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The Worlo
of Masscomm

We all live in many worlds today, but none more colorful, exciting, and
controversial than the world of masscomm. Masscomm is a world of magic
carpets and fairylands, of faraway places and magical mystical tours. It is the
world of happiness and horror stories, both real-life and make-believe
ones. It is the world of bulletins and flashes and instant information. It is the
world of hits and super hits and golden hits and up-and-coming hits. In the
world of masscomm long-haired girls run in slow motion across sand dunes
or green park grass. Young men demonstrate their virility with automobiles
or cigarettes or hair groomers. Masscomm is casual death in a foreign land
while we eat dinner. It is a man walking on the moon while we try to slip the
bounds of Sunday afternoon boredom. It is a four-hundred-year-old drama
coming to life in the living room. Masscomm is a mirror that sometimes
shows us what we have been, what we think we are, or what we might be.
Very little of the world of masscomm was a part of our forefathers’ lives;
most of it wasn’t a part of our grandparents’ lives; some of it wasn’t even a
part of our parents’ lives. And that makes us different.

We are in its world most of the waking hours of each day. A clock-radio
tells us it is time to wake up, and while we struggle to get body and soul
together, we are pushed along by the seemingly endless patter of a disc
jockey who has been up for hours, or by the pop wisdom of Frank McGee
and Barbara Walters. The morning paper is an invited guest at many
breakfast tables, or perhaps that extra chair is for the announcer in the small
box on the kitchen counter who is filling us in on what happened while we
slept. The rest of the world is practically at our fingertips as we slosh some
milk on our Crummie Buttons or try to eat around the burnt spots on our
toast. If something important or sensational has happened on nearly any
part of the globe, we can find out about it while we eat breakfast.

The rest of the day is more masscomm—radio or taped music on the way
to work, books and magazines during the day at school or the office, and in
the evening (if there is nothing much on television) a movie might sound
good, or maybe just the stereo, the new Carole King album, and the latest
novel from Robert A. Heinlein or John Updike or Joyce Carol Oates. Added
up, the number of hours we spend each day with some form of masscomm
would be staggering.



2 Chapter One

Mass communications recently transported us through centuries of
the cultural development of western man. Kenneth Clark acted as
host for the thirteen-week BBC “Civilisation’’ series that was
broadcast in America over the public network.

Whether we want it or not, masscomm is a part of all our lives in the 1970s.
And no wonder. Sixty-five million copies of daily newspapers are sold in this
country every day, plus millions more weekly newspapers and magazines.
More than sixty million homes have at least one television set, often two or
three. More people have TV in their house than have indoor plumbing or
telephones. There are more radios in America than people—almost fifty
percent more, or more than 300,000,000. When you're trying to concentrate
on something else, it sometimes seems they’re all turned on at once. And
then there are records and tapes, films, books, and a dozen other media
that are put before us each day through mass distribution or circulation.
Masscomm is everywhere.

While the great glut of masscomm provides endless (if sometimes
unchanging) diversions for us each day, it also creates problems as well.
While too little information can create a kind of intellectual starvation
among those seeking knowledge, too much can overwhelm receivers, jam
up the flow of data, and create frustrations and anxiety. To the average
media consumer it might mean a stack of unread magazines piling up on the
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4 Chapter One

end table and an inability to cope with all the news that is published about
an important event. But scholars and researchers and others who use mass
media for professional purposes also feel the strain. In some areas of
medicine, for example, it is impossible for doctors to keep up with all the
published information about diseases and their treatments. The same is true
in science and social science as well.

The information explosion has also left us with another problem. It is
frequently difficult to assemble all the published research data on an
important question. For example, man may have already discovered a cure
for cancer or heart disease. We might already have the solution to slipping
the bounds of time and space that weigh so heavily in any scheme for
interplanetary or intergalactic travel. We might now know how to feed
inexpensively the millions who go to bed hungry each night. But the answer
to these and scores of other problems lie in hundreds of small parts,
scattered about the world in bits of information that have yet to be
assembled into a whole.

Masscomm appears to present a paradoxical situation. There is so much
of it of so many different kinds that it is often difficult to escape. At the same
time, even if we try, it is often hard to keep up with. Mass media in the 1970s
are also very expressive. That s, they provide viewers, readers, and listeners
with an incredibly wide range of ideas and material. From the travels of Dick
Nixon in China to the perils of Dick Tracy in the comic strip, from political
propaganda on the right to radical rhetoric on the left, from Robert
Sherwood to Bobby Sherman—it’s all there, someplace. It's true you can’t
find every book you want in the rack at the drugstore or every record you
want from the stand in the supermarket. But generally if you look long
enough and hard enough you will be able to locate the kind of media
material you want.

And masscomm in the last half of the twentieth century is not something
that is available only to the rich or the elite. One of its most striking
characteristics is its ability to reach nearly everyone. In America, for
example, few persons are not exposed to some form of masscomm. Even
the urban poor, according to some researchers, may often have not one but
two working television sets in the home. Extreme rural America—
Appalachia, for example—is probably the one kind of area where it might be
difficult to gain access to some kind of mass media.

Now this does not mean that all classes of men can use the masscomm
system to communicate. What it means is there is almost unlimited
reception of the system. Access to a wide range of information is a
prerequisite for many things, including self-governance. When Thomas
Jefferson wrote that education of the people was necessary before demo-
cracy could work, he included in his definition of education the kind of
information about government and business and economics and politics
that the mass media are supposed to provide. Information can indeed be
power. In Jefferson’s day self-governance was limited to those people who
had the ability to get and use information in the mass media—those who
could read, a small percentage of the people. Literacy and democratization
went hand-in-hand in this country in the nineteenth century.
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Most Americans got their first close-up view of Soviet Premier
Nikita Khrushchev when he was interviewed on the CBS television
program “’Face the Nation.” This is a good example of the poten-
tial of the visual medium and the wide range of subjects with
which it can deal.

@) [—

BS News

In the autocratic and authoritarian systems of the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, information flowed between only a few. When printing was
developed in the 1450s it was regulated to the extent that circulation was
limited. But as the broadsides and early newspapers expanded circulation,
as the news was spread in coffeehouses and taverns by ‘‘readers,” the first
feeble cries of freedom were heard in the land. The mass media have
frequently provided man with the requisite tools to free himself from the
yoke of tyrannical governments. The men who control the media, however,
with their vast power over the flow of information, can represent a tyranny
in their own right, a tyranny that can also enslave.

FROM CONVERSATION TO CORPORATION

Despite their immense size and diverse natures, what the mass media try to
do is a fairly simple thing: transmit a message from one person to another.
This is basically what you and | do when we talk to one another. The same
process takes place: the source of the communication sends his message
through a channel to a receiver. The source usually “encodes’ his message,
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that is, puts his thoughts into words, and speaks these words or writes them
out. The receiver then “decodes” the message—translates the words into
thoughts. This, of course, implies that both source and receiver know the
code.

The only differences between what we call interpersonal communica-
tions—face-to-face, between two persons or among a small group of
persons—and masscomm are these:

1. Through masscomm the message is sent through a channel that
reaches a great many people at one time. That is why it is called mass
communication.

2. Mass communications generally require the use of some kind of device
interposed between the source and the receiver, some kind of
medium to make massive communication possible. Hence, we talk
about mass media.

Some people refer to the two kinds of communication as interpersonal
communication and interposed communication. The interposed device is
usually some kind of hardware or technological tool. It amplifies the
message or allows it to be reproduced a great many times very cheaply.
Television production equipment, printing presses, phonographs, radios,
cameras—all of these devices are fundamental in mass communica-
tions.

Because of the imposition of the device between the source of the
message and its receiver, mass communications have some advantages over
interpersonal communications. (But they also have some disadvantages.)
One clear advantage is the speed with which they can transmit a message to
a large audience. Television is instantaneous communication. Half a billion
people saw Neil Armstrong take man’s first step on the moon. And they saw
it almost the same instant he did it (there was a few seconds’ time delay in
transmission from the moon).

Generally messages that flow through the mass media tend to be more
accurate than those transmitted by interpersonal communications. Why?
Mass communicators tend to be professionals, trained to observe and relay
messages accurately. Certainly they botch the job on occasion. But more
often than not, their messages are accurate.

However, mass communications are nearly always one-way. That is, the
receiver of the message doesn’t have the opportunity to talk back. Com-
munications researchers call this back-talk, feedback. And because there is
very little feedback—especially instantaneous feedback-—quite often the
message is not properly understood. You can’t ask Walter Cronkite ques-
tions when you don’t understand his report on the rising price of food; he
just moves right along to the next topic. And you can talk all day to your
newspaper and never get a response. Sure, you can write a letter—but it
takes time and even then you might not get the answer to your question.
Consequently what researchers cali message understandability tends to be
lowe: when mass media are used.

The interposition of a device between the speaker and the receiver has
transformed the simple process of two people talking into a gigantic
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From an interview with a world
leader to the excitement of a
rock concert—all are within the
easy grasp of the mass media.
This is Grand Funk, a group
whose album sales set records
in the seventies, but whose
recognition is low among

mass audiences.

industry. American mass media have become institutions in their own right
as big and as powerful as some of our other institutions such as education,
business, and government. And during the transition from conversation to
industry, the whole process and purpose of communication has gotten
somewhat mangled. ldeally, the media exist to transmit information and
entertainment to people. But practically, they expend much of their
energies just to sustain themselves. Like a giant animal that must eat al! the
time to survive, the mass media can fairly be accused of sometimes losing
sight of their original purpose.

