘Teachers [in adult literacy courses] often complain about the
students’ apparent lack of motivation, their negative attitudes toward
learning, and their failure to recognize the long-term value of literacy
skills.”’
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Weber’s observation suggests why the ‘‘all-out literacy war’’ that
some specialists advocate would be unrealistic. Literacy is not just a
simple mechanical skill that people can learn and stow away. It is
almost a way of life, requiring constant exercise and the acquisition of
new knowledge. The x-ray technician or computer repairperson who
knows how to read but ignores newspapers and books and turns on the
television set when he or she gets home is not going to achieve or
sustain a high level of literacy.

Every generation seems to face its own obstacles to literacy. For
the Puritans, one barrier was simply the cost and difficulty of reading
by candlelight; for nineteenth-century Americans, the temptation to
leave school to go tc work. Today, we lack neither light nor leisure,
and the ‘‘need to read’’ is stronger than ever. At the very least, every
citizen ought to be able to learn how to read and to acquire the
knowledge to know what he is reading.

Improving the quality of U.S. public education is an obvious
(albeit expensive) first step: There is no logical reason why tax-
supported high schools in America should produce graduates who
cannot read and write at a twelfth-grade level. Continuing to do so
merely consigns another generation of youths, especially low-income
youths, to the bottom rungs of the economic ladder. Federal backing
for successful local, ‘‘community-based’’ literacy efforts for adults,
like those of the Teamsters, San Antonio’s Barrio Education Project,
and the Bronx Educational Services Program, is also needed. Yet
many realities of modern life—the increasing influx of unlettered
immigrants, the rising literacy standards, and television’s continuing
competition with the printed word for Americans’ attention—suggest
that functional illiteracy in America can be curbed but not eradicated.
The illiterate, like the poor, will always be with us.

NOTES

1. As before, Massachusetts led the way. It had established the first
common schools in 1647, but it was not until 1800 that the state allowed local
school districts to levy taxes. Most of the existing states followed suit by the
time of the Civil War. Compulsory attendance was slower in coming. Massa-
chusetts was the pioneer again, requiring as early as 1852 that parents send
their children to school; more ihan fifty years passed before Mississippi made
compulsory education universal. Because schooling was coeducational, the
male-female literacy gap quickly closed.

2. A dissatisfied Flesch published Why Johnny Still Can’t Read in 1981,
charging that educators are still ignoring phonics. But most U.S. schools today
use a mixture of phonics and look-say instruction.
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3. Opinion is by no means unanimous. In [lliterate America (1985),
teacher-activist Jonathan Kozol endorses an eighth-grade standard but esti-
mates that 60 million adulits fail to meet it. Jeanne Chall argues that a twelfth-
grade level is the minimum acceptable standard. Some 72 million adults fall
below it.

Background Books
LITERACY AND POPULAR CULTURE

““The first and the greatest of European poets,’’ as Greek historian
H.D.F. Kitto called Homer in The Greeks (Penguin, 1951, cloth; 1984,
paper), may not have been the creative genius that most Western
academics long assumed him to be. In 1923 classicist Milman Parry,
whose work appears in The Making of Homeric Verse: The Collected
Papers of Milman Parry (Oxford, 1971; Ayer, 1980), edited by Adam
Parry and Richard M. Dorson, shocked his fellow scholars by arguing
that the Iliad and Odyssey had been orally composed and recited by
wandering bards for several generations before being written.

For at least a century, scholars of ancient writing have split hairs
over such questions as whether Homer was the sole author of his epics
and whether the alphabet spread from a single source or was indepen-
dently invented in several places. Among the notable works in this
tradition are archaeologist Ignace J. Gelb’s A Study of Writing (Univer-
sity of Chicago, 1952, cloth; 1963, paper), linguist David Diringer’s
The Alphabet: A Key to the History of Mankind (Hutchinson, 1948),
and the more readable A History of Writing (Scribner’s, 1984) by the
British Library’s Albertine Gaur.

Parry and A.B. Lord, the student who continued Parry’s work in
Singer of Tales (Harvard, 1960, cloth; 1981, paper), may have solved
what historians call ‘‘the Homeric question,”” but they also opened the
door to a controversy among anthropologists, psychologists, linguists,
and classicists.

Was the transformation of the Greek mind between the time of
Homer’s verse and that of Aristotle’s logic caused by writing? Does
literacy in the modern world change the way people think?

In Preface to Plato (Harvard, 1963, 1982) and The Greek Concept
of Justice (Harvard, 1978), noted classicist Eric A. Havelock answers
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in the affirmative. The nonliterate mind, according to Havelock, relies
on concrete images, rhythmic patterns, and narrative. To put Euclid’s
abstract notion of an equilateral triangle in ‘‘Homeric dress,”’ one
would have to say something like: *“The triangle stood firm in battle,
astride and posed on equal legs.”” Only someone endowed with the
abstract, analytic skills bestowed by literacy could have created the
Platonic dialogues.

*‘Concrete”’ thought is not the only characteristic attributed to
nonliterates. Soviet psychologist A.R. Luria, whose landmark study
of Russian peasants during the 1930s, Cognitive Development (Har-
vard, 1976, cloth and paper), has only recently been published in the
West, adds that language shapes perception. People who lack separate
words for ‘‘blue’” and ‘‘green,”’ for example, may confuse those
colors.

