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PREFACE

Can man stay emotionally abreast of his own intellectual
precocity? That has become a central question of the twen-
tieth century. And in few areas is the issue more dramatically
posed than in that of mass communications. Over the last
half century man’s capacity to communicate with his fellow
men has grown by leaps and bounds—radio, television, the
transistor, communications satellites—until at last a world-
wide communications grid embracing all of mankind is in
the offing. But, given these wondrous products of man's sci-
entific ingenuity, what have men to say to each other? Will
the content of communication match the brilliance of its
techniques?

There are many among us who have already answered a
resounding no to that question. They look at the way in
which mass communications techniques are being applied
in America, and they see, in the words of one former member
of the Federal Communications Commission, a “vast waste-
land.” Television, radio, the newspapers, magazines—all have
come under attack for failing to live up to their potential.
The message, in short, has not been at all equal to the
medium, as far as these critics are concerned.

Others are more optimistic. For them the revolution in
communications has ushered in a new era in man’s history.
It is already estimated that nine out of ten homes in the
United States possess one or more television receivers. An
even higher percentage have radios. This means, for one
thing, that the President of the United States can instanta-
neously communicate with virtually every man, woman, and
child in the nation on the great issues of public policy. It
means that the great drama of human history—the wars, the
rebellions, the reach for the moon and stars, the discoveries
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of science and medicine—unfolds in our living rooms, fre-
quently before our very eyes. Under the impact of such re-
markable developments, the old parochialisms are breaking
down. All men are truly becoming citizens of the world.

This compilation is designed to explore the status of mass
communications in America today—their impact on society,
their achievements and shortcomings, and their potential for
the future. The first section examines the impact of the mass
media, for good or ill, on our daily lives. Are violence and
civil disorder really as “American as cherry pie,” or do the
media exploit these phenomena to society’s detriment? And,
what do the self-appointed prophets of communications—for
example, Marshall McLuhan—have to say about the media’s
role in shaping modern society?

The next section turns to a survey of current trends in
the mass media, from the promise of communications satel-
lites to the role of radio in the suburbs to the emergence of
an “underground press” catering to the alienated among our
middle-class youth. In the third section, some of the contro-
versies currently besetting the mass media are discussed—
television’s handling of the news, the drive for profits and
its impact on broadcasting and publishing, and the dangers
posed by concentrated ownership and control of the nation’s
airwaves.

The fourth and final section peers briefly into the future.
Will worldwide three-dimensional TV in every room be our
fate? How will man apply the technological advances of the
future? Will national boundaries melt under the impact of
a worldwide communications grid?

The mass media have become a central part of our lives.
They influence us in ways yet unknown, and their potential
for good or ill staggers even the modern scientific imagina-
tion. This compilation seeks to draw the media into perspec-
tive and survey the problems and opportunities they pose for
our time,
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The compiler wishes to thank the authors and publishers
who have courteously granted permission for the reprinting
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Lineberry and Carolyn Dranoff for their able assistance in
the preparation of the manuscript.
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I. THE IMPACT ON SOCIETY

EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION

Precisely what Marshall McLuhan means when he says
that “the medium is the message” is still a mystery to many
people, but almost everyone would agree that the mass media
are having a profound effect on society as a whole. In fact,
as Wesley C. Clark, the dean of Syracuse University’s School
of Journalism, points out in the first article in this compila-
tion, “Most of the sins of America today are charged to mass
communications.”

However unfair such blanket charges may be, nobody
doubts that the media are influential in shaping our
thoughts, deeds, and lives. Ask any advertiser. The issue is
not whether mass communications are affecting our society;
everyone agrees that they are—and profoundly. The issue is
rather how and in what ways they are and should be affecting
our lives.

There are some who charge, for example, that we are
living in a “sick society,” rife with crime, violence, and civil
disorder. Can any or all of these phenomena be traced to the
impact of mass communications? Does the violence of a TV
western, for instance, project itself into our streets as well as
our living rooms? Do racial strife and campus confrontations
feed on television coverage?

This section explores the impact of mass communications
on America today and some of the controversies surrounding
that impact. First, Dean Clark traces the role of mass com-
munications in shaping America’s history and lends perspec-
tive to some current assessments. The next two articles take
up the hotly debated issue of violence in the media and its
relation, if any, to the violence in American life. In the first
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of these articles a professor of communications at the Gradu-
ate School of Yeshiva University argues that the Kennedy-
King-Kennedy assassinations have put mass communications
on trial, as well as the alleged slayers. In the second of the
articles the television critic for Commentary magazine con-
tends that “the cult of violence is based upon something far
more serious than the desire of a few cynical men to get rich
by pandering to base appetites.”

The last two articles in this section explore the meaning
of Marshall McLuhan, who has grown famous seeking to ex-
plore the meaning of mass communications in our society as
a whole. Is he a brilliantly original thinker or a sham? Both
views are presented.

A FORCE FOR CHANGE AND CHALLENGE*

Most of the sins of America today are charged to mass
communications. In fact, whole academic disciplines have
been built on this assumption. The fact is that most of the
sins credited to the mass media have been committed by
others and the real sins of the mass media, like their accom-
plishments, have gone unheralded. Let me explain.

The impact of mass communications in America has been
persistent, consistent, and with us for more than one hundred
years now. The mass media have changed the face of Amer-
ica, in some ways for the better and in some ways for the
worse, some obvious and some not so obvious. The mass
media have been given some credit for a great many of these
changes, but some are hardly credited to them at all, and yet
it is they—the mass media—who are largely responsible for
much of the social legislation which now affects your lives
and mine.

1 From *“The Impact of Mass Communications in America,” by Wesley C.
Clark, dean, School of Journalism, Syracuse University. Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science. 378:68-74. J1. '68. Reprinted by per-
mission.
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The Impact of Mass Media in the Past

When people speak today of mass communications and
of the mass media, they think of audiences in terms of hun-
dreds, and perhaps even thousands, of millions. But one hun-
dred years ago, when this country was more sparsely popu-
lated, circulations of newspapers were not in the millions.
Nevertheless, the great newspapers and magazines which ex-
isted in those days were, by almost any standards, mass
media, engaged in mass communications. They were directed
to the masses. They were read by the masses, and, presum-
ably, they had some effect on the masses.

For instance, Horace Greeley's Tribune never had a cir-
culation of $00,000. But it was read throughout the United
States, and the admonitions of Mr. Greeley were listened to
and debated throughout the United States.

The mass media of those days were responsible for crys-
tallizing the nation’s opinions about the abolition of slavery
and about the kinds of amendments to the Constitution
which grew out of Abraham Lincoln’s statement that all men
are created equal. Without the newspapers’ presentation of
this point of view for ten or fifteen years, it is inconceivable
that Lincoln would have made such a statement, and un-
likely that the Civil War would have occurred when it did—
and perhaps it might not have happened at all.

This is not to attribute to today’s mass media and to the
newspapers and magazines of the late nineteenth century all
of the political and social changes which have come about
in the American scene. The pulpit, the Chautauqua—that
early-day version of television—and all of the other means of
communication—which were available in those days helped
to create this atmosphere. Nevertheless, no serious historian
of the times can deny the important role of the mass media
in changing America.

With this in mind, a look at history reveals a number of
other things for which the mass media were largely responsi-
ble. The muckrakers of the late nineteenth century and early
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twentieth century—public figures such as Ida Tarbell, Lin-
coln Steffens, and others—were aided and abetted by news-
papers and magazines across the land, and thus were largely
responsible for the first early restrictions imposed upon busi-
ness in this country. No Judge Landis could have come to
the conclusion that the great monopoly of the Standard Oil
Company should be broken up, had he not been so condi-
tioned and so impressed by the press that such a decision was
made easily possible. Nor can we deny the place of the na-
tion’s press in building the pressure which made it possible
for the Congress of the United States to adopt the kind of
legislation which eventually resulted in the Standard Oil
cases getting into the courts. To be sure, Teddy Roosevelt
and others were trustbusters in those days, but these were
men who were coursing a sea of sentiment created by mass
magazine and mass newspaper stories over a period of twenty
or thirty years....

Contemporary Mass Media’s Effects on Society

This, perhaps, is ancient history. What are the mass
media doing now, and what have they done recently, to
change the face of America, or have they rather been merely
carping critics of the changes which have come about?

One of the massive changes in the American scene has
been the rise of the labor unions to positions of power. It is
now apparent that the restrictions imposed upon business
by various laws, and by the courts, have resulted in business’
having little real power in the American political scene. It
is also apparent that while government has risen to new
heights of power and control, the only serious challenge to
these powers is provided by the labor unions, who defy the
government again and again, even when laws and sanctions
have been reduced to a minimum.

How did this come about? It came about because for
more than fifty years the press of this country, largely the
newspapers, pleaded the cause of labor in a multitude of
ways. They gave publicity to Sacco and Vanzetti, to Tom
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Mooney, to all of the complaints against the crimes of man-
agement. They made folk heroes out of labor union leaders
such as John L. Lewis of the United Mine Workers, Walter
Reuther of the Congress of Industrial Organizations, Samuel
Gompers of the American Federation of Labor, Eugene Debs
of the American Railway Union, and a host of others. They
created a climate which made it possible for legislators to
pass, and for executive branches to approve, legislation fa-
voring labor. This is apparent in the laws of both the Federal
and state governments. It is apparent in the executive branch
of the government, and it is even apparent in the judicial
branch of the government. There is no need to cite the host
of administrative rules or the flux of Supreme Court decisions
which bear out this point.