Take television, for example, the newest member of masscomm. Com-
mercial TV can survive only if it receives support from sponsers, so a
percentage of broadcast time is set aside for advertisements. But sponsors
aren't interested in television as an advertising medium unless people are
watching it. So TV designs programs that seek to get the largest number of
viewers, to keep the advertisers happy, and to keep their money coming in.
We end up with a situation in which television not only broadcasts
commercials to sustain itself, but designs much of its programming for this
purpose as well.

This points up an important lesson to the student studying masscomm:
mass media are basically businesses and industries. Because they are, for
the most part, businesses, the same often perverse rules that dictate
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successful business practices (usually defined as showing a profit on the
bottom line) in the automobile industry, in the frozen food business, lo,
even in the corner grocery store, also dictate much of the operation of the
mass media in America.

Our communications system has evolved from one that existed to
transmit messages, information, and ideas to one that expends much of its
energy to sustain itself. This is a congenital problem shared by most large
institutions from college registrars’ offices to canned soup manufacturers’
factories. But it is an especially acute problem in the mass media where the
fundamental reason for existence—facilitation of the flow of information
and entertainment among people—has become blurred in an institutional-
economic haze.

In Voices from the Sky, Arthur C. Clarke relates a fascinating legend that
offers an analogy to this problem. Many centuries ago in Persia a prince lost
his beloved queen while she was still in the flower of her youth. With her
death he vowed to devote the rest of his life to building a monument that
would be worthy of her beauty and grace. As years passed, the best
craftsmen in the land began to raise a giant palace of marble and alabaster
around the queen’s sarcophagus. Year by year it grew until its spires and
minarets became the wonders of the world. But as the decades passed, the
perfection the Persian prince sought eluded him. There remained a funda-
mental flaw in the monument. One day as the now-aging prince stood in the
gallery above the great hall of the mausoleum he realized what it was that
spoiled the perfect harmony and design of his monument. He called the

Compix of United Press International

Man sets foot on the moon and
500 million people are there—
via TV. The dark streak running
horizontally across this picture
of Neil Armstrong descending
the ladder on the LEM was
caused by an interruption of
television ground data at the
tracking station in California
where the pictures were being
received from the moon.
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architect and pointed at the now-dwarfed sarcophagus that held the queen
he had so long ago lost. ““Take that thing away,” he said.
We sometimes forget why our institutions were first created.

MASS MEDIA AND MAN

While it is often easy to forget after sitting through three hours of
prime-time television punctuated by scores of often vacuous commercials,
media have helped us to overcome two of our greatest adversaries—time
and space. A written communication system made it possible for civilization
to develop on this planet; it provided the means for one generation to learn
from the mistakes of another. It made possible the transmission of knowl-
edge from one century to the next. Certainly pre-literate man passed down
stories and tales that were instructive to each new age. But a communica-
tions system tied solely to verbal skills or an oral tradition is a limited one.
So written communications and later mass communications have given us
the ability to overcome time and have provided the permanence of record
needed to make meaningful development possible.

Films, videotapes, recordings, photographs—all these are part of man’s
record of the past. In fact, most of what we know of the past has come to us
through the mass media. Composer-writer Mason Williams said (in The
Mason Williams F.C.C. Rapport) that World War Il is actually a film to him.
“I've never seen it from any other perspective,” he wrote. Many of our
conceptions (and misconceptions) about our past are drawn from mass-
comm.

The permanence of record of written communications has allowed us in
some small way to overcome many of the barriers of time. At the same time,
the swiftness of electronic communications has overcome some of the
handicaps of space. Today, for the purpose of communication, the distance
between Los Angeles and New York is really no greater than the space
between two adjoining houses. Messages that not long ago took months to
traverse the Atlantic Ocean now take seconds by communications satellite.
In the time it used to take your grandmother to tell her neighbor the town
gossip over the back fence, we can now spread nationwide the details of a
Hollywood star’s latest divorce.

The first development in media that increased the speed of the communi-
cation process was the printing press, which initially allowed hundreds of
copies of a message to be disseminated rapidly. Then came electronic
communications-—radio, and later television. The newspaper, which had
first been the first with the news, suddenly found itself in second place.
Today, new forms of communication promise to make possible the trans-
mission of thousands of messages on a single laser beam at the speed of
light. Man has come to take for granted this marvel of speed. We are angry
when the score of the ball game played last night in a city many hundreds of
miles away isn’t in our morning newspaper, or if films of disaster-wrought
villages in the Middle East aren’t included in the evening news broadcast.
Yet many people argue that the swiftness of our communications system is
not always the blessing it appears to be. They suggest that it is difficult to
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react and make decisions on the basis of the tremendous amount of
information that is daily spewed forth in such rapid fashion.

Pretend it is 1792 and the United States frigate Repulse is fired on (or
supposedly fired on) while patrolling the Tonkin Gulf. Instead of shooting
off a cable to the president that same night or hour, the commander of the
Repulse has to draft a report, which may take several days. He then has to
sail back to America himself or dispatch the message in another ship. In
either case it is several months before the report arrives in Philade!phia (the
nation’s capital in these days). President George Washington then has to call
his advisors together—which can take a week or so even if they are at their
homes. Decisions made in the heat and confusion of the moment are not
necessarily the best ones. Time has a way of adding perspective to difficult
problems. . . .

MEDIA IN AMERICA

While the mass media of this world—and of other worlds as well, one
supposes—share the characteristics previously discussed, there are two or
three special characteristics of the mass media system in the United States
that should be noted. Media systems tend to reflect many of the characteris-
tics of the society in which they develop. As we will see later in the book, the
Soviet media system reflects most of the basic tenets of communist theory.
In our own nation the system reflects the preference for laissez-faire
economics and shares an unusual relationship with our government as well.
Also, American notions about the capitalistic system have dictated the role
played by technology in many instances in the growth of our media system.
These characteristics don’t make the mass media in the United States better
or worse than those in other countries, just a little different.

Perhaps the most striking characteristic of American mass media is their
dominant commercial nature. Advertisers support most of the major ele-
ments of the system. Books, films, and to a small degree, phonograph
records, are the only aspects of the system that do not rely heavily on
advertiser support for survival. Advertising support was first introduced into
the print media on a large scale in the latter half of the last century. Until that
time most of America’s leading newspapers were funded primarily by
political parties, other special interest groups, and subscribers. The passing
of this phase of journalism history and the movement toward reliance on
commercial support instead—Ilabeled in most texts as the new in-
dependence of the American press—has been regarded by most historians
and journalists as a positive change. A similar metamorphosis took place in
electronic broadcasting in the late 1920s when advertisers first discovered
radio and then took control of the medium. But today there is a new
skepticism that the media might have invited the fox in to guard the
chickens when it invited commercial interests to protect their in-
dependence.

Let’s use a publisher for our example of all media men for the moment.
He can seek support for his publication from only about four different
sources. First, he can rely solely on subscribers or the buyers of his
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magazine or newspaper. But this has been notably unsuccessful in this
country. Several newspapers have attempted to publish without ads. They
have all died. The most successful (really the only successful) adless
publication that is supported solely by subscribers is Mad magazine. Other
adless magazines are published, but they are partially supported by parent
organizations such as the Consumers Union, which publishes Consumer
Reports. Publishing costs are too high today. The subscription price of a
newspaper barely pays the cost of getting the publication from the printing
plant to the reader’s home. While a publication funded solely by its readers
would be independent (having an allegiance only to its subscribers), most
Americans seem unwilling to pay the cost of such a luxury.

A second means of funding is through vested interest or special-interest
groups. Most organizations have newsletters or journals or magazines.
Some, like the Black Panthers and the Black Muslims, also support news-
papers. Such papers carry the messages that each organization wishes to
spread. For example, one would not see an editorial supporting socialized
medicine in the Journal of the American Medical Association. Nor would
one expect to find laudatory articles on Governor George Wallace in the
Black Panther. A great deal of American mass media, especially smaller
operations, are funded this way. Even some radio stations receive much of
their financial support from church groups that own them.

Government support is a third scheme for financing a publication. In the
Soviet Union, for example, Pravdais published by the communist party and
Isvestia is the government newspaper. In other systems the government
connection with the press is less blatant. Newspapers receive large sub-
sidies to take a posture favorable to the nation’s rulers. Of course, in nearly
all countries except the United States the electronic media—radio and
television—are funded through government subsidy and are controlled by
the government as well.

Americans see few examples of government-supported media, yet many
magazines, films, and television and radio shows are directly published or
produced by our government. They are circulated throughout the world
under the auspices of the United States Information Agency. Most of these
productions, be they print or broadcast, are slick, well-prepared, and highly
pro-American. Many such magazines are sold on foreign newsstands and
others are given away. Films and television programming are usually
supplied free. Short USIA films play in the leading movie houses in
important capitals of the world. And free programs from the United States
provide a significant portion of the total viewing day for many smaller
foreign television stations.

The last means of funding a publication is the one that the majority of the
mass media use in the United States—support from advertising. The
advertiser purchases space or time from the medium to promote his goods
or services. |deally, his own advertisement would be his only influence on
the content of the medium. Practically, we know this is not true. Most
newspaper editors deny that any advertiser can influence how they present
a news story. And this is basically true, although most journalists can recall
at least one or two examples of an advertiser’s success in getting a
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newspaper to leave out or tone down a story. For example, many supermar-
kets were fairly successful in stopping the publication of news about various
grape and lettuce boycotts. And television exeautives will correctly assert
that the industry has wrested the control.of the content of the medium away
from advertisers by refusing to let them. sponsor particular programs or
produce programs for the network. It:wasn’t long:ago that the company
representative or the man from the advertising agency supervised every step
of production on shows that his firm sponsoredi This ended in the late
1960s.