Likewise, Luria’s peasants could not classify objects like a ham-
mer, a saw, and an ax as tools or respond correctly to questions of
logic. To the syllogism ‘‘In the Far North . . . all bears are white.
Novaya Zemlya is in the Far North. . . . What color are the bears?”” a
peasant replied: ‘‘I don’t know. Each locality has its own animals.”’

Language scholar Walter J. Ong, in Orality and Literacy: The
Technologizing of the Word (Methuen, 1982), and anthropologists in
Literacy in Traditional Societies (Cambridge, 1968), edited by Cam-
bridge University’s Jack Goody, offer other examples from medieval
Europe, Africa, and India. Goody and Ian Watt of Stanford University,
for instance, write that the Eskimos of Alaska or the Tiv of Nigeria
“‘do not recognize any contradiction between what they say now and
what they said 50 years ago’’ because they lack written records. Myth
and history for the nonliterate thus ‘‘merge into one.”’

On the other hand, psychologist Jean Piaget, in The Development
of Thought: Equilibration of Cognitive Structures (Viking, 1977), and
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss, in The Savage Mind (University
of Chicago, 1967), argue that there are few, if any, differences between
the cognitive or intellectual abilities of literate and nonliterate people.

Nonliterate villagers in Africa, North America, or Asia, Levi-
Strauss contends, have their own sophisticated systems of classifica-
tion and logic that do not depend on writing. The Navaho of old, for
example, could identify more than 500 species of desert plants off the
top of their heads—a feat that any literate person would be hard-
pressed to equal. ‘‘The use of more or less abstract terms,’’ says Levi-
Strauss, ‘“‘is a function not of greater or lesser intellectual capacity,
but of differences in the interests . . . of particular social groups.”
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Psychologists Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole make much the
same argument in The Psychology of Literacy (Harvard, 1981), a report
of their seven-year study among the Vai of Liberia. The two research-
ers found that nonliterate and literate but self-taught Vai performed
equally well on most tests of cognitive ability. Only Vai educated in
Western-style schools surpassed their fellows in what Scribner and
Cole call ‘‘logical functions.”

The notion that simply learning the ABCs is not enough would not
have surprised the organizers of a major effort, sponsored by Northern
Protestant churches and abolitionist societies, to ‘“‘teach & civilize”
illiterate freedmen after the Civil War. Historian Robert C. Morris, in
Reading, 'Riting, and Reconstruction (University of Chicago, 1976,
1982) describes what W.E.B. DuBois called ‘‘the crusade for the New
England schoolma’am.”

To the dismay of some white Southerners, the Yankee teachers
taught more than 7,000 young blacks in Dixie everything from reading
and arithmetic to ‘‘John Brown’s Body.”’ The schoolma’ams were
successful in attracting many of their students to the Republican
banner and, during the 1870s and 1880s, helped found many of the
South’s black high schools and colleges.

Today, as Third World governments struggle to make their citizens
literate and U.S. colleges and corporations push remedial writing
programs, academic specialists in the West continue to debate the
impact of literacy on the human condition.

The printed word, of course, is not the only means of human
expression and communication. Art and music, both sublime and
mundane, also serve to convey our sense of ourselves and the world in
which we live. Film, television, even advertising, must be included
among the vital channels through which messages and ideas are spread
amongst a mass audience of people who may not even be aware that
they have been targeted. Taken together, these disparate media of
mass communication produce a vibrant, restless, ever-changing image
of our society that we collectively refer to as ‘‘popular’” or ‘‘mass’’
culture.

Books on ‘“‘popular’’ or ‘“‘mass” culture are nearly as numerous
as the formula novels, movies, TV shows, comic strips, popular songs,
‘‘pop”’ paintings, and other manifestations of twentieth-century life
with which they deal. Some are excellent studies. Others are them-
selves a kind of ‘“‘pop” scholarship; these are written according to
formula, aimed at the college campus. Sometimes they make good
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reading, but too often they are no more nourishing than spun-sugar
candy.

Moreover, few broad theoretical studies of the United States’
constantly refurbished, repackaged, and recycled mythology are avail-
able. Hence, academic specialists often recommend French structur-
alist Roland Barthes’s Mythologies (Hill & Wang, 1972, cloth and
paper). Barthes argues that popular or mass culture does not simply
arise out of a community. He sees it as imposed by the Right on the
rest of society. His ideological critique covers recent films and litera-
ture, wrestling matches, and the already outdated art of the striptease.

Popular culture’s best ethnography (defined by the American
Heritage Dictionary as *‘the social anthropology of primitive tribes’’)
to date may be that offered by Tom Wolfe in The Pump House Gang
(Farrar, 1968, cloth; Bantam, 1969, paper). The people who attract his
interest are not passive audiences but members of the media-incited
communities that grow up around popular culture fads or celebrities.

In this collection Wolfe writes vividly about the rituals and codes
of Playboy creator Hugh Hefner’s followers, about the adolescent shop
clerks who blossomed into style setters in London’s rock-and-clothes-
oriented ‘‘noonday underground’’ of the late 1960s, about the symbi-
otic relationship between the makers and buyers of ‘‘pop art,”” and
much more. His psychedelic style is, of course, characteristic of the
New Journalism (itself sometimes regarded as a form of popular
culture), which he helped to create.

Arguments rage among academics over the terms ‘‘mass’’ versus
“popular’’ culture. Some writers use the phrases interchangeably.
Others more or less define the mass-produced—distributed—consumed
product of twentieth-century movies, paperbacks, the press, and TV
as constituting mass culture. They reserve the term popular culture for
folklore and the kind of phenomenon that country music used to be
when Appalachian mountain people made it for themselves, long
before it spread across all of America and Europe.