But, in a sense, these are the obvious things which grew
out of the creation by the mass media of a climate of opinion
favorable to social change in America. There are many ob-
vious changes in which the mass media played a decisive,
although unheralded, role.

Social historians of the present and recent American scene
give little or no credit to the role of the mass media in
making possible the Social Security Act....

Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal were merely the
mechanism which put into being an American dream which
had been sold to the American people for some seventy-five
years by the great insurance companies; for during that time,
insurance companies had preached the necessity for security
in old age. “Make sure you have enough insurance to take
care of your family.” “Take out an annuity to take care of
your old age.” These are not new slogans; these are not So-
cial Security slogans; these have been the slogans of insurance
companies ever since life insurance and annuity insurance
began to play a role in the United States. . . .

Again, Medicaid and Medicare are the result, not of the
wild-eyed dreams of some politician, but of the mass propa-
ganda of various insurance businesses, told through the
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media of the newspapers, the magazines, radio, and televi-
sion, and drummed into the American people for the last
twenty years.

With all of this propaganda, these persuasive methods,
and with the climate of opinion thereby created, it would be
incredible if politicians had not seized upon these slogans or
ideas and incorporated them into their platforms and then
into law.

There are a number of other areas in which the mass
media have changed the face of America with the aid and
active participation of politicians. Thus, for instance, the
jewel in the crown of the Kennedy administration—the Peace
Corps—is a direct development of the widespread interest of
the mass communicators in the missionaries of America. For
more than one hundred years, the role of the missionaries in
bettering the lot of people in the underdeveloped areas was
the subject of a great many articles and of books. The princi-
pal criticism of the missionaries came from the fact that they
were engaged in selling Christianity abroad. And we have
such plays as Somerset Maugham’s Rain and the like which
sharpened this criticism considerably. But there was no ques-
tion in many people’s minds that the missionaries had done
a considerable amount of good in alleviating the ills of man-
kind in foreign countries. The Peace Corps, thus, was some-
thing that was difficult for any politician to deny, once the
idea of a missionary society without God, or with a multi-
tude of gods, was conceived.

Again, the mass media’s gilding of the glories of private
charity, in all of its aspects, made it difficult for any politi-
cian to deny that an increase in the scope of public welfare
was necessary.

The Impact of Social Change on the Mass Media

The great media of mass communications do not stand
alone, untouched by the other forces which are changing our
society. They not only shape our society; they are shaped by
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it. And as society changes the mass media, so it, in turn, is
changed by them.

The factors which have had the most effect in changing
the nation are its increasing population, its increasing mo-
bility, and the almost astronomical increase in the area of
the public interest.

As more and more people have come to populate the
nation and as their mobility has increased tremendously, the
public interest has, of necessity, widened and broadened.
Where once the disposal of waste was a private matter—the
head of the household buried the waste in the backyard or
fed it to the pigs—now waste is no longer a private matter,
nor solely the concern of a town or a county, but has become
a Federal concern. Again, where once the wage contract be-
tween the employer and the employee was a private arrange-
ment, now the Federal Government has stepped in and regu-
lates such arrangements.

Confronted with these increases in population and in
mobility and the consequent enormous increase in the areas
of public interest, the media of mass communication have
been swamped with an increase in news. For wherever the
citizen and the public interest meet—in crime, in zoning, in
food regulations, in labor matters, and in thousands of other
places where the law and the people meet—these events must
be reported if the people of the nation are to have the kind
of information that they need in order to govern themselves
properly.

In the face of the enormous and increasing need for news,
the media of mass communications find themselves limited
by the mind of man himself. It becomes a question of just
how much time and attention he will devote to finding out
about his environment through the mass media. Newspapers
find that generally a man will devote thirty or forty minutes
a day to reading the newspaper. Radio and television find
that fifteen, or at most thirty, minutes comprise the outer
limit of listening to or watching Huntley and Brinkley. In
thirty or forty minutes, a man can read fifteen thousand to
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forty thousand words. In the same thirty minutes, he can
listen to three thousand words, or about four newspaper
columns.

This very fact tends to limit the amount of news which
is published in the great newspapers and magazines, and
limits even more severely the amount of news which is avail-
able through radio and television.

Higher Thresholds of Attention

Thus, newspapers everywhere have tended to raise the
thresholds of their attention. Even so, thresholds of radio and
television are even higher, and of necessity must be higher.

That this rise in the thresholds of attention of the mass
communicators has had a profound influence on the struc-
ture of our government is suggested by two illustrations—one
concerned with the courts, and the other concerned with the
legislative and executive branches of the government.

A recent study of a county containing more than 400,000
people indicated that in a single month there were two thou-
sand court cases of all kinds—Federal, state, county, and mu-
nicipal—all of them available for reporting by the mass
media. The same study showed that the two daily newspapers
which serve the county printed stories about less than sixty
of these cases. In more populous areas, the figures would be
even more astounding.

That the press does not report more court cases is due to
the constant pressure to raise the thresholds of their atten-
tion. Thus, for most people, we have established an unofficial
system of secret courts. The courts, the bar associations, and
the legislatures are now trying to provide a court system
whose secrecy is officially instead of unofficially sanctioned.
And this is despite the fact that if the history of civilization
proves nothing else, it proves that where secrecy cloaks the
use of power it also cloaks the abuse of power. The conse-
quence of this judicial secrecy, official and unofficial, is a
growing distrust by people everywhere of the courts, the ju-
diciary, the legal profession, and the mass media.
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The impact of the rising thresholds of attention of the
mass media upon the legislative and executive branches of
the government is best illustrated by the great metropolitan
area of New York City, where some twenty congressmen are
elected every two years. These are United States congress-
men—not dog wardens or local constables—but twenty mem-
bers of that august body which enacts the laws of the United
States. Yet, in campaign after campaign, the New York City
papers in years past, and I suspect even in . .. [1968] devote,
in the six weeks preceding an election, as few as five hundred
words to each congressional candidate and, unless the con-
gressional candidate is a John Lindsay, hardly more than
that. As a matter of fact, most New Yorkers are unaware of
the congressional district in which they live or of the con-
gressman who, presumably, represents them.

In these circumstances, it is not important to be an out-
standing congressman or to represent a particular district
well. But it is important to be a member of a winning politi-
cal party and to ride on the coattails of that party. Thus,
more and more, for the metropolitan congressmen, the ques-
tion of survival depends, not upon their own efforts, but
upon the efforts and the image presented by the leader of
the party—in short, the President of the United States, or the
governor of the state. ...

And as the arena of meaningful political action moves
more and more toward Washington, and as secrecy cloaks
the actions of more and more areas of government, the po-
litical man in America becomes more and more frustrated
and tempted to forgo political action. . . . To ask a political
man to be informed through the mass media about govern-
ment in depth and in detail when he has little or no chance
to use the information to change the course of government
is to ask too much.

By raising the thresholds of their attention to unprece-
dented heights, the mass media of communications have both
simplified and complicated American life. They have simpli-
fied it by making it easy to concentrate upon a few great
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political leaders. They have complicated it by making it im-
possible for many individuals to be heard when the mecha-
nisms of society impinge abrasively upon their rights and
their lives. They have also complicated it to the extent that
if individuals or groups have problems which need to be
brought to the attention of the public, they must hire public
relations counsel to make sure that the things that they need
are brought to the attention of the public, or they must
create some kind of a disturbance to make their needs known
to the great mass media—or perhaps they must do both: hire
public relations counsel to organize riots.

Summary

To summarize, then: mass communications and the mass
media have played a major role in changing the face of
America; they are playing a major role; they will continue
to do so.

The mass media, by their very nature, by the limitations
imposed upon them by man and by a changing society, are
challenging the basic assumptions upon which this govern-
ment was erected.

They have given us instant nationwide fashions and
modes, and perhaps instant heroes, or nonheroes, both po-
litical and nonpolitical.

They have contributed substantially to the frustrations,
political and otherwise, which beset the American populace.

But they have also, and in this lies the hope of America,
paved the way for the great pieces of social legislation which
have made this nation a better place in which to live.

DOES VIOLENCE BREED VIOLENCE? ?

Many of our national leaders and social critics who have
called for an examination of violence in America have em-

2 From “Violence in the Mass Media,” by Solomon Simonson, professor of
communications at the Graduate School of Yeshiva University, New York City,
and author of Crisis in Television. Catholic World. 207:264-8. S. '68. Reprinted
by permission.
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phasized the distressing stimuli of the mass media. But their
references have been directed chiefly to the media’s functions
as escape jets of vicarious thrills, as open conduits of infor-
mation, as mirrors of reality—characteristics of mere convey-
ers rather than of producers of violence—and it is difficult
to see how such attributes can be considered to be the basis
for a real case against the media. Nevertheless, the recurrence
of tragedy in the assassinations of Kennedy, King, and Ken-
nedy, has ignited public suspicion to the point where few
people are willing to exonerate press, films, and television
without some sort of trial.

For those who were convinced of the media’s mischief
before the killing of President Kennedy—persons we shall
identify as members of a B.A. (Before Assassination) group
—a foreshadowing of tragedy, if not a direct forewarning, was
explicitly demonstrated in the films The Manchurian Candi-
date and Suddenly. In Manchurian Candidate, we were in-
troduced to a weak and suggestible creature as he is brain-
washed and hypnotized in order to assassinate a leading
political figure. Suddenly goes still further by focusing on a
sniper who is heading a gang-conspiracy for assassination.
The highlights of the two films are in the scenes depicting
“how practice makes perfect” in the arts of riflesighting in
the commission of the crimes.