Now an advertiser can buy time on a program but he rarely sponsors the
entire program; his commercial support implies no direct control over
program content. He may merely buy time on Tuesday between 8 and 10
P.M. and his spot may end up almost anywhere. Newspapers and magazines
place advertisements in about the same way. The advertiser buys a full page
in a certain issue and usually has little to say about the page he will get
unless he is willing to pay the premium price for premium (back page, front
page) locations.

But one would have to be extremely naive to think that advertisers have
no control over the various media that carry their messages. In television the
advertiser is interested in reaching as many viewers as possible and in not
alienating any of those he does reach. The television industry therefore
gears its programming to meet these requirements. Indirectly, then, the
advertiser has some control over the kind of material presented on the tube.
The control is less obvious in the print media, but no newspaper that
continually published material to alienate its supporting business sector
could survive. Hence a subtle but effective control over content is ex-
ercised.

““He who pays the piper calls the tune” is a very old saying, but one that
contains more than a grain of salt when applied to American mass media.
And when we explore the contemporary mass media in detail in later
chapters, it should become obvious that we, as listeners and viewers, have
really very little to say about what kind of music the piper will play. American
newspapers get more than seventy percent of their revenue from adver-
tisers, and television gets nearly all its money from them. Readers, viewers,
and listeners put very little into the media coffers and hence have little
control.

GOVERNMENT AND THE PRESS

The unusual relationship between government and the mass media in the
United States makes the American media system different from those in
other parts of the world. By most accounts, the media in this country have
more freedom from government control than those in any other. However,
they must meet all legal responsibilities that are required of other busi-
nesses. They must pay taxes and minimum wages. Their offices and
buildings must meet building standards, and in most cities business activity
licenses are required. In addition, the media live under restrictions peculiar
to their kinds of products. Libel and privacy laws inhibit what may be printed
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or televised; obscenity statutes limit what may be mailed or sold; the
Federal Trade Commission regulates what advertisers may claim or promise.

The broadcaster lives under an even more severe restriction. He is using a
valuable public resource—the airwaves—to conduct his daily business. In
most nations the government owns and operates the broadcasting systems;
in the United States, however, they are privately operated. Each broadcaster
is given a three-year license by the government to use the public airwaves. If
he doesn’t provide the kind of service the government expects and
demands, he can lose his license. This can be a potent restriction, although
it hasn’t been used as such very often.

But while the media are regulated by the government, they act as a kind of
regulator of government as well. For example, it is traditional in America
that the press be a watchdog of government at all levels. Although it cannot
impose sanctions such as fines or jail sentences against a government that
steps out of line, its power to publicize errors, inaction, or illegal or
unethical conduct gives the watchdog a sharp bite sometimes. The publicity
of the recent Watergate investigation is a good example.

Shielded by a First Amendment guarantee of freedom of expression and
by the independent federal courts, the press has vigorously undertaken its
watchdog role. There have been lapses in its diligence for reasons we will
explore in other parts of this book, and there is some question whether
government censorship of the press is as serious as the economic control
advertisers institute against some media. But nevertheless, if the press in
America were to point to the proudest chapter in its history, it would have to
be to its continual battles to keep readers informed of what is going on in
government.

It is natural, then, that a state of conflict exists almost perpetually between
the press and the government. Sometimes this hostility heats up more than
usual, such as the press tribulations with the Nixon administration. In these
times it is prudent for the public to be sensitive to threats of freedom of
expression, for although the press may be the institution under fire, liberty
of speech and press is a right we all share—and can all lose. Each time the
newspapers lose a First Amendment battle with the government, we all lose
a small part of one of our basic freedoms.

MASSCOMM AND TECHNOLOGY

Technology, the magic key that has unlocked so many doors in the
twentieth century, is what has made the ‘“‘mass” part of mass media
possible. It has provided the means of sending an original message to
hundreds, thousands, and even millions of persons. But technology has also
played another important role in the development of the mass media.

Without the technology that generated mass production techniques and
in turn shortened the work day and work week, the leisure time needed to
consume films, radio, television, and books would not have been available.
And it is this same technology that has provided the implements of mass
media—television sets, books, radio, and so forth—at a price within the
means of the average American.
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Technology is integral to all media systems, but its relationship with the
American media system is unusual. This difference stems from masscomm’s
reliance on private ownership rather than on government support. Histori-
cally in this country technology has been used to the advantage of the
owners and operators of the media, rather than to that of the consumers.
For example, the technology existed to put television into the home by the
mid-1930s. The British were watching television on a regular basis in the
1930s. Yet it wasn't until after World War Il that TV sets appeared in large
numbers of American homes. Why? One reason was that the men who
controlled television also controlled radio, and in the late twenties and early
thirties radio was going great. Why take a chance on an untested medium—
television—when radio was a sure thing? The same was true for talking
movies. Studio investment in equipment for silent films was such that most
major film companies were not interested in going off in a new direction. It
wasn’t until Warner Brothers, a small moviemaker with little to lose, made
The Jazz Singer that other companies were forced to adopt the new
techniques.

Technology has played another role as well: it has helped create the huge
mass media that we have today. Great difficulties face the small en-
trepreneur as he attempts to compete with (or cope with) today’s vast media
giants. In 1820 all that was needed to operate a newspaper was a printing
press and some paper. But as new technology developed in the latter part of
the nineteenth century—bigger and faster presses, linotypes, stereotyping
processes, and so forth, all which cost tremendous amounts—the small
printer was unable to make the investment needed to compete in business.

The same was true in film. When Mack Sennett went to Hollywood in the
mid-nineteen-teens, it was possible to make a film for a few hundred
dollars. But by the mid-twenties, new technologies had pushed the cost of
making a film over the $100,000 mark. And with the advent of sound and the
need to construct sound stages and invest in new sound equipment and
sound cameras, the film studios found they had to go outside to banks and
insurance companies to find financing to make movies.

Technology can provide the magic carpet for man to visit new worlds
through the media. Mediated experience can enhance all persons and
stimulate new understanding. Computers, lasers, holography, and electro-
static printing can give man new freedoms never before dreamed of. At the
same time, technology can be a tyranny if used improperly, or if through
economics it closes more and more doors to those who have messages to
send but who are unable to pay the toll.

MOVING ALONG

In this chapter we have tried to outline some of the basic characteristics of
masscomm before moving along to a discussion of what the mass media do
and more detailed information about specific media. When we put these
characteristics together we can see that masscomm is big, powerful,
wealthy, and highly complex. We thrive on it every day—and it thrives on
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us. Like any institution, it will be no better or worse than the men who run
it. But on the other hand, an institution frequently determines the behavior
of those who control it. All this will become much clearer in the chapters to
come. And so, as they say on television, moving right along. . . .
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The Role of Masscomm
in Modem America

John Marshall’s classic ethnographic film The Hunters (1957) is the story of
four South African bushmen and their quest for food in an environment that
keeps their community perpetually at the edge of starvation. The tale told by
Marshall’s camera is useful in understanding the tasks undertaken by
communications in any society.

The four bushmen hunters, armed only with primitive bows and arrows
tipped with a slow-working poison, set out to kill an animal for the village.
After a series of disappointing misses one of the men finally wounds a
giraffe with an arrow. Now the hunt begins in earnest as the four start to
track the wounded beast, which is capable of running for days before the
poison finally brings it to the ground.

As the bushmen track the giraffe, they seek messages the dying animal has
left behind—a broken twig here, a trampled bush there. Soon the hunters
notice the beast’s tracks on the shady side of the trees. The poison is
working; the sun is beginning to hurt its eyes. At several points in the film
the headman, Kaow, picks up the dung of the giraffe, smells it, and
crumbles it in his hands. The primitive hunter is analyzing data, thinking in
terms of the animal’s metabolic rate: is the poison into the bloodstream? Is
it being excreted?

Finally the giraffe falls dead and the hunters take it back to the village
where a feast takes place that night. While the villagers gorge themselves on
the freshly killed meat, the bushmen relate every detail of the hunt for
storage in the collective mind of the community. Next time, when the next
hunt is held, or when these men have made their last quest for food, this
information might prove invaluable to the next group of hunters.

What does this story have to do with communications and masscomm?
The hunters in the story are a complex information processing and transmis-
sion unit. They sought information about a subject crucial to their lives.
When the information was discovered, it was processed, used, and finally
passed on to others who could use it in the future. The hunters constituted a
highly sophisticated interpersonal communications device.

While we still use such interpersonal communications systems today, we
tend to rely more upon the mass media to seek out, process, and then pass
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along much of the information that we need daily to survive. Such gathering
and processing is done by thousands of persons, each working on a small
part of the whole. The information is transmitted from source back to the
giant nerve center—a busy city room or television newsroom—almost as
quickly as the vital data contained in the giraffe’s excretion was transmitted
from the bushman’s hand to his brain. And then the processed information
is spread to millions in newspapers over morning coffee or on television
during the dinner hour at night, much as the tale of the hunt was recounted
as the hungry villagers filled their bellies with freshly killed meat.

But processing information is only one of the tasks a communications
system in any society undertakes. This chapter will outline some of the
things masscomm does in our society. In addition, it will attempt to evaluate
how well the media accomplish these tasks—and along the way suggest
some things masscomm doesn’t do but might do to serve better the society
in which it exists.