Herbert Gans, in Popular Culture and High Culture: An Analysis
and Evaluation of Taste (Basic Books, 1975, cloth; 1977, paper), has a
term of his own. The Columbia University sociologist lumps the mass,
the popular, and the high under what he calls ‘‘taste cultures,”” which
he defines as encompassing both ‘‘values’’ and ‘‘cultural forms’’;
everything from music, art, design, literature, news, ‘‘and the media
in which they are expressed,”” to consumer goods ‘‘that express
aesthetic values or functions, such as furnishings, clothes, appli-
ances.”’
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Studies of popular culture are often packaged in glossy picture
books of coffee-table size. The Smithsonian Collection of Newspaper
Comics (Smithsonian Press/Abrams, 1978, cloth and paper), for ex-
ample, edited by Bill Blackbeard and Martin Williams, is a parade, in
black and white and color, of strips from American newspapers, 1896-
1976. The characters range from the Katzenjammer Kids (1897) to the
Wizard of 1d (1964).

A definitive 785-page illustrated reference book is The World
Encyclopedia of Comics (Chelsea House, 1976, cloth; Avon, 1970,
paper) edited by Maurice Horn. It includes a short history of world
comics, starting with the publication of William Hogarth’s A Harlot’s
Progress in 1734, and a brief analytical summary. Horn concludes that
“with the comics’ growing cultural acceptance,”” cartoonists, ‘‘no
longer dismissed as grubby purveyors of mindless entertainment,’’ and
their employers *‘must expect to be called into account on aesthetic
and ethical grounds’’ like novelists, publishers, playwrights, and film
makers.

Leftists often find studies of popular culture a pathway into a
critique of American society. The best of this lot is Stuart and Eliza-
beth Ewen’s Channels of Desire (McGraw-Hill, 1982) in which the
authors emphasize the contradictions inherent in the development of
American popular culture over the past hundred years. *‘On the one
hand,”’ they write, *‘people have experienced industrial hardship and
alienation: urban loneliness, dehumanized work, loss of traditional
culture and skills, erosion of family and community life. On the other
hand, industrialism has broadened horizons, spread literacy, stepped
up communications, and promised material abundance beyond the
wildest dreams of previous epochs.”’

Studies in Entertainment: Critical Approaches to Mass Culture
(Indiana University Press, 1986), edited by Tania Modleski, assesses
the current state of thinking in various Marxist approaches to all forms
of American popular culture. This volume is comprehensive and in-
cludes an interview with Raymond Williams, possibly the most influ-
ential mass culture theorist from the Marxist perspective of the past
fifty years.

Some of the greatest rewards in the study of popular culture come
from a close examination of the more ephemeral matters. Mythmakers
of the American Dream (Associated University Press, 1983), by Wiley
Lee Umphlett, looks at its thematic subject matter across film, televi-
sion, books, and comic strips. This is one serious scholarly study of
nostalgia that truly covers the media spectrum.
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The production of what we know as pop culture began with the
print media some 100 years ago when newspapers and magazines
began to make serious use of advertising. For an understanding of the
role and impact of all forms of advertising in our media-dependent
culture see Michael Shudson’s Advertising, the Uneasy Persuasion
(Basic, 1984). An historian, Shudson provides a balanced view of that
form of popular culture that most pervades our lives.

But the most significant transformation in reading in the United
States has been the coming of the paperback book. We now get instant
paperbacks, versions of movies and television shows, and the usual
mysteries, romance novels, and non-fiction on all topics. To under-
stand better the coming of the paperback, now about a half-century
old, read yet another paperback—Kenneth C. Davis’s Two-Bit Culture
(Houghton-Mifflin, 1984). Here one can learn the details about an
industry that grew from Dr. Spock’s phenomenal best seller on baby
care to a multi-billion dollar enterprise.

One of the most significant selling tools of early paperbacks were
the covers. The image of Holden Caulfield and his red hat on the cover
of Catcher in the Rye inspired a generation and caused author J.D.
Salinger never to permit another design on the covers of his books.
More about this pop culture phenomena can be traced in Paperbacks,
U.S.A. (Blue Dolphin, 1981), by Piet Schreuders, who traces cover
design from Art Deco inspiration through photo realism.

But pop culture is more than printed works. For example, Road-
side Empires: How Chains Franchised America (Viking, 1985), by Stan
Luxenberg, is a study of economic organization and history of the
movement to standardize America’s purchase of hamburgers, hair
care, mufflers, motels, and assorted other items.

The most successful franchising organization in history is Mc-
Donald’s, and there is both an authorized version of the rise of this
fast-food chain and a behind the scenes story. Ray Kroc, the super-
salesman founder of McDonald’s, wrote his tale in Grinding It Out
(Contemporary, 1977). His account is best summed up in his state-
ment, “‘I have had the satisfaction of seeing McDonald’s become an
American tradition. Such a dream could only be realized in America.”
Max Boas and Steve Chain, the authors of Big Mac (Dutton, 1976),
identify the basis of Kroc’s success as cheap labor, mass production,
easy access, and uniform sameness, and attempt to convince the
reader that he might like the hamburger but not the ideology that goes
with it.