The A.A.-1 group—those who after the assassination of
President Kennedy suddenly realized that there was a mad
resemblance between Suddenly and Dallas—began to clamor
for some kind of inquiry into the influence of the media.

In the meantime, the public was becoming aware also of
a pattern in the assassinations. As noted by President John-
son, the ten major killings in the nation reveal to a dispas-
sionate observer that seven of them were of civil rights
workers and leaders, while two others, the Kennedy brothers,
were formidable leaders in the struggle for equal rights for
all citizens, and only one, Rockwell, was killed in an intra-
organizational struggle.
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Yellow Journalism Revisited

The A.A.-2 group—those who after the assassination of
Martin Luther King noted this pattern in the assassinations,
a pattern that smelled of conspiracy, a pattern that spelled
white backlash criminality—grew wary of the enthusiastic re-
portage of criminal behavior in the newspapers which de-
scribed in both gory and gloried terms the trivial details of
every crime.

While some of the newspapers have scrupulously been
avoiding a trend to yellow journalism, the periodicals have
picked up this slack and joined the old game of “exposing
the private escapades” of criminals and other nonnews-
worthy creatures. After its lesson withh Oswald, television had
turned its lens away from inquiry and coverboy glorification
of the alleged murderer of Senator Kennedy. The periodical
has stepped in where television had pulled out. How true it
is that fools step in where angels fear to tread. In its June 21
[1968] issue, Life gave front-page coverage to two photo-
graphs of Ray and Sirhan balancing the title of its feature
article, “The Two Accused.” Since accused is a semantically
neutral or even favorable term and the two pictures, how-
ever untouched, depict a forthright eye-contact in one and
a distraught pitiable countenance in the other, what ray of
human kindness may not go out toward them? The stories
show these men to be victims of poor family and society re-
lations, etc. Now, what greater nonsense and immorality can
prevail than in such cool glorifications?

The A.A.-3 group—those who, after the assassination of
Senator Kennedy, were witnesses to this main feature in Life
and had their eyes opened in shock at the low abyss of yellow
journalism to which some periodicals had sunk—now de-
manded to know to what lengths a deranged mind would
go to attain such world-shaking and rationalized martyrdom.

The weeds of both the news and entertainment media
have spread throughout the land like the plague, and in
both cases the roots are readily discoverable. The entertain-
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ment media have identified drama with conflict, and the
news media have defined newsworthy as the unusual. Con-
flict is translated as action, and action is equated with vio-
lence. The unusual is identified with turmoil, and excitement
has become synonymous with violence. Both entertainment
and news media thus make violence their prime test for in-
clusion in their content. Hard-core news of crime represents
the precinct reporter’s job as he chases after the police blotter
from town to town. Hard-core pornography . . . coupled with
cool sadism has become the stock-in-trade of the film and
television writer.

There is nothing more pretentious or misleading than
the impression cast by some social critics to the effect that
the American people were formed from the onset of our
history into this mold of violence, that the cult of the gun
governed our rise in power, that it is simply an extension
of overaggressiveness that manifests itself so cruelly and
regularly upon our national consciousness.

The history of the content of the mass media in the last
thirty years puts the lie to these notions. A comparison of
the films of the thirties with those of the sixties indicates
clearly that the “practical” gun has attained prominence
only in recent years. The western was legendary, belonging
to another time. And the detective story has indeed under-
gone great change from The Thin Man to Mike Hammer.
Even the gangster melodramas culminated in ethical resolu-
tions that were both true and reasonable. Scarface, Public
Enemy and Little Caesar depicted the ugliness of the central
figures without recourse to false sentimentality, Paul Muni,
James Cagney, and Edward G. Robinson were perceived as
actors and not as embodiments of the criminals they por-
trayed so effectively. Their heroism was a result of their act-
ing talents. The contrast to the sixties is striking. What began
in this decade as James Bond spoofing has evolved into 4
Fistful of Dollars, Bonnie and Clyde, and violence for its
own sake. Even the standards of mystery films have deterio-
rated from Hitchcock’s 39 Steps to his Psycho. ... .
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When we look at the acclaim that the Academy Awards
have granted to some of the film industry’s products and
personnel, we see that we have taken a long downward trek
from Bette Davis’ Dangerous to Julie Christie’s Darling,
from the characterization of female impishness to nympho-
mania, from some deceitfulness to any utter lack of values.
This seems clear when the majority of the films nominated
for the best of the year in 1967 involved violence of one kind
or another.

Violence on TV

The advertisers of the films have been making an effort
to outdo the films themselves. Recently, the marquee of a
theater on New York City’s celebrated thoroughfare, Broad-
way, read as follows: “Taylor, Brando in Reflections in a
Golden Eye. Lust, nudity, brutality, hatred, and insanity that
culminate in murder” (The Daily News). What an insidious
joining of forces of the press, the film, and the advertiser!
Down the block, the picture Devil’s Angels had this descrip-
tion on the marquee: “See every brutal torture known—bold,
inconceivable, shocking, true—violence their god, lust their
law.” In the thirties, advertising still used the naive superla-
tives of colossal, stupendous, magnificent, memorable, and
spectacular. When Humphrey Bogart played in The Left
Hand of God, the advertisement for the film had a gun
drawn into the letter O of the word God. It was sacrilegious,
but not at all as horrendous as “violence their god.”

Although television’s violence is not of the Grand
Guignol variety [Grand Guignol is a small theatre in the
Montmartre section of Paris specializing in one- and two-act
plays, especially horror plays], a survey reveals that a modi-
cum of violence is an integral part of more than 70 per cent
of the programs in prime time. Now, it is questionable
whether such programing is truly representative of our times;
consequently, it is impossible to defend, either on ethical or
logical grounds, this use of the people’s airwaves. Clearly, the
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people need protection from harassment and inundation
with violence. But neither the FCC [Federal Communica-
tions Commission] nor the self-regulation of the industry is
providing it. The FCC will not “censor” and the “telegogs”
[i.e., the leaders of the television industry] will not interfere
with “creative integrity.”

But exercising responsibility is neither censorship nor
interference. Mr. [Kenneth A.} Cox and Mr. [Nicholas] John-
son of the FCC have shown signs of being prepared to act
on behalf of the people, and the presidents of the networks
have promised action. As a result, one of the networks, NBC,
has ordered the elimination of violence from promotional
material and opening teasers and has changed a basic policy
directive from “violence only where justified” to “violence
only when essential.”

Promises—promises. After the death of Senator Kennedy,
the networks courteously displaced shows of “violence” with
quieter programs. It may be remembered, also, that out of
respect for the death of Valerie Percy, the murdered daugh-
ter of Senator Percy of Illinois, CBS removed Psycho and
substituted Kings Go Forth for its Friday night movie. (This
happened to have been the evening of Yom Kippur—the
holiest day of the Jewish calendar.) The programs of that
night included bits of violence in “The Man From UNCLE,”
“T.H.E. Cat,” Twelve O’Clock High, and a Milton Berle
slapstick on the bitter play, Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf.
Psycho caught up to the race by being scheduled later in the
year. Sooner or later, promises notwithstanding, tragedies
and awesome days notwithstanding, the “telegogs” go back
to “business as usual.” The addiction to violence will not be
cured by promises. Nor will a shift of blame onto the audi-
ences help the situation any. The standard attack of the
“telegogs” has been that the people speak through the ratings
and that shows of violence have done exceedingly well in the
ratings. Drew Pearson wrote of “the American passion for
televised crimes and violence,” and the Attorney General of
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the United States, Mr. [Ramsey] Clark, agreed with him on
the June 9 program of “Issues and Answers,” that television
gives people “what they want to see.”

Eight Fallacies About TV Violence
The fallacies involved in this position are legion:

1. Among the greatest audiences ever assembled for tele-
vision programs were for the specials, The Bridge on the
River Kwai, Death of a Salesman, Peter Pan, etc. These pro-
grams beat all their competition in the ratings. The highest
attendance and income for any in film history was secured
by nonviolent The Sound of Music.

2. The demand did not create a supply of these brilliantly
styled films with moral insights and objectives. Neither the
television nor the film industries continued “to give the
people what they wanted to see.”

3. In entertainment, it is a more acceptable truism to as-
sert that “the supply creates the demand.” Leisure time cries
for fulfillment. When we are stimulated in any one direction,
we tend to channel our tastes in that direction.

4. Even if the case were otherwise, and the people were
responding favorably to shows of violence, the instruments
of measuring preference, the ratings, are insufficient to tell
the real preferences of people, particularly where the avail-
able programs may all be of a similar content and style.

5. Ratings do not inform us of the degree of interest in
viewing a program, the composition of the audience, wheth-
er the person who is tuned in likes the program, etc.

6. The ratings provide even less evidence of public pref-
erences when an entertainment program of any quality is set
up in competition with an educational program or docu-
mentary. This would make for a particularly unfair judg-
ment since the documentary or educational program is fre-
quently produced without the technical skills and without
the uses of the significant factors of interest that are necessary
for good programing.
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7. There is no excuse for excessive violence on television
on the forthright moral ground that television is a home
product and should be treated as a living room guest of an
average family.

8. A final counterquestion should be raised: Why give
the public what it wishes? No one may claim the right to
determine another’s best interests, but we should resolve
what is generally detrimental to the public interest irrespec-
tive of wishes.

A Release for Aggression?