MASSCOMM: WHAT IT DOES

If we gathered fifteen or twenty persons in a room and asked them to tell us
what services masscomm performs in our society, chances are we would get
fifteen or twenty different answers. We probably all use the mass media in
somewhat different ways. But while we might have fifteen or twenty
different responses to our question, it would probably be fairly simple to
separate these answers into three or four basic categories.

Scholars who have studied this problem have tended to agree that within
any society the communications system undertakes a few basically similar
tasks. It is important to remember that societies have had the need for
communications for centuries before the mass media developed. And these
societies survived—in some cases flourished—without newspapers and
television.

Harold Lasswell, an eminent political scientist who has written thoughtful-
lv about communications for many years, suggested in Communication of
Ideas that communications systems perform three societal services. Al-
though Lasswell’s ideas were formulated many years ago, they remain
perhaps the most thoughtful scholarly evaluation of the problem. Lasswell
suggests that one task communications undertakes is the surveillance of the
environment for the community. This is the watchdog or sentry role. In
primitive societies this task is frequently carried out by one man or a small
group of men who scout the forest or the jungle, seeking clues to danger or
to changes in environmental conditions. In a complex society the mass
media are supposed to tell us what is happening and alert us to change in
our environment.

In addition to surveillance, Lasswell suggests that communications sys-
tems help correlate the parts of the society to respond to the environment.
This simply means interpreting the significance of the data the scout has
brought forth. The media attempt to do this in their news analysis or
through interpretative reporting or special reports on television.

Finally, according to Lasswell, the communications system is at least partly
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responsible for the transmission of our social heritage from one generation
to the next. In remote villages that still function under the oral tradition, it
encompasses passing along legends and skills from the old to the young. In
an‘industrial society, this education function is assumed primarily by books,
films, recordings, and periodicals.

While Harold Lasswell’s model is useful for examining communications
systems in general, for the purpose of examining only American mass media
it is simpler to break down the various tasks of masscomm in another more
descriptive way. In the U.S. today most students of the mass media would
probably agree that masscomm undertakes four basic services—an informa-
tion processing service, a public opinion service, an economic service, and
an entertainment service. Surely all mass media don’t undertake all these
tasks. But daily and weekly newspapers, general circulation magazines, and
radio and television stations probably become involved in each of them at
least some of the time. Media that fall outside the mainstream of masscomm
are more likely to concentrate on a single service, such as leading public
opinion or providing information on a specific topic. At the same time, a
particular television program or magazine advertisement might perform two
or three tasks at once—entertain as well as inform, for example, or shape
public opinion as well as service the economy. In real life the lines between
these various media tasks are not nearly so clear as they appear on the pages
of a book. Nevertheless, describing the operations of the mass media
according to various categories of services or tasks allows us to evaluate
media performance better and determine what kinds of jobs the media
believe are most important.

MOVING INFORMATION ALONG

One of the most important services masscomm performs in modern
America is information processing: transmitting news, knowledge, instruc-
tion, data, messages, and so forth, very rapidly from one person to another.
We expect each day to receive from our newspapers and broadcasting
stations a complete summary of important local, state, national, and
international events. In our democracy, information about government
plays a special role, for the citizen is periodically asked to make basic
decisions about political and economic matters. ““Give the people the
information and let them make up their minds’’ is an important corollary to
the press’ axiom of objectivity.

The processing of political information calls for another related task for
masscomm, that of the watchdog role noted briefly in the last chapter. From
Thomas Jefferson and James Madison to Jack Anderson and CBS, it has been
argued that it is the right and the responsibility of the press to scrutinize the
operation of government and alert the people if wrongdoing is uncovered.
The function of the press is the only professional activity that is specifically
singled out in the Constitution for protection from government interfer-
ence—a clear indication that the Founding Fathers saw the need for
unimpeded surveillance of the government. (The fact that these same
Founding Fathers kept their deliberations on the Constitution secret, out of
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the reach of the press, is frequently forgotten.)

It should also be remembered that ours is a government that runs on
publicity. People find out about laws and taxes and welfare programs
through masscomm. Without this publicity, the government would have to
devise some other kind of system for informing the people about its
programs and its policies.

Another aspect of information processing the mass media perform is
education—teaching people both in school and outside the classroom with
stories on how various institutions work, how to grow radishes or petunias,
or ways to save money in computing income tax.

HOW WELL IS THE INFORMATION MOVING ALONG?

While most thoughtful persons would agree that masscomm does, in fact,
do the things just described, there would be considerably less agreement
on how well these services are performed. How well does masscomm
inform us? How much education actually occurs? Critics of the media are
often quite severe in their censure of masscomm’s performance. For
example, they question whether the media do a very good job in presenting
a chronicle of the day’s events. The summary prepared by the media, they
argue, is largely a report of what has happened, not what is going to
happen. News about something that has happened is often interesting but
not useful. Information about what will happen is valuable to the citizen
who can then prepare to respond in some way to the impending change.

In the early 1970s the Canadian government published a revealing study of
the problems of the mass media in that nation (The Uncertain Mirror, Report
of the Special Senate Committee on the Mass Media). The special commit-
tee was especially critical of “after-the-fact”” journalism:

In a static, pre-industrial society, the news must concern itself with
isolated events which somehow fracture prevailing patterns. COLUM-
BUS DISCOVERS AMERICA. The trouble seems to be that today, in a
society where hardly anybody will die in the town where he was born,
where many of our children’s lifetimes will embrace not one but
several careers, where exploration into our minds and outward to the
stars is a constant process, in a society where everything is changing,
we're still defining news in the same old pre-Columbian way.

Another criticism that has been leveled at the reporting efforts of
masscomm is that many of the events reported would never have occurred if
not for the existence of the mass media. This is the so-called pseudo-event
syndrome, or the PES, first identified by historian Daniel Boorstin of the
University of Chicago. A pseudo-event is an event that would probably not
occur if the mass media were not there to create it or report it. “Demanding
more than the world can give us,” Boorstin writes in The Image, ''we require
that something be fabricated to make up for the world’s deficiency.” If the
reporter cannot find a story, then he must make one up by interviewing a
public figure, by finding a surprising human interest in a commonplace
event, or by seeking the news behind the news. Or if all else fails, Boorstin
suggests, the reporter must give us a think piece—"'an embroidering of
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well-known facts, or a speculation about startling things to come.” We have
all read about pseudo-events and perhaps even participated in them. They
are generally not spontaneous but are planned well in advance. Often they
are arranged for the convenience of the media. For example, in the heyday
of campus protests and demonstrations, march leaders soon learned how to
schedule “events” so they were early enough to make the afternoon
newspapers, yet late enough so the story would not be too stale for the
evening television news.

Pseudo-events tend to be more dramatic than real events; they can be
planned that way. They are easier to report; they are staged for the
reporters. (A pseudo-event can even be restaged. The kickoff for the second
half of the first Super Bowl! football game was repeated because the
television network was broadcasting a commercial when the ball was
kicked.) Pseudo-events are planned to be intelligible—more intelligible
than real events, which often are confusing. They are more sociable and
more convenient to watch because they are scheduled for convenience.

Because it costs money to stage pseudo-events, someone is usually
behind the scenes. He advertises his event to get his money’s worth. And
often masscomm plays the role of the willing dupe in these schemes. For
example, Union Oil invited environmental reporters to spend an expense-
paid week in Santa Barbara to see for themselves how the oil spill was
cleaned up. Or a company may provide a pre-written release for the press
cast in such a way as to make the firm look good. *“News" films are given to
television stations daily. Eastman Kodak will provide free color pictures of
the Rose Parade—but one sequence will prominently feature the Kodak
float. Alyeska Pipeline Company sends out film of an unperturbed caribou
prancing about a mockup of a segment of the trans-Alaska pipeline. See, the
film tells viewers, there will be no environmental damage if the line is
constructed. One might think that television stations that use this material at
all would use it sparingly. But at some stations, at least, this isn't true. |
could use more,” one California news director was quoted as saying, noting
it was difficult to fill his hour news show with his own film. Spotlight Films in
Los Angeles, a leader in producing these pseudo-event films, estimated that
Lockheed would have had to pay more than $500,000 in advertising costs for
the air time it received free through the use of a filmed press release. The
$183,000 it cost the firm to produce the film was significantly less than that.
The STP Corporation estimates it received $40,000 worth of air time on a film
clip that cost $2,575.

There are also less obvious pseudo-events in which even the hard-nosed
professional journalist is taken in as well. In the early 1950s, Senator Joseph
McCarthy became nationally prominent by staging pseudo-events. The
junior senator from Wisconsin would call a press conference in the morning
to announce that he would have a press conference in the afternoon to
make a startling announcement concerning the employment of Com-
munists in the State Department. The afternoon papers would banner "NEW
McCARTHY REVELATIONS EXPECTED.” In the afternoon McCarthy would
announce he was having difficulty in gaining information from a witness.
And the headlines would blare “RELUCTANT WITNESS STALLS McCARTHY
REVELATION.” And the cycle would continue.
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Summit conferences, such as Nixon’s visits to China and Russia, also often
qualify as pseudo-events, staged, planned, and programmed for the max-
imum media exposure. The president took more newsmen than diplomats
to China with him. And the government subsidized the construction of
intricate television relay stations in China to insure maximum broadcast
coverage.

Press critics say the media should ignore much of this folderol and
concentrate on spontaneous news or on more meaningful information. And
this tends to lead to one of the most provocative suggestions of the century
about the functions of the mass media.