Seemingly unrelated is G-Men: Hoover’s FBI in American Popular
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Culture by Richard Gib Powers (Southern Illinois University Press,
1983) in which the author traces how the Hoover image was con-
structed. In the post-Al Capone era of the Great Depression, the
public looked to Washington for a new hero, and Hoover gave it to
them. Through newsreels, newspapers, comic strips, pulp magazines,
radio series, features, and later television, Hoover made sure the image
of the tough, incorruptible G-Man stood tall. Hoover sold himself and
the FBI using techniques that Ray Kroc would later use to sell
hamburgers.

Popular culture often takes on many forms, and one effective
study technique is to examine a dominant genre in all its variations. A
once important form, which seems dead at the moment, is the western.
Tales of the Old West dominated movies and pulp fiction, and appeared
on radio and in newspapers throughout the first half of the twentieth
century. John G. Cawelti studies them all in The Six-Gun Mystique
(Bowling Green University Popular Press, 1971).

Sports have been written about endlessly since the turn of the
century. But most books of this genre of nonfiction are part of the
mass of pop culture rather than pop culture analysis. One exception is
Ty Cobb (Oxford, 1984) by Charles C. Alexander, an historian who
examines the baseball player who is possibly the greatest hitter the
game has ever known. Cobb not only contributed to the ethos of pop
culture in the first half of the twentieth century, but also reflected it in
his hard-driving perfectionism, ruthless competitive spirit, and shrewd
business acumen, which made him the first millionaire athlete.

The United States has long relied on European music to define its
high culture music. Other forms are seen as not complex or original
enough to rival what has come out of Austria, Germany, and Italy. A
contrary view can be found in Country Music U.S.A. (University of
Texas Press, 1985) by Bill Malone, which examines the nuances and
complex variations of an American musical form known only a few
decades ago as hillbilly music. Malone argues that the creative talents
of Hank Williams, Sr., Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys, and even
Ricky Skaggs deserve the acclaim accorded Mozart, Bach, or Stravin-
sky.

Jazz, yet another form of popular culture, has inspired an enor-
mous literature. The writer always mentioned first among buffs and
scholars is Gunther Schuller; his Early Jazz: Its Roots and Musical
Development (Oxford, 1968) is a basic book. The Jazz Masters series,
published by Macmillan under the general editorship of Martin Wil-
liams, director of the Smithsonian Jazz Program includes one volume
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by Williams, Jazz Masters of New Orleans (Macmillan, 1967), that
traces the history and relative importance of the tunes, the bands, and
the records. It also evokes a strong sense of what the first jazz capital
was like in the years when Jelly Roll Morton, who once asserted that
he had invented jazz, was a slim young pianist yet to make his first
recording in 1923, and Louis Armstrong was still known only as ‘‘Little
Louie.”

The World’s Fair is not a totally American institution but the
United States has certainly embraced it. There have been many fairs,
but few have had the impact of 1893 Columbia Exposition held in
Chicago. This landmark event is described in detail in R. Reid Badger’s
The Great American Fair (Nelson-Hall, 1979).

All in all, the flood of ‘“‘pop’ culture books shows no sign of
abating. ‘‘Pop’’ sculpture, twentieth-century musical comedies and
country music, nineteenth-century vaudeville, showboat melodramas,
penny postcards, and Valentines—all have their interpreters who con-
tinue to get into print.
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Chapter 4

NEWSPAPERS IN TRANSITION
by Leo Bogart

When World War 11 ended, eight daily newspapers in New York
City reported the story, as did seven in Boston, four in Philadelphia,
five in Chicago, four in San Francisco. Now, not quite four decades
later, New York is down to four (if we count the new city edition of
Newsday, along with the Times, Post, and Daily News), and Boston,
Philadelphia, and Chicago have only two newspapers apiece. The most
recent major casualties are the Baltimore News American, Washington
Star, Philadelphia Bulletin, and Cleveland Press. In St. Petersburg, St.
Paul, Louisville, New Haven, New Orleans, Des Moines, Portland,
Tampa, Minneapolis—all one-ownership newspaper towns—publishers
have discontinued their less successful papers, usually their afternoon
papers. The troubles of other newspapers are still making news. In
1923 there were 503 cities with more than one separately owned daily
newspaper; now there are only 49. And in 20 of those cities, competing
papers have joint business and printing arrangements.

After the evening Minneapolis Star (circulation 170,000) was dis-
continued in April, 1981, its editor, Stephen Isaacs, responded to a
query from Editor & Publisher:

What do I see ahead? I talked to many publishers recently and was
startled by the number who have in effect told me that the newspaper
business is a dying industry. A dinosaur. Some will survive—the
very big and the very small—but the in-betweens are going to face
rough going in the electronic era. . . . Frankly, I was stunned by
their comments.

47
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SHARES OF NEWSPAPER CIRCULATION, 1986 (by size)
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Demographic Shifts and the Decline of City Papers

The deaths of great metropolitan dailies are stunning events, and
not only to publishers and editors. But do they mean that newspapers,
as such, have outlived their function?

The fallen giants in the business have been stricken by the sickness
of their home cities. In the twenty largest cities, newspaper circulation
dropped by 21 percent between 1970 and 1980, while population fell by
6 percent. This does not tell the whole story, because the big cities
have changed character even more than they have lost people. Their
white population fell by 20 percent, and the whites now include a
higher proportion of Hispanics and the elderly poor.! In many blighted
inner-city areas, crime, vandalism, and collection problems have
wreaked havoc with both home deliveries and street sales.