A second staple argument of the producers of the mass
media is that no proof has been adduced to show that fic-
tional violence and news-reports of riots have causal relation-
ships to actual violence and further rioting.

The argument is a spurious one. First there are some evi-
dences of violent programs of a peculiar nature that were
repeated in almost identical fashion in real life within a
24-to-48-hour span of the program’s showing. The play that
showed a subway carload of people besieged and tormented
by a pair of morbid hoodlums was repeated in the New York
subway three times during a forty-eight-hour period follow-
ing the television show. Neither before nor after this outburst
of subway assaults did there occur any similar such attacks.
Secondly, there have been many examples of criminals re-
porting that television stimulated their impulses to violence.
Thirdly, reason dictates that life emulates art. Whatever is
depicted on a screen has the immediate potential for emu-
lation. Sex scenes, whether in burlesque houses or film pro-
grams, stimulate to sex action. The action can be harmless
and even productive where the follow-through is with one’s
spouse. But the action can also be destructive. Violence, un-
like sex, is not emulated normally by most people. But there
are some, and unfortunately not a very small number of
people, who have had the experience and the spur toward
violence. Public policy should guard us from stimulating any
such minority of sick minds. Other evidences (that have been
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paid for handsomely by the industry) have indicated that
aggression is siphoned off by the catharsis of viewing vio-
lence. This is an irrelevant finding since the siphoning-off
process may be immediate with a vast majority of people.
For the same findings have indicated that with some people
the aggression is stored, and with these the aggression is di-
rected outside of the fictional experience. No test can verify
the eventual readiness toward violence induced by constant
immersion in viewing all manner of violence.

Vice President Humphrey spoke out boldly in the Look
issue of July 9 [1968]: “I do know that TV in particular has
spread the message of rioting and looting . .. and has literally
served as a catalyst to promote even more trouble.” TV in-
herited its shoddy definition of newsworthiness from the
press that made the coverage of crime and accidents the hard
news of the day. To implement such a definition is an exer-
cise of arrogant selectivity in choice of news. Roy Wilkins
and James Farmer have a great deal to offer television audi-
ences, but the TV newsmen are keeping them under wraps
because of the relative calm of their contributions to civil
rights. Every university in the land, including Columbia
University, has a thousand-and-one exciting stories to tell,
all newsworthy, but the news syndromes of our times focused
only on the Columbia sit-ins and strikes.

The third conventional argument of the “telegogs” is
that the classical works of art had all manner of violence in
them and that life is not without violence. I have given a
reply to this fallacious argument in my book on the industry,
Crisis in Television:

Hamlet and War and Peace are nine tenths hesitation and
mental deliberation and one tenth violence. Mike Hammer and
The Untouchables are nine tenths violence and one tenth setting
the stage for violence. . . .

Where Does the Blame Lie?

A fourth argument that has the effect of distracting us
from the real issues is shared by the “telegogs” with any



Mass Communications 27

number of the scholarly establishments. For the “telegogs,”
it is a diversionary tactic to discuss the nature of aggression,
the reduction of hostility, and the controls required for one’s
own self-discipline. The psychologists join forces, happily,
to discuss these issues over and over again as though this
were the problem that confronts us. For the producers of the
mass media this is a field day of projecting blame on the
educational and religious establishments.

Of course, aggression is a primary motivational force, but
aggression is not the problem. Aggression can be channeled
into hundreds of positive and socially approved cultural
streams. Hostility may be used to halt aggressive actions of
an unsocial nature. Hostility may be directed against wrong
with the soft reprimand of a gentle minister or with the “fire
and brimstone” of an angry educator. The deceptiveness of
this side issue pulls us away from understanding and pre-
venting that species of aggression and hostility which is our
primary concern—and that is violence.

There is one additional species of violence that was cul-
tivated by the “telegogs.” After a score of years in which
radio was on the “offensive to be inoffensive,” on a fearful
lookout to avoid controversy, a relatively sudden transition
was effected by television. Controversy is now a “good” and
should be encouraged. What television has succeeded in
doing, however, is to stir up controversy to the point of
verbal violence. The new insult barrage of Joe Pyne and
Alan Burke is one step short of the physical altercation. Tele-
vision programs of this kind succeed in being offensive and
rarely achieve any genuine discussion of vital issues.

An extreme example of this kind of discussion was pre-
sented by the PBL (Public Broadcast Laboratory) in its in-
augural program. Whites and blacks were gathered together.
The result was that they were enabled to express their hostili-
ties for one another. The verbal exchanges were sharp and
threatening. Even as one lady was narrating the loves of her
children and their intermarriage that she favored, others
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were spurning her love with words of aggression. The mod-
erator sat through the program with very little demand of
the participants to make relevant contributions.

The failure of television to organize sound discussions is
most disappointing. Verbal diatribe and incipient violence
can be prevented by maintaining a discussion in an orga-
nized fashion. False values on the nature of entertainment
and news have misled us. Fallacious arguments concerning
the state of public wishes, the adequacy of proof on the causal
relations between mass media programs and violence, the
comparison with violence in the classics, and the problems
of fundamental aggression, have misguided us. And we are
faced with the great question that Good Housekeeping posed
in its full-page advertisement in the New York Times on
June 12 [1968]: How did we come to a world—an American
world—in which the whole apparatus of communications, so
potentially powerful for good and so much more available
today for young and old alike, seems to glorify violence and
immorality?

TELEVISION AND REALITY-WITH
ANOTHER VIEW OF VIOLENCE *

“Television as Reality” might almost have been a better
title for this article. The last five horrific years have clearly
demonstrated, if demonstration was necessary, that television
is no longer a secondary and contingent factor in American
life, but part of the very fabric of corporate existence. That
the TV versions of some major events have come to seem
more authentic than the unmediated occurrences themselves
is due, not merely to repetition and ubiquity, but also to the
awesome credibility of whatever is transmitted by that un-
blinking and apparently dispassionate electronic eye. Yet
common sense is surely right (whatever philosophers or com-

? From "Television and Reality,” by Neil Compton, teacher of English at
Sir George Williams University, Montreal, and regular television critic for

C tary. C "'?v. 46:82-6. S. '68. Reprinted from Commentary, by
permission; copyright © 1968 by the American Jewish Committee.
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munications theorists may say) to urge us to be worried
about the distortion of reality (or our sense of it) that re-
sults from the unavoidable selectivity of the medium. Nowa-
days, complaints tend to center around television’s evident
preoccupation with violence, and its “white, racist bias.”
Opinions may and do differ about the significance and justice
of these charges, but not even Marshall McLuhan (I like to
think) would dismiss them as totally irrelevant. [Marshall
McLuhan is the communications theorist whose views are
discussed in the following two articles.—Ed.]

How TV Influences Our Lives

Even if public indignation and ritualistic self-incrimina-
tion by television executives and producers did not invite
comment, a review of the past few months could hardly avoid
trying to come to grips with this subject. The triumphs of
Eugene McCarthy, the Tét offensive, the decision of the
President not to seek reelection, the death and burial of
Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy, and the eruption
into riot of scores of American cities were all phenomena
which either could not have happened at all before the video
age, or would have happened in a very different way. To have
ignored all this in favor of such interesting but less urgent
topics as the motherless family in serial drama and situation
comedy, or the clash of cultures in “Celebrity Billiards,”
would have been easier than trying to come to grips with
what I suspect are insoluble problems. Nonetheless, it would
have been a dereliction of duty.

Does American television deliberately and cynically ex-
ploit violence for profit? The charge has been frequently
made, and seems to be striking home, because all the net-
works have recently made pious resolutions to change their
ways. (Whether any real reformation will take place may
be doubted.) Being an old-fashioned, rather bourgeois soul,
I find the cult of violence in contemporary culture (whether
high or low) both repellent and boring, and I have minimal
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respect for the intelligence and good faith of those who con-
trol commercial television. Nevertheless, I think they deserve
to be defended against this particular charge.

The fact is that violence in popular art is nothing new.
The Scottish border ballads, much of the Elizabethan drama,
Smollett’s novels, and Gothick horror tales, all in their dif-
ferent ways testify to this enduring human fascination. In the
twentieth century, the United States media certainly have
no monopoly in this field: no American series ever exploited
death and torture with such kinky and inhuman stylishness
as “The Avengers,” made in Britain. Oddly enough, the ad-
mirers of Steed and Mrs. Peel [two characters in “The Aven-
gers”] include many who would be the first to complain of
sadism in such American series as “The Untouchables” or
“Wild, Wild West.” Of course, “The Avengers” is viewed by
these sophisticates as an elegant send-up. Perhaps they believe
that, to paraphrase Burke, violence itself loses half its evil
by losing all its grossness.

H. Rap Brown struck to the heart of the matter in his
notorious remark (made on camera) that “Violence is as
American as cherry pie.” The point is that there is nothing
specifically American about cherry pie, although the United
States probably leads the world in the production and con-
sumption of this delicacy. So with violence. American culture
has no monopoly in the sanction of domestic (not to mention
international) aggressiveness, but it also has no serious rival
among the advanced nations of the world. In a country
which is engaged in a savage and highly visible war and
where some sixty-five hundred citizens were murdered last
year, it is asking too much to expect that popular art should
be irradiated with the values of brotherhood, sweetness, and
light. One can sympathize with the motives that prompt Dr.
Frederic Wertham's crusade against media violence, and
share his dismay at the findings of a survey which showed
that in one week on the television channels of a large Ameri-
can city, there were 7,887 acts and 1,087 threats of violence,
without agreeing with him that to attack these symptoms is
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the best way to cure the communal disease. In any case, the
most casual and fragmented (and therefore the most ob-
scene) images of violence are to be found these days on the
news shows, and one assumes that Dr. Wertham is not trying
to clean them up.