THE MEDIA AS INFORMATION BROKERS

More information, less news—that’s what the mass media should be up to,
according to some writers. Stop giving people so:much news about what has
happened, or who has said what to whom, or who is doing what. Instead,
give them information they can use in their daily lives.

This suggestion is based on the premise that much of the editorial
nonadvertising copy in newspapers and magazines and most programming
on television serves little purpose beyond telling people what is going on.
Further, it is built on the notion that there is a broad range of information
that could help the average citizen conduct his day-to-day affairs. The
United States Department of Agriculture, for example, publishes reports
each week about food commodities, household products, and other in-
formation that editor Derick Daniels of the Detroit Free Press calls “’kitchen
news.” The Food and Drug Administration distributes data on medicines
and health products. In the federal government alone there are scores of
bureaus and commissions and departments and agencies that process and
release valuable reports and information. Little of this reaches the average
citizen unless he subscribes to newsletters or reports from one of these
agencies. People like Daniels argue that the mass media should spend more
time sifting through this kind of information and transmitting it to the
people. In other words, they should spend more time on publishing
information and less on news.

A clear example of what this means in practical terms is visible in the
following little story. Recently the Food and Drug Administration released
the results of exhaustive tests that suggested about 400 fairly commonly
used “patent medicines’’—nose drops, cold tablets, cough syrups, and so
forth—were either useless or harmful. Many of these items were commonly
carried in neighborhood drugstores. Both television and the press efficient-
ly reported that the study was released. But few publications (the New York
Times and Consumer Reports were exceptions) bothered to publish the list
of useless or harmful products. Yet it was the most useful information to
readers or viewers. The announcement was news; the list was information.
The first was transmitted; the second was not.

The suggested “more information—less news’ scheme would call for a
small revolution in news departments, some of which are still resting snugly
in the nineteenth century. A fundamental change in the old concept of news
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is required. New kinds of personnel are needed—persons skilled in
distilling great volumes of data into neat packages of usable information.
The information broker role could touch many segments of the newspaper,
magazine, or broadcast station. Court reporting could evolve from the
traditional sketching of legal conflicts into the transmission of functional
information about how the citizen can use the legal system to help him solve
his problems. The women’s section of the newspaper, in times past a
collection of society news and advice to the lovelorn, could become a
consumer news department (as some are now becoming) with information
about how to buy food and other consumer goods economically, recipes for
tasty and attractive inexpensive food, evaluations of home care products,
and so forth. The medical writer could spend less time telling us about
projected cures for cancer or heart disease and instead provide some basic
information on how we might better take care of ourselves. The time the
political writer now spends painting the petty behind-the-scenes feuds
could be spent instead pointing to channels in the political system in which
citizens can make a meaningful input. Or he could outline the agenda of
current local issues on which citizen participation would be meaningful
rather than reporting the debate and votes on issues previously decided. To
expand the list we need only use our imaginations.

Such a scheme would also require a reconstruction of the form a medium
takes. The newspaper, for example, could be restructured in a far more
functional fashion. “News” might be more fully digested and synthesized
and arranged in a logical fashion—for example, national news on certain
pages, state news on other pages, and so forth. Indexes could be used more
extensively to pinpoint the location of specific stories. “Information” could
be similarly indexed and arranged. In fact, the entire front page of the
newspaper could conceivably be devoted to telling readers what is con-
tained in the rest of it.

While such a restructuring scheme might be more useful to readers,
advertisers would most likely cringe at the notion. The reader wouldn’t be
forced to scan the ads, looking for items of interest. He could go immediate-
ly to the information he sought (and he might miss the truss ads on page
fourteen). It is at this point that the true color of the newspaper would
appear—who is it published for, the advertiser or the reader?

Supporters of the more information-less news scheme assert that it
would offer some distinct advantages to the newspaper or magazine as well
as to the reader. The publication or broadcast medium that gives the reader
or viewer usable information can produce a new kind of audience involve-
ment, as the medium becomes more a part of the reader’s life. This occurs
even today in cases where the medium does publish usable information.
Investors find the daily stock market reports indispensable. Many house-
wives plan their weekly excursions to the supermarket around the grocery
ads published on Wednesday and Thursday. The classified ads are an
invaluable information source to many buyers and sellers.

That readers and viewers like this kind of materia! is demonstrated by the
success of an experiment conducted in Minnesota. The Minneapolis Star
recently carried a series of articles that provided Twin Cities consumers with
information about television repair services, the quality of ground meat
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samples purchased at the city’s supermarkets and drive-in restaurants, and
the effectiveness of various prescription drugs. These stories had little
traditional news value, but were designed to give consumers basic data to
use in purchasing similar goods and services. Following the series, a
readership survey showed that as much as 91 percent of the readers
interviewed remembered stories in the series—a phenomenal percentage
when it is considered that 25 percent recall is considered good and Ann
Landers’ columns rarely get higher than 60 percent recall.

News has traditionally been defined as being the uncommon, the plane
that crashed, the man who bit the dog, the malfunction in the system. What
the advocates of more information-less news seem to be saying is that
people need information of a more commonplace nature, information that,
while perhaps less provocative than the latest scandal in the Capitol, is far
more fundamental to the survival of the species.

MASSCOMM AND GOVERNMENT

The assertion that the media provide Americans with the information
needed to understand what is going on in government is often questioned.
Since the Republic was founded the mass media have been called on to
produce the raw materials for the citizenry to use in making decisions about
government and the economy. "Knowledge will forever govern ignorance,”
Madison wrote late in the eighteenth century. “And a people who mean to
be their own governors must arm themselves with the power knowledge
gives. A popular government without popular information or the means of
acquiring it is but a prologue to a farce, or a tragedy, or perhaps both,” he
added.
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There is no question that Madison has a sound argument, but press
performance in this area has been challenged in two ways. The first question
is that of the kind of information we get about government. Long-time
Washington correspondent David Broder has argued that political reporters
tend to write for each other and their news sources. A quick scan of the daily
newspaper or one evening’s viewing of network television news tends to
support this notion. Much of the material published about government is
designed to build the egos of congressmen and other officials. Other
reports often dwell upon the esoteric doings of ‘‘behind-the-scenes”
government (who said what to whom in which cloakroom). Editor Derick
Daniels asserts that the average Capitol reporter writes tons of trivia to keep
the door open to his congressman’s office so that he’ll get the occasional
important story when it happens.

The second question involves the areas of government that get the most
news coverage. Self-government in this country at the national or state level
is largely a myth, many observers assert. And the press is reinforcing this
myth by telling readers and viewers they are being informed to help them
make decisions on vital political or economic matters. How many decisions
on matters of national importance, for example, is the average citizen asked
to make? We vote periodically on local and a few state issues, and we are
asked to elect congressmen, senators, and a president. But on most national
and state questions we are not asked for our opinions. Page after page was
published about whether or not this nation should build a supersonic
transport. Yet few citizens had a role in making the decision not to build the
plane. Scores of documentaries have been produced about federal policies
of clear cutting on our timber lands. How many people do you know who
were asked their opinion on this topic by a responsible public agency that
might make a decision on the matter?

Yet there are areas in which citizen input can be effective and meaningful
at the local level. In school districts, public utility districts, sewer and water
districts, even in city and county government, interested citizens can often
play a role in the decision-making process. It is at this level that the citizen
can probably make his greatest impact upon his government, living up to
the visions of Madison and Jefferson. Fifteen angry utility district residents
can often reverse a policy if they appear in force at a public meeting; a
petition with as few as a couple of hundred signatures can often intimidate a
city council in a medium-sized community. But the news of local govern-
ment is frequently excluded from masscomm in favor of reports from
Washington and other world capitals. (Or if it is not excluded, it is often cast
to the inside pages of the newspaper or crammed into five minutes of a
thirty-minute television news broadcast.) Media critics such as former editor
Carl Lindstrom argue that the local level is where masscomm should be
investing its resources, giving people local news and helping them define
local issues in which they can participate in a meaningful way.

There is no suggestion made that the press should vacate the halls of
Congress just because readers have little opportunity to shape federal
policies. We agree that one task the press must assume is that of the
watchdog—keeping an eye on the public servants to make certain that
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things remain on the up and up. Normally, the press pursues this task with
great vigor. And the bows the media occasionally take for digging up dirt
here and there are clearly deserved.

It was the Detroit Free Press, for example, not the government or a civil
rights organization, that discovered the three murders in the Algiers Motel
after the 1967 Detroit riot. It was Life magazine that first published the
information that ultimately led to the resignation of Abe Fortas from the U.S.
Supreme Court under a cloud of improper ethics. The press first revealed
the questionable qualifications of Supreme Court nominees Haynsworth
and Carswell. Pulitzer-prize winning columnist Jack Anderson first revealed
the ties between the White House, the Republican party, and International
Telephone and Telegraph, and it was Anderson again who brought to light
the duplicity in the executive branch on the nation’s public policy and its
private position on the 1971 Indian-Pakistani war. It was Anderson’s former
mentor, Drew Pearson, who initially disclosed the scandals in Senator
Thomas Dodd’s office. And it was the New York Times and later the
Washington Post that first published the now infamous Pentagon Papers.

But lest the press break its arm patting itself on the back, masscomm’s job
as the watchdog should be put into perspective. There are some chinks in
the armor. The watchdog tends to be asleep on occasion.