Changes in the urban economy and social structure have also had
disastrous effects on downtown retailers, who have been the mainstay
of metropolitan newspaper advertising. Retail chains followed the
middle class to the suburbs—and began to put advertising money into
suburban papers, give-away ‘‘shoppers,”” and direct mail advertising.
Metropolitan evening papers had to print earlier (usually well before
noon) just to permit delivery by truck through traffic jams to the
sprawling suburbs. Because their circulation was more concentrated in
the central cities, they were more vulnerable than their morning rivals
to the pressures of urban change. The deaths of metropolitan newspa-
pers help explain why total daily circulation has declined since World
War II; the ratio of newspapers sold to U.S. households dropped from
128:100 in 1948 to 71:100 in 1987.

The reasons are many and complex.

The price of a subscription has gone up, and some papers have
stopped distribution in outlying areas because of the expense. Young
people of the TV generation now read newspapers less often than their
parents did. Changes in family life have altered the use of leisure. With
more wives at work, both husbands and wives have less time to read
when they get home.

Innovations in Form and Content
Still, the worst appears to be over. In spite of the losses in the big

cities, overall newspaper circulation and readership have stabilized
during the past five years, following eight years of steady decline. The
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real question is not whether newspapers will survive into the twenty-
first century, but rather what kind of newspapers they will be. The
answer lies both in the economics of the press and in the perceptions
of editors and publishers. Their perceptions have already led to rapid
changes in newspaper style and character during the past decade and
to an extraordinary amount of editorial innovation.

One theory that quickly gained favor was that TV news was taking
away readers—although no evidence directly supported this notion. To
the contrary, newspapers have done better (in terms of the ratio of
circulation to all households) in metropolitan areas where TV news
ratings are high rather than low. Television news viewing went down,
not up, in New York City when the Times, Post, and Daily News were
on strike in 1978.

Moreover, many editors appear to have been convinced during the
1970s that more and bigger photographs, and more ‘‘features’ and
“personality journalism’ were necessary counters to the visual and
entertainment elements of TV in general. Indeed, the Miami News
billed itself as the newspaper *‘for people who watch television.”

There were other less obvious changes, particularly among dailies
with less than 100,000 circulation. One was the emphasis on local,
staff-written news—leaving more of the wider world to the TV network
news, the Wall Street Journal, or Time and Newsweek. Thirty-five
percent of all editors who were asked about editorial changes in 1977-9
reported a shift toward “‘localizing’’ the news.

““What sells papers is the ability to identify with the news con-
tent,” said Milton Merz, who in 1976 was circulation director of the
Bergen County, New Jersey, Record (circulation 150,796). **And peo-
ple identify with things that affect them directly. Once you get outside
their town, their interest drops like a rock.”

Among big-city papers, in particular, zoned editions, aimed at
specific regions within a metropolitan area, seemed a good response to
competition for readers from the mushrooming smaller suburban dail-
ies and weeklies.

Yet the belief that people are mainly interested in ‘‘chicken
dinner’’ news runs counter to reality. First, Americans as a whole
today are increasingly well educated, cosmopolitan, and mobile, with
weak ties to their home communities. Second, as is well known, fewer
of any big-city daily’s readers now live or work in the city where the
newspaper is published and where it deploys most of its reporters
(only 32 percent of the Chicago Tribune’s circulation, for example, is
within the city limits); the suburban dispersion of homes and jobs in
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WHAT ADULTS READ AND WATCH

News and information sources and ‘‘serious’’ television programs

Each Day Each Week
63.0% Any daily newspaper 24% TV Guide
2.8 USA Today 22 Reader’s Digest
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27.0 Network Evening News 9 National Geographic Specials (PBS)
9.0 Morning TV News 6 Nature (PBS)
2.0 MacNeillLehrer Newshour 6 This Week with David Brinkley (ABC)
6 CBS Sunday Morning
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4 Face the Nation (CBS)
3 Masterpiece Theater (PBS)
3 Meet the Press (NBC)
3 Mystery! (PBS)

Sources: Simmons Study of Media & Markets, 1986. For PBS the percentage is of
homes, A. C. Nielsen; PBS figures do not include several repeats of programs outside of
prime time each week.

scores of distinct communities over hundreds of square miles means
that any particular local event is likely to affect relatively few people.
A high proportion of what editors think of as local items that appear in
a big-city paper are actually ‘‘sublocal’’; they deal with events—school
board disputes, village politics, accidents—that matter little to most of
the paper’s readers.

What some editors forget is that TV network news, for all its
“‘show business’’ flaws, has made national and foreign figures, from
Reagan to Begin, vivid and familiar to average Americans, to a degree
unimaginable twenty years ago. Of course, as always, people want
both kinds of news, not just one or the other. Still, national research
shows that the average item of local news attracts slightly fewer people
who say they are ‘‘interested’” or ‘*very interested’’ in it than does the
average item of foreign or national news. The same study shows that
the ‘‘memorability’’ of local events as ‘‘big news,’” ‘‘upsetting news,”’
or ‘‘good news’’ is extremely low relative to the amount of space they
occupy in newspapers or relative to more dramatic stories from the
wider world.2
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The Chicago Tribune's publisher Joseph Medill was once asked
the secret of his success. ‘‘Just publish the news,’” he said. Today, not
every publisher would agree. The most notable change in newspaper
content since 1970 has been a new stress on ‘‘soft” features, often
concentrated in special sections aimed at ‘‘upscale’’ suburban consum-
ers, especially women. Under such umbrellas as ‘‘Lifestyle,”” “*Liv-
ing,”” or ‘‘Style,”” editors and writers have sought to impart the latest
in television, movies, celebrities, ‘‘self-help,”” ‘‘women’s issues,”
fashions, food, parties, recreation, and manners. (Less regular cover-
age has been devoted to the old specialized side dishes of the tradi-
tional newspaper menu: stamp-collecting, chess, gardening, and pho-
tography.) The new ‘‘sectional revolution’’ was led by the Waskington
Post, the Los Angeles Times, and the Chicago Tribune.