Calculated Exploitation?

If they prove anything, these horrific statistics indicate
that the cult of violence is based upon something far more
serious than the desire of a few cynical men to get rich by
pandering to base appetites. Video mayhem on that scale
could not be the product of rational calculation. Something
much more sinister and atavistic must be involved. The trag-
ic truth seems to be that the greatest popular myth of twen-
tieth century America has become not merely irrelevant (in
which case it would ccase to be popular and fade away) but
lethal and neurotic. The western and its urban counterpart,
the crime thriller, incarnate virtually all the most dangerous
tendencies of man in twentieth century mass society: con-
tempt for legal authority or due process, the glorification of
alienation, the resort to individual violence, and racist atti-
tudes toward Indians, Mexicans, or urban minority groups.
If it were practical, there might be something to be said for
banning these genres from the television screen.

Since it is not practical, and since getting rid of the pro-
grams would not get rid of the public attitudes to which they
appeal, the enlightened solution is to use the myth creatively
in the service of a less antisocial vision. This, I take it, was
the fumbling and half-conscious intention of a movie which
has been quite savagely attacked for its exploitation of vio-
lence, Bonnie and Clyde. This picture beautifully combined
a nostalgic, pastoral evocation of smalltown life in the South
and Midwest during the thirties with a realistic emphasis
upon its physical and emotional poverty. It explained why
this environment produced minor desperadoes like Clyde
Barrow and why they became heroic figures to many an os-
tensibly respectable American. Though the audience was en-
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couraged to identify with the almost innocent euphoria of
Bonnie and Clyde at the start of their criminal career (“We
rob banks!”), the sinister consequences of their violence, both
for their victims and themselves, is made increasingly explicit
until its climax in the gruesome ambush which ends their
lives and the picture. Our ambiguous feelings about the pro-
tagonists secm to me to be exactly appropriate to the dra-
matic situation. Was it luck or genius that inspired the
choice of a story with this particular setting in space and
time? Bonnie and Clyde are heirs to the territory and much
of the glamorous tradition of the western outlaw, but their
lifestyle and their technological sophistication resemble
those of the urban gangster; at the same time, they are not,
like the cowboy, cut off from us by temporal remoteness or,
like the mob leader, by penthouse affluence. Hence, the as-
tonishing mythic force of the picture. Of course, since this
is a commercial product of the Hollywood studios, Bonnie
and Clyde does not consistently maintain its own highest
standards: in particular the theme of Clyde’s impotence is
handled with all the subtlety and insight of a sophomore
psychologist.

To Dr. Wertham, of course, Bonnie and Clyde is no more
than the sum total of its violent episodes, but I hope that I
have indicated some of the ways in which the film provides
a model that television producers might emulate—if only they
were allowed to think in terms of worthier aims than a top-
ten rating. In any case, the statistical approach to media
violence can be very misleading: how can we compare the
enemies of CONTROL dying like flies at the end of a “Get
Smart” episode with a single savage beating in (say) “Gun-
smoke,” the camera up close from below and focused on the
sadistic twitch at the corners of the assailant’s mouth? It is
well known that a violent argument between husband and
wife in a domestic drama can be more disturbing to juvenile
viewers than half a dozen shootings in a typical western
which, though exciting, does not dramatize a situation with
which they closely identify.
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Problem of Verbal Confrontations

That this generalization applies to adults as well as to
children is suggested by the fact that the most disturbing
programs dealing with the racial conflicts of the past few
months have not been those which showed cities burning,
police and rioters battling, or even the distended bellies of
starving southern children—dreadful though these spectacles
were. The greatest and most salutary shocks to white com-
placency and self-confidence were applied by purely verbal
confrontations between leaders of the black and white com-
munities. One of these was staged during the inaugural pro-
gram of the Public Broadcasting Laboratory, but I was not
able to see it. However, I was an astonished witness of “Civil
Rights—What Next?” (NET [National Educational Tele-
vision], April [1968]. Producer: R. D. Squier) in which three
angry blacks in a New York studio overwhelmed three rather
feeble and inadequate whites in Washington with an elo-
quent torrent of argument and invective. While Floyd Mc-
Kissick of CORE [Congress of Racial Equality], James Fore-
man of SNCC [Student Nonviolent Coordinating Commit-
tee], and Hosea Williams of SCLC [Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference] kept pouring it on, the unfortunate
Washingtonians seemed incapable of reply. They tried to
talk against the flow of verbiage, but had trouble concen-
trating while the sound from New York kept dinning into
their earpieces at a volume quite loud enough to be audible
to viewers. In desperation, audio from New York was cut off
for a few minutes to give the whites a chance to blurt out a
few lame words. Then back to New York where it became
immediately apparent that the black rhetoric had continued
unabated all through this little hiatus.

At the end, the hapless moderator concluded that “to ex-
pose racial problems in this country is to exacerbate them.”
One saw what he meant, even while disagreeing.

Since NET programs have only recently become visible
in Montreal, and this was one of the earliest I was able to
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see, I at first attributed the lack of control over this debate
to a low budget and inadequate technical facilities. How-
ever, something rather similar happened on a commercial
network program, “Newark—the Anatomy of a Riot” (ABC,
July [1968]. Producer: Ernest Pendrell), in the series “Time
for Americans.” Here a number of citizens, black and white,
demonstrated that Newark is a long way from either agreeing
on the causes of last year's outbreak or taking the kind of
action that will prevent a recurrence. The babble of bitter
talk between white merchants and black community leaders
made it painfully clear that what one participant called the
“tragic dance” of hate and suspicion will not soon be ended
in Newark. Other programs in the same six-part series were
equally depressing: “Bias and the Mass Media” featured two
hour-long discussions. On the first, Harry Belafonte, Lena
Horne, Larry Neal, and Dr. Alvin Poussaint delivered a
choric denunciation of white-owned media, concluding that
they “will not permit the people to understand.” There was
such unanimity and so little direction or discipline to the
discussion that the program became boring. So did its suc-
cessor the following week, though for different reasons. Here,
the impassioned common sense of Norman Cousins of the
Saturday Review and Edward P. Morgan of NET shone fit-
fully amidst the ponderous evasiveness of a gaggle of top
media brass.

“Prejudice and the Police” was at once more dramatic
and more sinister. This program confronted nine members
of the Houston police force with an equal number of citizens,
mostly black or Mexican. It was one of a number of similar
group sessions organized by the city to enable police and
public to engage in face-to-face discussion. The chief obstacle
to dialogue was the truculent defensiveness of the police.
To a man, they refused to admit that there was substance to
complaints of violence and lack of respect put forward, with
great moderation and charity, by the colored citizens. Only
the example of the endlessly patient group leaders added an
element of hope to this ugly little vignette of life in Texas.
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With their admirably American faith in the sure triumph of
reason and goodwill if people can be made to level with each
other, they carried on with discussion, psychodrama, and role
reversal as though oblivious to the policemen’s sullen self-
righteousness.

Whatever may happen on the city streets, this [1968] is
certainly proving to be a long hot summer for this kind of
confrontation on television. As though responding to the
urging of some unseen prompter, all the networks have
scheduled a total of about two dozen specials devoted wholly
or in part to the racial crisis. Cynics may observe that sum-
mer is a period of low ratings and panel shows are cheap to
produce; optimists might retort that prime time is prime
time, and low budgets may have unintended advantages. The
underproduced rawness and untidiness of human relations
on the programs I have been describing is much closer to the
reality of black-white interaction than a more disciplined
format would suggest.

But even this kind of program involves its own charac-
teristic form of distortion. Black audiences may watch (if
they do) for the pleasure of seeing the white establishment
being outtalked or unmasked, but they do not learn anything
about their situation that they did not know before. It is the
white audience that is being enlightened and informed.
Blackness is not taken for granted as part of the kaleido-
scopic variety of American life, but exposed as a problem, a
threat to the status quo. In other words, these well-inten-
tioned and wholly admirable programs cannot avoid de-
fining normality (and hence, by extension, “reality’”) in
terms of whiteness.

Two Possible Alternatives
So far as the media are concerned, there are two possible
cures for this intolerable social disease. Both are being tried
this year, in timid, experimental doses, though they are ul-
timately incompatible with one another. Either of them, if
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seriously attempted, would involve a more radical reform of
current practice than anything now being dreamed of at
NBC or CBS.

The first alternative is to make darkness visible through-
out the media. I well remember my surprise at the racial
variety in the streets of New York, upon my first visit three
years ago: Hollywood’s version of American reality tended
to suppress that little detail. Things have improved some-
what since then, and there are apparently plans afoot to en-
rich the racial mix on both programs and commercials this
autumn. However, there are limits to what can be accom-
plished along these lines. So long as Bill Cosby cannot lay a
hand on a white chick in “I Spy,” his visibility tends to em-
phasize his inferior status. Furthermore, television’s view of
life tends to be not merely lilywhite, but even more fervently
bourgeois. One can imagine network executives coming to
accept a kind of café-au-lait consciousness, but not the ma-
triarchal, proletarian values of the great black ghettos.