Media today are often a part of the establishment they are supposed to be
watching. In some instances there is a direct connection between the media
and the establishment. The Radio Corporation of America owns the National
Broadcasting Company. RCA is also a major defense contractor, and as
such, is an important beneficiary in the adoption and development of
sophisticated electronic weaponry, such as an anti-ballistic missile system.
Former Federal Communications commissioner Nicholas Johnson said in
testimony on Capitol Hill,

Many Americans will know what they know about the ABM because
they learned it from NBC. And the decision in this country on this
issue, as on most issues, will be determined by the mass media and
what information they decide to put out to the American people.
Once again, | am not charging that there has been any deliberate
suppression of information or misrepresentation of views by NBC in
the service of the broader corporate interests of RCA. All | am saying is
that this potential conflict exists; the power exists if they wish to
exercise it.

An unidentified executive of WCBS, the Columbia Broadcasting System’s
New York affiliate, did use this kind of power on one occasion. The matter
was a trivial one, but the message was clear. He chastised the news staff of
the station for tardy reporting of the scores of the New York Yankee baseball
games. “If | have to spell it out for you | will: CBS owns the New York
Yankees,” he wrote in a memorandum. The network has since sold the
major league franchise. And NBC’s Chet Huntley was found to be editorial-
izing against the Wholesome Meat Act that was facing a vote in Congress at a
time when he and business partners were heavy investors in the cattle and
meat business.

At other times the connection between the media and what or who they
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Coverage like this, which exposed the senseless killings during the Detroit dis-
orders, earned a Pulitzer Prize for the Free Press. Members of the Detroit police

department were later brought to trial in connection with riot deaths, a direct

result of this series of articles.



28 Chapter Two

should be watching is less direct. The classic example is the relationship
between the press and the leading industry in an urban area. Detroit, for
example, is heavily dependent on the automobile industry for its livelihood.
Is it any wonder then, that it was not a Detroit newspaper or broadcasting
station but an outsider, Ralph Nader, who first alerted American consumers
to the hazards and faults in American automobiles? Unsafe at Any Speed was
the initial shot in what has become a volley of criticism of cars and car
manufacturers. Yet it is difficult to believe that this information could not
have been brought to light by the Detroit press. For years the auto
manufacturers have made new cars available on request to reporters and
editors of the Motor City press. “We want you to become acquainted with
our products,” automotive public relations men announce. And their offers
are rarely spurned.

In Pontiac, Michigan, the Pontiac Motor Division of General Motors
literally dominated the city and its media. Week after week the local
newspaper would publish front-page stories about new sales records at the
auto firm, stories that most other newspapers would bury inside if they used
them at all. And the day each year the new Pontiacs were introduced, there
was a four-color front-page picture below an eight-column banner head-
line, ‘1972 Pontiac Introduced Today.” What kind of a watchdog would
a newspaper be in this kind of a situation? When editors and publishers
honestly feel that the survival of their community is tied so closely to a single
firm, could they in good conscience report information that in turn might
damage this firm? And Pontiac is not alone. Nearly every city or town has its
goose that lays the golden egg. Throughout the nation, but especially in the
South and Southwest, towns feed off local military bases and the local press
adopts a pro-military posture. Seattle has its Boeing Company, Hartford,
Connecticut, its insurance industry. And while one certainly cannot paint all
members of the press with the same brush on this issue, the exceptions only
make the rest of the media look worse because they demonstrate that there
is a place for the independent newspaper. In most “company’ towns, there
is very little “watching’’ of large economic interests, and hardly any
“dogging” after stories that reveal the defects in local benefactors.

THE IMPOSSIBLE DREAM

Even editors who sincerely want to give readers and viewers meaningful and
complete news about government find the task impossible. Government is
too large today. For example, how can a single reporter cover the Pentagon
with its thousands of employees and offices? Yet it is rare for a publication or
broadcasting operation to assign even one man to this task. Most media
depend on the news services—the Associated Press and United Press
International—to be their watchdog for the vast military complex, and these
wire services generally use one or two reporters for this job.

The reporters who cover a growing government (which includes state and
local governments as well) find themselves more and more dependent on
prepared news releases or news stories from government information
officers. It was reported in the early 1970s that there were more than 50,000
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information officers, or press agents, in the executive branch (including the
military) of the federal government alone. It is difficult for a single man to
make the entire rounds in Washington in a single day even just to pick up
prepared press releases. It is very hard to be an effective watchdog in a yard
as large as Washington, D.C. And this is a problem the press has not yet
solved. Perhaps it is insoluble. It is also frightening. Federal judge Skelly
Wright once remarked that governments operate best in a fish bowl. But
there are too many fish to watch today. And the media have shown little
inclination to undertake the major shift in resources needed to begin to
cope with this problem. Few editors would even seriously consider, for
example, the suggestion that a newspaper drop its sports coverage and use
those resources to expand the coverage of government.

PRESS AND DEMOCRACY

The role of the press in a democracy such as ours is vital. Indeed, it is
difficult to imagine the operation of American government without the mass
media. The publicity function—the relay of important messages from the
government to the people—probably justifies the existence of the press. At
the same time, continual reporting tends to support the government’s
authority and in a sense tends to legitimatize all that's good and bad about
the process. Americans can be thankful, and to some extent proud, that
their press has often taken an aggressive position in defending the rights of
the people, seeking justice for all men, and exposing corruption at all levels
of government. Yet we should be sad as well that there is not more of this
aggressiveness. Too frequently the press seems unwilling to devote more of
its resources to fighting public battles.

MASSCOMM, THE EDUCATOR

A good deal of controversy reigns over the use of masscomm as an
educational tool. Various media are being used more and more each day in
classrooms in this country. Sophisticated electronic equipment that offers
teachers the opportunity of using multi-media approaches is common in
most modern schools and is being used successfully, according to most
reports. In addition, books and other printed media such as magazines and
newspapers are playing an increasing role in the classroom.

But there is no unanimity about the success of efforts to use masscomm to
educate the masses outside the classroom. Television has the potential of
making every home a classroom and mass education on a gigantic scale is
possible. But it can be argued that little of this potential is being used.
Commercial television is reluctant to turn the medium over to such a
nonprofit venture as education, except perhaps in the predawn hours when
most of the audience is asleep. Educational or public television, the poor
stepbrother of the commercial broadcaster, has undertaken several proj-
ects, but its success has been as limited as its audience.

Some educational psychologists insist that little learning occurs in situa-
tions that stress rote memorization, such as ‘““Sesame Street.” And unless
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An entire generation of American youngsters have grown up as
close friends of Big Bird, Cookie Monster, Bert, Ernie, and the
rest of the gang on Sesame Street. Although it was clearly the
most popular of the public network’s offerings, the racial mixing
in the cast kept it off the air in some southern communities

for many months.

the children can participate in the learning process, the result is usually
memorization. These same critics add that such television programs may in
fact reduce learning. Mothers who would formerly spend time with their
youngsters and attempt to teach them basic skills now plop the child in front
of the tube and let the people at NET do their job. The children neither learn
from the television program nor have the benefit of mother’s help.

The role of newspapers in education is less depressing but not much
more encouraging. Publishers have organized comprehensive “newspaper
in the classroom” projects in hopes of teaching youngsters how to get
something out of the newspaper besides baseball scores and to show them
the value of becoming regular newspaper readers. (Of course a regular
newspaper reader is usually a regular newspaper buyer.) But few organized
efforts at formally instructing the masses through the press have been
attempted.

Information processing remains a primary function of American mass
media. How well it performs this task in the decades to come could have a
direct impact on its ability to remain relevant, meaningful, and solvent.
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THE PEOPLE FOLLOW THE PRESS
FOLLOW THE PEOPLE FOLLOW THE PRESS. . . .

From their very roots, mass media have always had a role in shaping what
the community thinks about itself and many other things. The development
of printed media centuries ago was tied to the efforts of writers and printers
who felt strongly about various issues, usually religious issues, and hoped to
shape the thoughts of others on these matters. So the tasks of aiding the
development of public opinion on important questions and creating a sense
of community for people who share similar geographic boundaries has been
a service we have traditionally sought from masscomm.

Most people who own and operate the mass media today would probably
contend that this task is undertaken daily and successfully by the press.
Others would disagree. And it is hard to declare a winner in the controversy,
for both sides are at least partially correct. The mass media do shape
people’s ideas about contemporary issues, if only by providing the agenda
of things about which we will talk and discuss and ultimately form an
opinion on. Nothing will kill an issue faster than having the mediaignore it.
Even harsh comment is better than no comment. Through news stories,
editorials, columns, and letters to the editor, the press provides a daily list
of topics we are asked to consider. Without this common agenda to work
with, it would be difficult for the nation to reach any kind of a consensus on
issues—we would all be talking about different things.

Editors and broadcasting executives argue that masscomm goes farther
than this in providing informed editorialization that helps people make up
their minds and directs the public toward one side or another. This is where
many critics disagree; they argue that the press is usually afraid to take a
strong stand on most new issues, and that editors and station managers
want to stand pat. One such spokesman is Donald P. Keith, who, while he
was the editorial page editor of a Pennsylvania daily newspaper in the
mid-sixties, wrote (in Newsweek, November 29, 1965):

Perhaps one of the effective measures of the worth of the editorial
page is the fact that over the last generation most major sociological
and general economic advances in our national society have been
made in the face of editorial page resistance, and not because of
editorial page leadership.

Who is right? The critics or the editors and broadcasters? It is sometimes
hard to tell. Occasionally the press does take an active role in attempting to
lead the public on some issue. But sometimes there is an underlying motive.
For example, in 1971 in Seattle, the Seattle Times, the Seattle Post-
Intelligencer, and television station KIRO took strong editorial stands in
support of a highly controversial urban renewal project that many persons
believed would have destroyed the city’s unique Pike Place public market.
Most support for the effort came from an organization known as the Central
Association, a group of businessmen who had dreamed up the renewal
scheme, which had as its goal revitalization of the city’s retail business
community. The final plan called for a 4,000-car garage, high-rise, high-rent
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apartments, a convention hotel filled with retail shops, and so forth.