At the New York Times, ‘*Weekend,”’ started in 1976, was followed
by “Living,” ‘‘Home,”” ‘‘Sports Monday,”” and ‘‘Science Times."
The strategy worked; Times circulation rose by 33,000 during the
sixteen months after *“Weekend’s’* birth. In 1977-9, almost half of all
newspapers with circulations of over 100,000 added weekday *‘life-
style’” sections; and many of the remainder already had them.

Said Derek J. Daniels, a former Knight-Ridder executive:

If [newspapermen] are to meet the new challenges, they must, above
all, recognize that reading is work. . . . I believe that newspapers
should devote more space to the things that are helpful, enjoyable,
exciting, and fun as opposed to undue emphasis on ‘‘responsible
information.”

In some ways newspapers were coming to resemble consumer
magazines. Editors had always used feature material as ‘‘good news’’
to lighten the ‘‘bad news’’ that dominates the headlines. But did
readers really want newspapers to entertain them rather than to inform
them?

Not really. A majority (59 percent) of a national cross-section of
people questioned in 1977 indicated they would prefer a newspaper
devoted completely to news rather than one that just provided a news
summary and consisted mostly of entertaining features.

This response should not be dismissed as merely the expression
of a socially acceptable attitude. For what it really indicates is that
people expect newspapers to do more than cater to their personal
tastes. Americans recognize a newspaper’s larger responsibility to
society; and they want it to cover a multitude of subjects, including
ones about which they themselves normally would not care to read.
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People perceive that some newspaper articles are ‘‘interesting,”
but others are ‘‘important.”” Thus according to the 1977 study, half of
those who found the average sports item ‘‘very interesting’’ also rated
it as ‘‘not very important.”” When people’s responses to specific
newspaper items are surveyed, entertainment features—except for TV
and radio program logs, advice columns, and travel articles—all score
below average in interest. A typical entertainment feature is rated
*‘very interesting’’ by only 20 percent of those surveyed, while a
typical straight news story is rated ‘‘very interesting’’ by 31 percent.

Editors, then, in remaking their newspapers during the 1970s, may
have underestimated their readers. But newspapers in those years were
not just changing—they, collectively, were growing. In smaller and
middle-sized communities, daily newspapers, most of them without
local daily competition, continued to enjoy high levels of readership
and prosperity. And the reader got more for his or her money. For a
typical (surviving) major metropolitan daily, the number of pages of
editorial matter went from 19.8 in 1970 to 32.4 in 1986, keeping pace
with an increased volume of advertising.

So, despite the alterations, cosmetic and substantive, newspapers
were actually providing more ‘‘*hard’’ news and more national and
world news. But the proportions were different. There was more icing
on the cake, and often the cake itself was a bit fluffier. The character
of newspapers was changing.

Editorial ingenuity and experimentation did not save the Chicago
Daily News or the Cleveland Press. An article in the Minneapolis Star,
after announcement of that paper’s impending demise, recalled the
editors’ rescue efforts:

Suddenly, or so it seemed, the newspaper’s most basic ingredients—
City Council meetings, news conferences, speeches—were gone. In
their place was an unpredictable front-page mixture of blazing illus-
trations, Hollywood features and all sorts of things that had once
been tucked away inside the paper.

The Star’s radical changes did not halt its decline in readership.

The Economics of Advertising

Yet the disease that kills off competing newspapers is not lack of
readers; it is lack of advertising, which accounts for three-fourths of a
newspaper’s income. This disease has struck down even highly re-
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spected newspapers with considerable numbers of high-income read-
ers, from the New York Herald Tribune in 1966 to the Washington Star
in 1981. From an advertising point of view, ‘‘duplication’’ is considered
highly wasteful.

Once a newspaper, good or bad, falls into second place even by a
small margin, it becomes a ‘‘loser’" in the eyes of advertising agencies
and big retail chains; more of their advertising goes to the winner,
accelerating the decline of the loser.

Why has this winner-take-all doctrine taken hold on Madison
Avenue—with all its pernicious side effects on local diversity of infor-
mation and editorial opinion?

Part of it stems from the desire of advertisers for an exact fit
between the kinds of people who buy their products and the character-
istics of the media audience. The computer has created an insatiable
appetite for marketing data, and the result is that advertising is bought
by the numbers, by formula.

This practice has been fostered by the overall trend toward con-
centration. An increasing percentage of all retail sales goes to chains
that operate in a number of different areas, with most of the growth
since 1960 in the suburbs. The top hundred national advertisers (for
example, Procter & Gamble, General Foods, and Philip Morris) ac-
count for 53 percent of all advertising outlays in all media, up from 35
percent in 1960; and the top ten advertising agency groups (led by the
British-owned Saatchi and Saatchi) direct the spending of 43 percent
of all advertising dollars, up from 17 percent in 1955.