A more promising alternative would be to establish black-
owned and operated outlets in large cities. This is a project
that might interest the Ford Foundation, which has shown
a willingness to support relatively radical experiments in the
field of public communications. However, it is doubtful
whether the Foundation would be prepared to tolerate the
inevitably heterodox political, social, and sexual orientation
of such stations. Local white communities would presumably
be even less sympathetic. Yet this kind of facility is a neces-
sity for any minority which wishes to maintain its identity
in the modern world.

In the meantime, a few small experiments in programing
by and for black people are under way. National Educational
Television leads the way with two regular series. ‘“History
of the Negro People” is a series of half-hour programs de-
voted to uncovering the heritage, African and American, of
black culture; and “Black Journal” (editor: Louis Potter) is
a moderately lively hourlong weekly magazine-type show
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which seems to be hitting its stride after an understandably
shaky start.

“Of Black America” (CBS), a rather lavish series of docu-
mentaries and panel discussions, was not produced by or ex-
clusively for black viewers but it has managed so far to avoid
acquiring too whitish an aura. The first program, “Black
History: Lost, Strayed, or Stolen” (Producers: Andrew
Rooney and Perry Wolf), narrated by Bill Cosby, was a mas-
terpiece of research, editing, and cool, hip commentary. The
use of old and new film clips to illustrate prejudice and
stereotypes was both hilarious and appalling. “The Black
Soldier” (Producer: Peter Poor), though limited by its thirty-
minute format, used old drawings and still photos very ef-
fectively, the camera zooming in to single out the “invisible”
black faces among the armies of a dozen American wars.
Other programs in the series . . . have not been quite so
successful. Nevertheless, “Of Black America” at its best dem-
onstrates what superlative resources of intelligence, public
spirit, and style CBS News can marshal when it wants to and
is given the chance. What a pity the parent organization dis-
plays so few of the same qualities. But then intelligence,
public spirit, and style have limited value to a business whose
main purpose is to sell soap, cars, and cheese.

THE IMPACT ACCORDING TO McLUHAN ¢

Marshall McLuhan, one of the most acclaimed, most
controversial and certainly most talked-about of contempo-
rary intellectuals, displays little of the stuff of which prophets
are made. Tall, thin, middle-aged and graying, he has a face
of such meager individual character that it is difficult to re-
member exactly what he looks like; different photographs
of him rarely seem to capture the same man.

$From “Understanding McLuhan (in Part),” article by Richard Koste-
lanetz, critic and cultural historian, author of The Theatre of Mixed Means.
New York Times Ma%;xyz ine. p 18.194. Ja. 29, '67. © by The New York Times

Company. Reprinted by permission. A revised and expanded version of the text
is to appear in the author’s forthcoming Master Minds (Macmillan).
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By trade, he is a professor of English at . . . the Univer-
sity of Toronto. Except for a seminar called “Communica-
tion,” the courses he teaches are the standard fare of Mod.
Lit. and Crit., and around the university he has hardly been
a celebrity. One young woman now in Toronto publishing
remembers that, a decade ago, “McLuhan was a bit of a cam-
pus joke.” Even now, only a few of his graduate students
seem familiar with his studies of the impact of communica-
tions media on civilization—those famous books that have
excited so many outside Toronto.

McLuhan’s two major works, The Gutenberg Galaxy
(1962) and Understanding Media (1964), have won an as-
tonishing variety of admirers. General Electric, IBM and
Bell Telephone have all had him address their top execu-
tives; so have the publishers of America’s largest magazines.
The composer John Cage made a pilgrimage to Toronto
especially to pay homage to McLuhan, and the critic Susan
Sontag has praised his “grasp on the texture of contemporary
reality.”

He has a number of eminent and vehement detractors,
too. The critic Dwight Macdonald calls McLuhan's books
“impure nonsense, nonsense adulterated by sense.” Leslie
Fiedler wrote in Partisan Review: “Marshall McLuhan . ..
continually risks sounding like the body-fluids man in Doctor
Strangelove.” . . .

What makes McLuhan’s success so surprising is that his
books contain little of the slick style of which popular so-
ciology is usually made. As anyone who opens the covers
immediately discovers, Media and Galaxy are horrendously
difficult to read—clumsily written, frequently contradictory,
oddly organized, and overlaid with their author’s singular
jargon. Try this sample from Understanding Media. Good
luck.

The movie, by sheer speeding up the mechanical, carried us
from the world of sequence and connections into the world of
creative configuration and structure. The message of the movie
medium is that of transition from lineal connections to configura-
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tions. It is the transition that produced the now quite correct
observation: “If it works, it's obsolete.” When electric speed further
takes over from mechanical movie sequences, then the lines of
force in structures and in media become loud and clear. We return
to the inclusive form of the icon.

Exponent of “Technological Determinism”

Everything McLuhan writes is originally dictated, either
to his secretary or to his wife, and he is reluctant to rewrite,
because, he explains, “I tend to add, and the whole thing
gets out of hand.” Moreover, some of his insights are so orig-
inal that they evade immediate understanding; other para-
graphs may forever evade explication. “Most clear writing is
a sign that there is no exploration going on,” he rationalizes.
“Clear prose indicates the absence of thought.”

The basic themes in these books seem difficult at first,
because the concepts are as unfamiliar as the language, but
on second (or maybe third) thought, the ideas are really
quite simple. In looking at history, McLuhan espouses a po-
sition one can only call “technological determinism.” That
is, whereas Karl Marx, an economic determinist, believed
that the economic organization of a society shapes every im-
portant aspect of its life, McLuhan believes that crucial tech-
nological inventions are the primary influence. McLuhan ad-
mires the work of the historian Lynn White, Jr., who wrote
in Medieval Technology and Social Change (1962) that the
three inventions of the stirrup, the nailed horseshoe and the
horse collar created the Middle Ages. With the stirrup, a
soldier could carry armor and mount a charger; and the
horseshoe and the harness brought more efficient tilling of
the land, which shaped the feudal system of agriculture,
which, in turn, paid for the soldier’s armor.

Pursuing this insight into technology's importance, Mc-
Luhan develops a narrower scheme. He maintains that a ma-
jor shift in society’s predominant technology of communica-
tion is the crucially determining force behind social changes,
initiating great transformations not only in social organiza-
tion but human sensibilities. He suggests in The Gutenberg
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Galaxy that the invention of movable type shaped the cul-
ture of Western Europe from 1500 to 1900. The mass produc-
tion of printed materials encouraged nationalism by allow-
ing more rapid and wider spread of information than
permitted by hand-written messages. The linear forms of
print influenced music to repudiate the structure of repeti-
tion, as in Gregorian chants, for that of linear development,
as in a symphony. Also, print reshaped the sensibility of
Western man, for whereas he once saw experience as indi-
vidual segments, as a collection of separate entities, man in
the Renaissance saw life as he saw print—as a continuity,
often with causal relationships. Print even made Protestant-
ism possible, because the printed book, by enabling people
to think alone, encouraged individual revelation. Finally:
“All forms of mechanization emerge from movable type, for
type is the prototype of all machines.”

In Understanding Media, McLuhan suggests that electric
modes of communication—telegraph, radio, television, mov-
ies, telephones, computers—are similarly reshaping civiliza-
tion in the twentieth century. Whereas print-age man saw
one thing at a time in consecutive sequence—like a line of
type—contemporary man experiences numerous forces of
communication simultaneously, often through more than
one of his senses. Contrast, for example, the way most of us
read a book with how we look at a newspaper. With the
latter, we do not start one story, read it through and then
start another. Rather, we shift our eyes across the pages, as-
similating a discontinuous collection of headlines, subhead-
lines, lead paragraphs, photographs and advertisements.
“People don't actually read newspapers,” McLuhan says;
“they get into them every morning like a hot bath.”

4 Global Village

Moreover, the electronic media initiate sweeping changes
in the distribution of sensory awareness—in what McLuhan
calls the “sensory ratios.” A painting or a book strikes us
through only one sense, the visual; motion pictures and tele-
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vision hit us not only visually but also aurally. The new
media envelop us, asking us to participate. McLuhan be-
lieves that such a multisensory existence is bringing a return
to the primitive man’s emphasis upon the sense of touch,
which he considers the primary sense, “because it consists of
a meeting of the senses.” Politically, he sees the new media
as transforming the world into “a global village,” where all
ends of the earth are in immediate touch with one another,
as well as fostering a “retribalization” of human life. “Any
highway eatery with its TV set, newspaper and magazine,”
he writes, “is as cosmopolitan as New York or Paris.”

In his over-all view of human history, McLuhan posits
four great stages: (1) totally oral, preliterate tribalism;
(2) the codification by script that arose after Homer in an-
cient Greece and lasted 2,000 years; (3) the age of print,
roughly from 1500 to 1900; (4) the age of electronic media,
from before 1900 to the present. Underpinning this classifi-
cation is his thesis that “societies have been shaped more by
the nature of the media by which men communicate than
by the content of the communication.”

This approach to the question of human development,
it should be pointed out, is not wholly original. McLuhan
is modest enough to note his indebtedness to such works as
E. H. Gombrich’s Art and Illusion (1960), H. A. Innis’s The
Bias of Communication (1951, recently reissued with an in-
troduction by McLuhan), Siegfried Giedion’s Mechanization
Takes Command (1948), H. J. Chaytor’'s From Script to
Print (1945) and Lewis Mumford's Technics and Civiliza-
tion (1934).