However, few people in Seattle knew when they read the editorials
supporting the project that Seattle Times president W. J. Pennington was
the president of the Central Association and that the president of television
station KIRO, Lloyd E. Cooney, was its vice-president. Or that two of the
incorporators of another powerful force behind the project, Central Park
Plaza Corporation, a group of local investors who hoped to win the contract
to develop the area, were the assistant advertising director of the Seattle
Times, A. L. Brock, and Dan Starr, the publisher of the Post-Intelligencer,
the city’s morning newspaper. The press took a stand on this issue—but was
it the public interest it had at heart, or its own? The people voted the project
down. This kind of shenanigan has created cynics of many citizens and in
some communities press support for any issue guarantees its failure.
(Somebody at the newspaper must be getting something out of it, people
say.)

More important, it has been charged that the men who shape the media’s
position on public issues haven’t the foggiest notion of what the public
interest really is. Editor William Allen White, who during the Roosevelt era
published the Emporia Gazette, wrote years ago about ‘“country club
journalism.” Cronyism is another word for it. The publisher and editor of
the local newspaper, the station manager—who do they talk to besides
their friends at the country club or the athletic club? Who are their
peers? The average man? No. They are the bank presidents, department
store executives, theater owners, and other leaders of the economic com-
munity. White charged that the public interest media leaders perceived
was the interests of the economic and social elite, not the interests of the
people.

Perhaps White’s charge is too broad. Some media leaders do attempt to
fathom the depths of real public sentiment. Some editors do attempt to lead
the public through support of worthwhile but often unpopular causes.
Some publishers and station managers do place the interests of the
community in general ahead of the interests of the business community.
Critics argue that this is all too rare. And this is perhaps one reason,
observers note, that the editorial page on most newspapers has become
moribund. It generally represents the status quo.

If one looks at media from an economic standpoint (a realistic way of
viewing things) it is quite simple to explain the hesitancy of many news-
papers to take radical or even extreme stands on matters of social,
economic, or political change. (Most of the American press, for example,
stood behind the government in its vigorous prosecution of the Vietnam
war. John Knight’s newspapers were notable in their opposition to the war
as early as 1965.) A mass medium can sustain itself only with mass approval,
or at least mass acceptance. For a newspaper to lead a community toward an
unpopular but needed solution to a serious problem would involve taking
the risk of rejection or reader discontent. Nobody wants to be disliked, least
of all the newspaper editor who must try to convince advertisers that people
read and love his paper every day.

But perhaps there is even a more fundamental explanation of the media’s
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apparent reluctance to take a leadership role on many important issues. All
institutions tend to benefit from the maintenance of the status quo. Change,
especially that prompted from outside the institution, tends to be disruptive
of society and its institutions. Today groups representing vested interests
usually are most aggressive in promoting change. For example, people who
use our natural environment—hikers and campers—most vigorously ad-
vance conservation causes. The unemployed march for more jobs. House-
wives tend to be active in consumer movements. The press does play a role
by publicizing these groups, their actions, and their statements. But rarely
do we see the media themselves take a strong lead in such campaigns. The
newspaper or broadcasting station usually sees little self-interest in such
promotions.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE SPIRIT OF COMMUNITY

There are many ways that masscomm influences public opinion apart from
strong editorials, stinging commentaries, and firm stands on important
issues. By defining the governmental, social, and educational bounds in
which we live, by transmitting a shared culture, and by providing a sense of
common experience, mass media allow the public to develop an opinion
about itself. This is sometimes called the spirit or sense of community.

Television perhaps more than the other media most obviously relays this
sense of community and togetherness. TV is often called a mirror of our
society. It is the composite that brings all the parts together and says this is
what we stand for; this is what we are like. It is a reflection of our ideas and
our ideals.

But at best, it is an uncertain mirror—one that reflects an ambiguous
picture in which each of us projects or sees his own image of himself and
society. At worst it reflects fantasy or matter that bears not the slightest
resemblance to our values, our concerns, or our standards. To construct a
picture of what we are solely on the basis of our media would leave us with
both more and less than we really are. From television we would see a
society made up primarily of white Anglo-Saxon protestants. From our
situation comedies we would draw the impression that most children grow
up in a family with only one parent. (And that most of the time the kids are a
lot smarter than the parent.) We would see a society in which problems, no
matter how great, are always solved—quickly, usually in half an hour.

Our dramas suggest that we value violence as a solution to many
dilemmas. Our advertisements show a people who emphasize material
standards, who worry more about underarm perspiration odor than starving
children, a people who have serious and long-lasting discussions about
coffee, irregularity, and whether one headache remedy works faster than
another. Television pictures us as a people with few daily frustrations, or as
David Susskind has written, "“a happy people seeking happy solutions to
happy problems.”

Emmy-winning television writer Loring Mandel argues that television has
failed because it doesn’t truly transmit the substance of our culture.
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Television programming tells us certain things, as Mandel wrote in the New
York Times (March 25, 1970):

That America is traditionally anti-intellectual. A lie. That the Good
Man is the Man Who Ultimately Goes Along. A lie. That beneficence is
inherent in business. A lie. That love is good, sex is better, and that
passion doesn’t exist. That any means are justifiable. That passivity is
wise. That intensity is a spectator sport. That people bleed only from
the corner of their mouths, and that instant regeneration of human
tissue is a fact of violence. And by the purposeful omission of material
that is relevant to our contemporary situation the entertainment
programmers make reality more foreign to us. By expressing simplis-
tic solutions to all problems, they rob us of the tools of decision. The
truth is not in them.

We are lost in Kansas City, Mandel concludes, “with a road map for
Nashville, and we’re going mad from irrelevance.”

It is perhaps unfair to look at just this single, often distorted, way in which
masscomm transmits a sense of community. For mass media work in many
other ways as well in attempting to help us define our environment.
Community values can be cast in terms of the achievements of the city or
township or county or state in meeting its social and economic needs. By
publicizing these accomplishments, masscomm helps promote unity and
pride. By telling readers and viewers about a community and its physical and
geographic assets, by boosting local sports and cultural attractions, and by
identifying citizens who have attained recognition in their endeavors, the
mass media help a community define itself and begin to develop a shared
consciousness. Most of us are unaware that we absorb this sense of
community that the media provide. Yet it is probably in the development of
a sense of community that masscomm has its greatest impact in shaping
public opinion.

ECONOMICS—THE NAME OF THE GAME

Of all the tasks masscomm performs, none is pursued more vigorously than
its economic one. The entire nature of the media’s service to the community
revolves around economics. And the economic task is the one the media do
best, most of the time.

As businesses, the media play an important role in a community. In some
towns a newspaper has one of the largest payrolls in the area. The materials
essential to produce a newspaper reach far into the national economy to
touch forest products, machine products, chemicals and dyes, and office
equipment. Newspapers pay lots of taxes. So do newspaper employees,
who also buy food and clothing, housing and automobiles. If we expand our
example beyond the single newspaper to the giant communications empires
of the nation, it becomes apparent that the members of the media are
important fiscal citizens.

But of course incidental support of the national economy is not the
media’s most important economic task. Their primary role in this area is as a
showcase for the nation’s consumer goods and services. In simple terms,
this means getting buyers and sellers together, which is done primarily
through advertising in newspapers and magazines and on television and



Viewer letters saved this show
once, but after three seasons
NBC’s economic resolve stood
up against well organized cam-
paigns by “Star Trek” fans to
keep the show on the air. De-
spite a large and loyal follow-
ing, the adventures of Captain
Kirk, Mr. Spock, ""Bones,” and
the rest of the crew of the
U.S.S. Enterprise did not fit the
’mass programming’’ guide-
lines that govern the networks.
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radio. When one stops to think about it, advertising is really the only
efficient way the interested customer can find out what goods are available,
where they can be purchased, and at what price. This kind of communica-
tion is vital in a capitalistic system like ours.

But it may be argued that although advertising is important it should not
dominate masscomm to the extent that it does now. The public depends on
the media as its only source of information on many topics besides the
availability of consumer goods.

For example, masscomm is the only way most people have of getting
information about local school board elections, yet few would argue that
newspapers and broadcasters pursue this role with the same zeal they
undertake their advertising. The reason is obvious, of course. The media get
paid (very well, thank you) for publishing so-called information about
products and services. They get little monetary reward for publishing news
about school board elections. Because advertising dollars are the lifeblood
of the media, advertising sets the pace. The size of your daily newspaper is
determined not by how much news occurs on a given day, but by how much
advertising has been sold that day. The more advertising, the more space for
news. Television schedules for autumn are usually set early in the preceding
spring because advertisers like to plan their television budgets six months in
advance. Life magazine did not die because its readers deserted it but
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because advertisers found it an unprofitable medium to use to peddle
wares. Nearly twenty million television viewers watched ““Star Trek” each
week but because NBC had difficulty getting advertisers interested, the
show was cancelled. The litany could go on for pages, but the point is the
same: he who pays the piper calls the tune. And while that might be a fine
theory for pipers and songs, it is hardly the kind of philosophical underpin-
ning one would hope to find beneath the media system of the world’s most
industrialized nation.