What this means is that the decisions to allocate advertising
dollars among newspapers (or among newspapers, magazines, TV,
cable, and other media) are increasingly made by fewer people in fewer
places. And the decisions are increasingly made on the basis of strictly
quantitative data, covering everything from income to life style and
personality types (‘‘psychographics’’).

The established doctrine in marketing on Madison Avenue and
elsewhere says this: If 30 percent of the people in a given area buy 60
percent of the product, then you target 100 percent of the advertising
dollars at this group. (And for practical purposes you forget the
others.) The media attracting the highest percentage of this group get
the advertising dollars. What this means is that in Philadelphia, the
Bulletin, with over 400,000 circulation, strangled on a deficit of $21
million in a market where advertisers spent $1.8 billion on all media in
1981. In that same year, the Press had 43 percent of the daily circula-
tion in Cleveland, but only 28 percent of the advertising.
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Advertisers try to direct their messages only at the most likely
customers, and media have responded by defining their audiences in
terms of particular market ‘‘segments’’ in which advertisers might be
interested. There are thousands of specialized magazines from House
and Garden to The Runner. Radio audiences have long been broken
up into fractions identified with various tastes in music. As cable
television spreads, the regular TV networks’ share of ‘‘prime time’’ is
waning. There are already more than a score of cable networks that
advertisers can use to reach specific types of viewers. The newspaper
will probably remain the only mass medium in a given community—
each day supplying the body of information that provides a shared
experience for people who share a geographic space.

To be sure, the death of a metropolitan newspaper is a dramatic
story—big news. When a small-town weekly goes daily, that is not
such big news. Yet since the end of World War 11, newspaper births
and deaths have approximately balanced each other out so that the
total number of daily newspapers now (1,657) is only somewhat less
than what it was on V-J Day (1,763). Twelve daily newspapers stopped
publication in 1980 and 1981, but twenty-five new ones were started.
Despite the 1981 death of the Washington Star, total newspaper
circulation in the Washington metropolitan area as of March 31, 1982,
was down by only 4 percent from what it had been a year earlier. The
reason: Five suburban Journal newspapers were successfully con-
verted from weekly to daily publication when the Star fell, and a new
competitor, the Washington Times, emerged.

Despite the funerals of great newspapers, the newspaper industry
is, in fact, not faring badly. Daily newspapers are published in 1,525
American towns, more than ever before. Newspapers have 26 percent
of all advertising investments (television, local and national, now gets
22 percent; magazines get 5 percent; radio, 7 percent). In 1986 news-
papers made capital investments of about $1.2 billion, much of it in
new production technology. The latter has transformed newspaper
production and greatly cut blue-collar labor costs. Publicly owned
newspaper companies have enjoyed considerable prosperity — with a
profit rate double the average for all corporations.?

Increasing Readership in the 1980s

Nearly nine out of ten Americans still look at a daily newspaper in
the course of a week—108 million on an average weekday. Sunday
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sales are bigger than ever. This decade will see a 42 percent increase
in the number of people from age 35 to 44, a prime age group for
newspaper reading. With smaller families, the number of households
will keep growing faster than the number of people, further improving
opportunities for newspaper sales. Despite all the concern about the
state of the public schools, the average level of education has been
moving upward. Educators are beginning to respond to public concern
about students’ reading skills. Publishers (and school administrators)
have belatedly begun encouraging the use of newspapers in the class-
room. And the members of the TV generation are heavy consumers of
paperback books and magazines.

What really makes newspapers indispensable is that they give
voice and identity to the communities where they are published, and
their disappearance somehow diminishes local civic spirit and morale.

It has been suggested recently that newspapers should simply turn
themselves into an ‘‘upscale’’ product, aimed at just the top half or
third of the social pyramid. This would be folly. There is enough
advertising to sustain *‘elite’’ newspapers in New York, Los Angeles,
and maybe a handful of other places, but certainly not in the average
town. Newspapers are inescapably for everybody—and in an era of
ever more specialized audiences and markets, that is a significant
distinction. Newspapers have a powerful argument to make to the
advertisers of mass merchandise, who need to cast their nets as widely
as possible so as not to miss any prospective customers.

Still, the trend toward ‘‘target’ marketing is irresistible, and
newspapers are adapting to it. Many of them are able to provide

WHAT PEOPLE WATCH AND READ IN PEORIA

Sources of Daily News for People in Peoria, Illinois

Daily audience for Home Percentage
Local Evening News 72,000 33
Network Evening News 82,000 38
Late Night News 85,000 40
Newspaper Circulation 151,000 70

Peoria-Journal Star 91,000

Bloomington Pantograph 37,000

Pekin Times 16,000

Canton Ledger 7,000

Source: Arbitron, November 1987.
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advertisers with ‘‘pinpoint’’ coverage in specific areas and to extend
their coverage with supplementary distribution of advertising through
mail or home delivery to nonsubscribers. But to be able to do this
selectively for the largest number and variety of advertisers, newspa-
pers must remain a mass medium.

As it happens, that is also what newspapers must remain if they
are to fulfill their principal function, which is not to serve as a vehicle
for advertising or entertainment, but to communicate to America’s
citizens what is happening of importance in their communities, their
nation, and the world—and so to sustain informed public opinion in a
free society.

NOTES

1. To illustrate this point with an extreme instance, the Bronx lost 19
percent of its total population between 1960 and 1980. The black population
rose from 11 percent to 32 percent of the total, and Hispanics now represent
34 percent. The New York Times lost 56 percent of its Bronx circulation in
those years, the Daily News 26 percent.