McLuhan’s discussions of the individual media move far
beyond the trade talk of communications professionals (he
dismisses General David Sarnoff, the board chairman of
RCA, as “the voice of the current somnambulism’). Serious
critics of the new media usually complain about their con-
tent, arguing, for example, that if television had more intel-
ligent treatments of more intelligent subjects, its contribu-
tion to culture would be greater. McLuhan proposes that,
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instead, we think more about the character and form of the
new media. His most famous epigram—*“The medium is the
message”'—means several things.

The phrase first suggests that each medium develops an
audience of people whose love for that medium is greater
than their concern for its content. That is, the TV medium
itself becomes the prime interest in watching television; just
as some people like to read for the joy of experiencing print,
and more find great pleasure in talking to just anybody on
the telephone, so others like television for the mixture of
kinetic screen and relevant sound. Second, the “message” of
a medium is the impact of its forms upon society. The “mes-
sage” of print was all the aspects of Western culture that print
influenced. “The message of the movie medium is that of
transition from linear connections to configurations.” Third,
the aphorism suggests that the medium itself—its form—
shapes its limitations and possibilities for the communication
of content. One medium is better than another at evoking a
certain experience. American football, for example, is better
on television than on radio or in a newspaper column; a bad
football game on television is more interesting than a great
game on radio. Most congressional hearings, in contrast, are
less boring in the newspaper than on television. Each medi-
um seems to possess a hidden taste mechanism that encour-
ages some styles and rejects others.

To define this mechanism, McLuhan has devised the
categories of “hot” and *“cool” to describe simultaneously
the composition of a communications instrument or a com-
municated experience, and its interaction with human at-
tention. A “hot” medium or experience has a “high defini-
tion” or a highly individualized character as well as a
considerable amount of detailed information. “Cool” is
“low” in definition and information; it requires that the
audience participate to complete the experience. McLuhan's
own examples clarify the distinction: “A cartoon is ‘low’
definition, simply because very little visual information is
provided.” Radio is usually a hot medium; print, photogra-
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phy, film and paintings essentially are hot media. “Any hot
medium allows of less participating than a cool one, as a
lecture makes for less participation than a seminar, and a
book for less than a dialogue.”

The terms “hot” and “cool” he also applies to experi-
ences and people, and, pursuing his distinction, he suggests
that while a hot medium favors a performer of a strongly
individualized presence, cool media prefer more nonchalant,
“cooler” people. Whereas the radio medium needs a voice
of a highly idiosyncratic quality that is instantly recogniz-
able—think of Westbrook Van Voorhees, Jean Shepherd,
Fanny Brice—television favors people of a definition so low
they appear positively ordinary. With these terms, one can
then explain all sorts of phenomena previously inscrutable—
such as why bland personalities (Ed Sullivan, Jack Paar)
are so successful on television.

It was no accident that Senator McCarthy lasted such a very
short time when he switched to TV [McLuhan says). TV is a cool
medium. It rejects hot figures and hot issues and people from the

hot press media. Had TV occurred on a large scale during Hitler’s
reign he would have vanished quickly.

As for the 1960 presidential debates, McLuhan explains
that whereas Richard Nixon, essentially a hot person, was
superior on radio, John F. Kennedy was the more appealing
television personality. (It follows that someone with as low
a definition as Dwight Eisenhower would have been more
successful than either.)

Brilliant Insight, Wacky Nonsense

The ideas are not as neatly presented as this summary
might suggest, for McLuhan believes more in probing and
exploring—*“making discoveries”—than in offering final defi-
nitions. For this reason, he will rarely defend any of his
statements as absolute truths, although he will explain how
he developed them. Some perceptions are considerably more
tenable than others—indeed, some are patently ridiculous—
and all his original propositions are arguable, so his books
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require the participation of each reader to separate what is
wheat to him from the chaff. In McLuhanese, they offer a
cool experience in a hot medium.

A typical reader’s scorecard for Media might show that
about one half is brilliant insight; one fourth, suggestive
hypotheses; one fourth, nonsense. Given the book’s purpose
and originality, these are hardly bad percentages. “If a few
details here and there are wacky,” McLuhan says, “it doesn't
matter a hoot.”

McLuhan eschews the traditional English professor’s ex-
pository style—introduction, development, elaboration and
conclusion. Instead, his books imitate the segmented struc-
ture of the modern media. He makes a series of direct state-
ments. None of them becomes a thesis but all of them ap-
proach the same phenomenon from different angles. This
means that one should not necessarily read his books from
start to finish—the archaic habit of print-man.

The real introduction to The Gutenberg Galaxy is the
final chapter, called “The Galaxy Reconfigured”; even Mc-
Luhan advises his readers to start there. With Media, the
introduction and the first two chapters form the best starting
point; thereafter, the reader is pretty much free to wander
as he wishes. “One can stop anywhere after the first few
sentences and have the full message, if one is prepared to
‘dig’ it,”” McLuhan once wrote of non-Western scriptural
literature; the remark is applicable to his own books.

Similarly, McLuhan does not believe that his works have
only one final meaning. “My book,” he says, “is not a pack-
age but part of the dialogue, part of the conversation.” (In-
deed, he evaluates other books less by how definitively they
treat their subject—the academic standard—than by how
much thought they stimulate. Thus, a book may be wrong
but still great. By his own standards, Media is, needless to
say, a masterpiece.)

Underlying McLuhan’s ideas is the question of whether
technology is beneficial to man. Thinkers such as the British
critic F. R. Leavis have argued, on the one hand, that tech-
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nology stifles the blood of life by dehumanizing the spirit
and cutting existence off from nature; more materialist
thinkers, on the other hand, defend the machine for easing
man’s burdens. McLuhan recognizes that electronic modes
of communication represent, in the subtitle of Media, “ex-
tensions of man.” Whereas the telephone is an extension of
the ear (and voice), so television extends our eyes and ears.
That is, our eyes and ears attended John Kennedy’s funeral,
but our bodies stayed at home. As extensions, the new media
offer both possibility and threat, for while they lengthen
man’s reach into his existence, they can also extend society’s
reach into him, for both exploitation and control.

To prevent this latter possibility, McLuhan insists that
every man should know as much about the media as possible.

By knowing how technology shapes our environment, we can
transcend its absolutely determining power [he says]. Actually,
rather than a “technological determinist,” it would be more ac-
curate to say, as regards the future, that I am an “organic autono-
mist.” My entire concern is to overcome the determinism that
results from the determination of people to ignore what is going
on. Far from regarding technological change as inevitable, I insist
that if we understand its components we can turn it off any time
we choose. Short of turning it off, there are lots of moderate con-
trols conceivable.

In brief, in stressing the importance of knowledge, McLuhan
is a humanist.

McLuhan advocates radical changes in education, be-
cause he believes that a contemporary man is not fully “lit-
erate” if reading is his sole pleasure: “You must be literate
in umpteen media to be really ‘literate’ nowadays.” Educa-
tion, he suggests, should abandon its commitment to print—
merely a focusing of the visual sense—to cultivate the “total
sensorium” of man—to teach us how to use all five cylinders,
rather than only one. “Postliterate does not mean illiterate,”
writes the Rev. John Culkin, S.]J., director of the Communica-
tions Center at Fordham [University] and a veteran propa-
gator of McLuhan's ideas about multimedia education. “It
rather describes the new social environment within which
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print will interact with a great variety of communications
media.”. . .
Conjuring Insights

McLuhan seems pretty much like any other small-city
professor until he begins to speak. His lectures and conversa-
tion are a singular mixture of original assertions, imagina-
tive comparisons, heady abstractions and fantastically com-
prehensive generalizations, and no sooner has he stunned his
listeners with one extraordinary thought than he hits them
with another. His phrases are more oracular than his man-
ner; he makes the most extraordinary statements in the driest
media.”. . .

In his graduate seminar, he asks: “What is the future of
old age?” The students look bewildered. “Why,” he replies
to his own question, “exploration and discovery.” Nearly
everything he says sounds important. Before long, he has
characterized the “Batman” TV show as “simply an exploi-
tation of nostalgia which I predicted years ago.” The twenty-
five or so students still look befuddled and dazed; hardly
anyone talks but McLuhan. “The criminal, like the artist,
is a social explorer,” he goes on. ‘“‘Bad news reveals the char-
acter of change; good news does not.”” No one asks him to be
more definite, because his talk intimidates his listeners.

He seems enormously opinionated; in fact, he conjures
insights. His method demands a memory as prodigious as
his curiosity. He often elevates an analogy into a grandiose
generalization, and he likes to make his points with puns:
“When a thing is current, it creates currency.” His critics
ridicule him as a communications expert who cannot suc-
cessfully communicate; but too many of his listeners, say his
admirers, suffer from closed minds.

The major incongruity is that a man so intellectually
adventurous should lead such a conservative life; the ego-
centric and passionately prophetic qualities of his books con-
trast with the personal modesty and pervasive confidence of
a secure Catholic. What explains the paradox is that “Mar-
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shall McLuhan,” the thinker, is different from “H. M. Mc-
Luhan,” the man. The one writes books and delivers lectures;
the other teaches school, heads a family and lists himself in
the phone book. It was probably H. M. who made that often-
quoted remark about Marshall’s theories: “I don’t pretend
to understand them. After all, my stuff is very difficult.”

And the private H. M. will say this about the technologies
his public self has so brilliantly explored:

I wish none of these had ever happened. They impress me as
nothing but a disaster. They are for dissatisfied people. Why is
man so unhappy he wants to change his world? I would never
attempt to improve an_environment—my personal preference, 1
suppose, would be a preliterate milieu, but I want to study change
to gain power over it.