2. This and other findings cited in this article are from a national survey
of 3,048 adults conducted for the Newspaper Readership Project in 1977 by
Audits and Survey, Inc. A more comprehensive description of the study will
be found in my book, Press and Public (Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1981).

3. For example, the Knight-Ridder, Gannett, and Washington Post organ-
izations showed net incomes in 1986 of $182.6 million, $540.75 million, and
$204.1 million, respectively.




Chapter 5

NEWSPEOPLE
by James Boylan

The press, wrote A.J. Liebling, is ‘‘the weak slat under the bed of
democracy.”” Journalists have always liked to think the contrary—that
the press keeps the bed from collapsing. They thought so even more
after Vietnam and Watergate: Journalism, its champions then argued,
deserves the privileges and immunities of a fourth branch of govern-
ment; and its practitioners should enjoy the status, rewards, and
invulnerability that go with being known as professionals.

Unfortunately for the press, its critics took such claims at face
value. The press, they said, had become imperial, and journalists an
arrogant ‘“‘elite.”’ Vice-President Spiro T. Agnew put an official stamp
on this interpretation back in 1969 when he denounced the power of
the ‘‘eastern establishment press.’’ Agnew soon left the scene, but he
was succeeded by more sophisticated and tenacious critics. Their
target was the same as Agnew’s—the Big League press and not
American journalism as a whole. The latter, in fact, is a potpourri of
wire services and syndicates, newspapers ranging in size from big-city
tabloids down to mom-and-pop weeklies, and hundreds of magazines
and broadcasting outlets.

However, focusing generally on the New York Times, the Washing-
ton Post, Time, Newsweek, and TV networks, such critics as Stanley
Rothman, Kevin Phillips, and Michael Novak developed a wide-ranging
indictment of journalism’s upper crust. These journalists, they
charged:

» are better educated and better paid than most Americans, with
ideas and values alien to those of *‘the real majority”’;
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o are concentrated in a few national news organizations that
exercise disproportionate power over the selection of the news that
reaches the American public;

« seek to enhance their own power by taking an aggressive, even
destructive, stance toward other major American institutions such as
government, the political parties, and business, while making them-
selves invulnerable to retaliation by wrapping themselves in an abso-
lutist version of the First Amendment;

 have abandoned standards of fairness, accuracy, and neutrality
in news to pursue larger audiences and greater power.

Beneath the political animus that fueled such critiques was a
residue of harsh truth. But what was not necessarily true was the
assumption made by critics that the current state of journalism de-
parted radically from what came before it, that there had been a
distinct break with the past.

As British historian Anthony Smith observed in Goodbye Guten-
berg, ‘‘Each decade has left in American newspaper life some of the
debris of the continuing intellectual battle over the social and moral
role of journalism.”’ For 150 years, journalists have sought success and
power and respectability, usually in that order; and society has re-
sponded with unease and occasional hostility.

Innovation and Consolidation From the Penny Press to
Professionalism

The press, in fact, has gone through at least four cycles of
innovation and consolidation. America’s first popular newspapers were
the penny press of the 1830s and 1840s, typified by James Gordon
Bennett’s New York Herald. The penny press created a first generation
of journalists by putting printers in waistcoats and turning young
college graduates of literary inclination and poor prospects into report-
ers. So threatening was Bennett’s frank and sensational news coverage
that New York’s establishment, led by the musty, older commercial
papers that Bennett was putting out of business, conducted a *‘moral
war’’ to stop him. Bennett survived.

A second and far larger journalistic generation appeared during
the 1880s and 1890s. By then, the city newspaper had grown into the
first mass medium, thanks to the showmanship of such entrepreneurs
as William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer. In the shrill Hearst—
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Pulitzer competition during the Spanish-American War, the sales of an
individual newspaper for the first time exceeded one million. Critics
again fretted over the power of the press to push the nation into war,
to debase society. Like Bennett, Hearst had a ‘“*‘moral war’’ declared
against him, on grounds that his papers had incited McKinley’s assas-
sin. Like Bennett, Hearst survived.

Each journalistic generation set its own distinctive ‘“‘style,”” but
each progressed from rebellion to consolidation, from breaking old
rules to laying down new ones. The penny press and its ragtag of
“‘bohemians’’ angered and shocked the mandarins of the old commer-
cial-political newspapers. Yet it was the old penny journalists who,
during the 1870s, declared bohemianism dead and all journalists hence-
forth gentlemen of clean shirt and college education. Bohemianism
reappeared with the ‘‘yellow’’ journalists of the 1890s. When that
generation matured, it too set bohemianism aside: Its spokesmen
began to claim that journalism was as much a profession as law or
medicine, and universities established journalism schools in a flawed
effort to prove the point.'

(3

Unionizing the Newsroom

For forty years or more, newspapers rode high, but during the
middle years of the twentieth century, they were no longer unchal-
lenged. Time and other magazines, radio, and TV began to claim a
share of the news audience. (Even so, most journalists continued to
ply their trade at newspapers; and 75 percent still do.) The character
of the popular press, meanwhile, began to turn from yellow to gray, as
befitted an aging institution.

The next generation, the third, rebelled not by reverting to impet-
uous iconoclasm, but by trying to change the harsh economic rules of
the game. The Great Depression had sent reporters’ salaries plummet-
ing; by 1933 many were out of work. New York columnist Heywood
Broun, summoning reporters to set aside snobbery and join together,
wrote that he could die happy if, when a general strike began, he saw
Walter 