His books, he adds, are just “probes”—that is, he does not
“believe” in his work as he believes in Catholicism. The lat-
ter is faith; the books are just thoughts. “You know the faith
differently from the way you ‘understand’ my books.”

When asked why he creates books rather than films, a
medium that might be more appropriate to his ideas, Mc-
Luhan replies: “Print is the medium I trained myself to
handle.” So, all the recent acclaim has transformed McLuhan
into a bookmaking machine. . . . Perhaps reflecting his own
idea that future art will be, like medieval art, corporate in
authorship, McLuhan is producing several more books in
dialogue with others. With Wilfred Watson, a former stu-
dent who is now an English professor at the University of
Alberta, he is completing a history of stylistic change, “From
Cliché to Archetype.” With Harley W. Parker, head of de-
sign at the Royal Ontario Museum, he has just finished
Through the Vanishing Point: Space in Poetry and Painting
[1968, Harper], a critical and comparative survey of thirty-
five pairs of poems and pictures from primitive times to the
present.

In tandem with William Jovanovich, the president of
Harcourt, Brace and World, McLuhan is writing “The Fu-
ture of the Book,” a study of the impact of xerography, and



48 The Reference Sheif

along with the management consultant Ralph Baldwin he
is investigating the future of business in “Report to Manage-
ment.” As if that were not enough, he joined with the book
designer Quentin Fiore to compile The Medium Is the Mas-
sage [1967, Random House], an illustrated introduction to
McLuhanism . . .; the two are doing another book on the
effect of automation. Finally, McLuhan has contributed an
appendix to McLuhan Hot and Cool [1967, Dial Press], a
collection of critical essays about him. . ..

McLuhan has always been essentially a professor living
in an academic community, a father in close touch with his
large family and a teacher who also writes and lectures. When
some VIP’s invited him to New York a year ago, he kept
them waiting while he graded papers. Although he does not
run away from all the reporters and visitors, he does little
to attract publicity. His passion is the dialogue; if the visitor
can participate in the conversation, he may be lucky enough,
as this writer was, to help McLuhan write (that is, dictate)
a chapter of a book.

Most people [McLuhan once remarked] are alive in an earlier
time, but you must be alive in our own time. The artist is the man
in any field, scientific or humanistic, who grasps the implications

of his actions and of new knowledge in his own time. He is the
man of integral awareness.

Although his intention was otherwise, McLuhan was de-
scribing himself—the specialist in general knowledge. Who
would dare surmise what thoughts, what perceptions, what
grand schemes he will offer next?

THE McLUHAN CULT®

The McLuhan Follies, now playing to full houses in all
the “media” and about to open in several new versions, had
its first preview when a McGraw-Hill editor working on

5 From “The McLuhan Follies,” by Robert Meister, editor of the Journal
of Existentialism. New Leader. 49:20-1. O. 10, '66. Reprinted from The New

Leader of October 10, 1966. Copyright © 1966 The American Labor Conference
on International Affairs, Inc.
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Understanding Media “noted in dismay,” as recorded by
McLuhan, “that ‘75 per cent of your material is new. A suc-
cessful book cannot venture to be more than 10 per cent
new.’” Still and all, the editor went on, “Such a risk seems
quite worth taking at the present time when the stakes are
very high, and the need to understand the effects of the ex-
tensions of man becomes more urgent by the hour.”

We are in McLuhan’s debt for preserving his editor’s re-
mark. Beyond its obvious use in pinpointing the sort of men-
tality that dominates today’s publishing industry, it serves
the no doubt unintended function of helping to explain the
McLuhan cult with its subordination of logic and substance
to apocalyptic novelty and specious complexity.

That such a cult is flourishing indeed is overpoweringly
obvious. . . . [Formerly] it was restricted to the Madison
Avenue scene, where McLuhan served as an astronomically
priced consultant; but since the Wunderkind and the Magic
Elixir are staples thereabouts, no one paid much attention.
Then, largely through the efforts of the Plutarch of the Un-
derground, Tom Wolfe, the input to the public’s central
nervous system (McLuhan’s most favored image) was ac-
tivated, and before one could say “interiorization of the
technology of the phonetic alphabet,” McLuhan became an
important public figure, the center of a sizable cult, and
subject to only uncertain and perplexed criticism. In re-
cent . . . [years] he could be found addressing scholarly meet-
ings, honoring the august pages of the American Scholar
with the premiére of his full name, Herbert Marshall Mc-
Luhan, parrying the exasperated but polite inquiries of TV
interviewers, and causing a foreign participant in the PEN
[Poets, Playwrights, Editors, Essayists and Novelists (Inter-
national Association)] congress to proclaim after listening
to his address that he hasi't been “shook up” so much since
reading Spengler thirty years ago. . ..

His books can be spotted in the hands of subway and
bus riders and in bookstore windows so regularly (McLuhan
would call this process “the frequency method of visual iden-
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tification™) that their sales must be counted by the ton. . ..
All in all, McLuhan is easily the best thing to fall into the
lap of the culture brokers since Andy Warhol.

Every cult has a common denominator, and in this case
one finds it clearly defined in the ingenuously prophetic re-
mark of McLuhan’s editor: “Seventy-five per cent of your
material is new.” . .. An army of McLuhan interpreters have
taken the “newness” for granted, and then applied it for their
own purposes. Phrases such as “what McLuhan calls . . .,”
“as McLuhan puts it,” have become a widespread ploy
whereby the writer clobbers the reader into a suspension of
disbelief with a wave of hallowed texts, having previously
hypnotized himself through laziness or innocence with the
flicker of a mysteriously seductive new knowledge. Thus,
even writers who were unable to find McLuhan persuasive
felt impelled not to close the door on him entirely and re-
served the possitility that “newness” may lie buried under
complexities. Complexity has always served well as profun-
dity’s stand-in, and in McLuhan’s case it has finally gained
top billing.

A disinterested investigation into this curious fuss
emerges with a conclusion so unequivocal that even the pos-
sibility of reasonable alternatives seems entirely remote.
Briefly stated, an obscure professor of English from the Ca-
nadian provinces has succeeded in perpetrating a hoax so
gigantic that it shows every sign of becoming an interna-
tional intellectual scandal. By inventing what might be
called a method of incisive inarticulateness, he has managed
to rope in a disturbing number of writers, critics and insti-
tutions—in short, a sizable segment of the culture brokerage
game—and has persuaded them to believe that he has opened
a new perspective on what he calls “the extensions of man.”
Would you believe it, folks? He has them eating out of his
hand, and they flock to his Center for Culture and Tech-
nology, a name so artfully or naively dichotomous that it is
a dead giveaway.
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In saying that a hoax is “perpetrated,” the intention or
at least the consciousness of the perpetrator is implied, but
on this count, if on no other, one is in doubt. Two feasible
alternatives are open: (1) McLuhan is a humorist and has
plotted one of the best practical jokes of all time; (2) Mc-
Luhan means what he says. All that can be said of his mo-
tives up to this writing is that verification of the first alterna-
tive would be far more beneficial for all of us; read as a
humorist, McLuhan is perhaps without peer, whereas taken
seriously he is catastrophic.

Blanket condemnations owe the reader documentary
support provided in the most systematic manner possible.
The way things are with McLuhan—namely, without a sem-
blance of system or context, completely at random—docu-
mentation can only be random, though always delightful.
Following then are a few selections from the chapter glosses
in The Gutenberg Galaxy:

King Lear is a working model of the process of denudation by

which men translated themselves from a world of roles to a world
of jobs.

When technology extends one of our senses, a new translation of
culture occurs as swiftly as the new technology is interiorized.

The increase of visual stress among the Greeks alienated them
from the primitive art that the electronic age now reinvents after
interiorizing the ‘unified field' of electric all-at-onceness.

Only a fraction of the history of literacy has been typographic.

For the oral man the literal text contains all possible levels of
meaning.

Philosophy was as naive as science in its unconscious acceptance
of the assumptions or dynamic of typography.

Heidegger surf-boards along on the electronic wave as triumphant-
ly as Descartes rode the mechanical wave.

It is difficult to quote complete statements from the text
of The Gutenberg Galaxy, for it contains scarcely a single
paragraph in nearly three hundred pages that does not con-
volute with quotations from other, often dubious, works:
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Wrapped in quotations, one might quote, as a beggar would
enfold himself in the purple of emperors. In essence, Galaxy
uses the erudition ploy to conceal what one could guardedly
call its thesis, namely, that Gutenberg’s invention of type
was the single most influential event in the history of West-
ern man. No comment is needed on McLuhan's wafer-thin
thesis; as for the erudition—the “packaging,” he would call
it—it is pungently indiscriminate and it swings.

In Understanding Media the number of direct quota-
tions is reduced in favor of complex-ergo-profound phrase
constructions nimbly substituting for reasoned argument.
Epigrammatic postulates take the place of exposition, and
more often than not, heavy-handed and sweaty they are. The
following paragraph is typical:

Just prior to 1914, the Germans had become obsessed with the
menace of “encirclement.” Their neighbors had all developed elab-
orate railway systems that facilitated mobilization of manpower
resources. Encirclement is a highly visual image that had great
novelty for this newly industrialized nation. In the 1930's, by con-
trast, the German obsession was with lebensraum. This is not a

visual concern, at all. It is a claustrophobia, engendered by the
radio implosion and compression of space.. ..

The construction of random “contrasts” is a character-
istic device, and so is the personal use of historical events
which are, as in the above citation, charmingly surrealist