ECONOMIC NEWS—FUNCTIONALISM AT ITS BEST

The media do publish economic information outside the advertisements
they carry, and in some ways, it is a very valuable portion of their content.

Stock market reports, for example, provide useful, usable information for
millions of newspaper readers. News reports about new products, changes
or alterations in old products, and price adjustments are also items that can
give vital inputs for daily consumer decisions. Notification of lending rates
and currency exchange rates, notification of product demonstrations and
business and stockholder meetings are all bits of information that are vital to
the economic community’s operation. This kind of news is the kind people
can use. A format of economic information is perhaps the prototype of the
functional newspaper.

MED!A AND CULTURE—THE ENTERTAINMENT TASK

Henry Lewis Mencken wrote many years ago that no one ever lost a dime
underestimating the taste of the American people. It isn’t hard to see that
today Mencken’s comment applies to many endeavors of the various
entertainment arms of American mass media. Entertainment stands next to
advertising as the dominant task of the electronic media and still maintains a
high priority in the print media as well. Entertainment is the shill that brings
the crowds to media pitchmen.

For example on television, only a small percentage of the programming is
not produced as entertainment. Even news programming seems to have a
kind of show-biz quality to it, with local stations arranging formats or
installing video gadgets to make their presentation of the news more
attractive. Anchormen and other news broadcasters are frequently treated
like stars in sexy promotional spots for local and network news programs.
And according to testimony at recent congressional hearings, the show-biz
quality of some news film has been enhanced by staging so-called news
events within legitimate events. WBBM-TV in Chicago reportedly aided in
staging a pot party in order to film it for a news special. Some network
camera crews at the tumultuous 1968 Democratic National Convention
reportedly asked demonstrators to throw rocks and light small fires for the
benefit of television. And the CBS network went so far as to contribute small
amounts of money to a reported planned invasion of Haiti in order to have
the right to film the “news event” right from the beginning. (The invasion
never got off the ground.)
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But the entertainment side of television comes in for the most criticism—
much of it unjustified, according to some television spokesmen. Former
Federal Communications commissioner Lee Loevinger, for example, argued
in an article in The Journal of Broadcasting (1968) that most of those who
criticize television entertainment are intellectual elites who think of democ-
racy as a system in which they define the public interest. But, the former
FCC commissioner said, the public wants its own image, not the image of
intellectual elites.

Aubrey Smith has written that television as practiced today is just one of
the many windows through which we observe, transmit, and reflect our
valuation of society to each other. But because television is a mass medium,
it cannot afford to reflect the valuation or culture of only a few of us. It must
aim instead to reflect the entire society. In entertainment, this means
producing programming that will appeal to everyone, or to nearly everyone.
Broadcasters argue that if television does this, it is truly giving people what
they want. They support this assertion with reams of rating statistics
showing that more and more people are watching television, and that
high-class programming doesn’t get large audiences, but low-brow materi-

“I Love Lucy” was the first TV situation comedy to garner a mass audience. A
product of the “lowest common denominator” school of television program-
ming, the show is often cited as an example of the barren nature of the
medium. Despite this, Lucille Ball remains one of the nation’s most popular TV
performers, and has been recognized as a leading American comedienne.
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al, such as "“The Beverly Hillbillies,” beach party movies, and violence-
prone adventures like “The Mod Squad,” does.

But there may be gaping holes in" the logic of the assertion that by
appealing to mass taste the people are getting what they want. What the
public wants is what individuals want. Attempting to cater to everyone, or
even to a majority, makes it almost impossible to satisfy all or even most of
the needs of any individual. If the audience is viewed as a mass it will be
offered only the ordinary and the commonplace—and kept unaware of what
lies behind the average. The British Pilkington Commission, established in
1960 to study the electronic media, went further and theorized that in time
viewers may come to like only what they know. Still, they postulated, if
viewers could be offered a wider range from which to choose, they might
choose otherwise, with greater enjoyment.

Viewed from one perspective, television appears truly democratic by
giving the public what it wants. But perhaps this is a false democracy. It may
be patronizing and arrogant as well, because it claims to know what the
public is but defines it as no more than the mass audience—and then limits
the choice of this audience to the average of experience.

While television undertakes to entertain the masses with great zeal, we
often hear that it fails even to carry out this task properly. The mass
entertainment it does carry, even by the standards of the executives of the
industry, is not of high quality. Few persons inside or outside the industry
rose in 1961 to challenge FCC chairman Newton Minow’s charge that
television was a ’vast wasteland.” And few flowers have bloomed in that
wasteland since. If anything, the game shows are a bit more insipid, the
situation comedies a bit more ridiculous, the adventure shows a bit more
stereotyped, and the musical specials more blatantly commercial.

There have been a few bright spots. Through the public network, through
programs produced by the British Broadcasting Corporation, and from
some teleplays, films, and documentary programs carried on the com-
mercial networks, Americans have been treated to some remarkable en-
tertainment. "“Civilisation,” “The Andersonville Trial,”” “The Price,”” “’Brian’s
Song,” "”A Christmas Memory,” “The Glass House,” ""The Migrant,” "The
Waltons,” and the New York Playhouse productions on the thirties and
forties are a few good examples from recent years that come to mind. And
when television does program quality programming, it frequently reaches
vast audiences, far greater in number than writers even fifty years ago
dreamed possible. When Richard Chamberlain appeared in the television
version of Hamlet, more people saw Shakespeare’s masterpiece in that one
evening than had ever seen it produced on stage since it was written nearly
400 years ago. We might say that television is a great deal like that fabled
little girl with the curl rightin the middle of her forehead. When it is good, it
is very, very good. But when it is bad, it is horrid.

CULTURE AND TH: OTHER MEDIA

Entertainment seems to predominate both film and radio as well as
television, but no one seems too upset about the quality of those media
these days. Most radio programming is recorded music, with news,
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A moving dramatization of the
sanity trial of a confederate of-
ficer and prison warden after
the Civil War, “The Ander-
sonville Trial” brought both
American history and high-
quality drama into millions of
American homes. The PBS spe-
cial is an example of how TV
can expose a mass audience to
entertainment most people
would not otherwise see.

weather, and sports on the hour or half hour. It has been that way for nearly
twenty years now, and there doesn’t seem to be any indication it will
change. The few attempt to do more (usually FM stations with miniscule
audiences) can scarcely be called a mass medium.

The mass medium of film is ninety-five percent entertainment. Few
people go to their local theaters to be informed about anything. The quality
of film entertainment, however, generally exceeds the standards of televi-
sion. Bigger budgets, more time, and the knowledge that the film industry is
the one mass medium that must sell itself to the people, not to the
advertiser, generally produce higher quality productions.

Most people agree that newspapers are not supposed to be an entertain-
ment medium. Yet too often they are. The comics, horoscopes, advice to
the lovelorn, crossword puzzles and other games are all holdovers from an
era when the newspaper was the primary mass medium. In those days it was
expected to entertain as well as inform. But today the former task has been
taken over by the other media, and the newspaper can realistically stick to
the job of publishing news and information without denying the public its
modicum of fun and games. It has chosen not to, and many feel this is an
unfortunate decision.

MASS MEDIA AND THE MASS CULTURE

The mass media play a distinct and important role in American culture
because, in large part, the mass culture of America today is a creature of the
mass media. Our mass culture has been created, designed, packaged, and
marketed since World War I. It is a culture of a mass society, a people with a
good deal of leisure time. The culture of earlier eras was largely the product
of the people. There has always existed Culture with a capital C, a very
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narrowly defined and impractical mode of expression that represents
Society with a capital S. But that was never American culture. It instead
represented new-world attempts at emulation of old-world elitism. The
culture of this nation was the culture of the people. It was represented
through their work, their handicrafts, their songs and dances, and their
literature. This was the culture of handmade clothing, of embroidered
tablecloths, of folksongs, of legends, and of handcrafted furniture. The
people who consumed it created it as well. It was a very practical kind of
culture.

With the advent of new agricultural and industrial technologies, man was
freed from spending 15 hours a day just to sustain himself. Leisure time
became a reality for many ““common men’’ after World War I. The popular
culture of the earlier years, the culture created by the people, began to
disappear and a new culture created forthe people began to grow. The mass
media were an integral part of this growth. They facilitated the movements
of large quantities of culture to the people. And, as Karl Marx wrote, ““a
change in quantity produces a change in quality.”
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The characteristics of this new culture are agreed on by most "cultural-
ists,” but whether it has improved man or diminished him is a matter of
some debate. Social scientist Ernest van den Haag, in an article first
published in Daedalus in 1960, outlined his theory of mass culture and why
he felt it had a negative effect on mankind. Van den Haag argued that
because mass culture is produced for the people, rather than produced by
the people, life is being reduced to largely a spectator sport. We live
vicariously the experiences of others, he wrote, and noted the contrast
between a young man sitting under a tree on campus playing a guitar and
singing, and the same young man with a transistor radio to his ear.

The mass appeal needed to make mass culture profitable deindividualizes
us, van den Haag asserts. Producers have become the elites by appealing to
consumer tastes, and the ability to bestow prestige and income has shifted
from the educated and informed elites to the mass. Mass culture appeals to
the base instincts in man, distracting him rather than enlightening him. The
amount of mass culture needed to fill the hours of television and radio and
the pages of the print media is tremendous. Potentially important talent is
diverted toward cranking out acceptable material, away from the creation of
art. The writer who is forced to prepare a screenplay in three weeks for
“Mannix” might, given time and support, create a fine drama. A musician
who with proper encouragement might be writing important compositions
instead expends his talent writing commercial jingles.

Mass culture, thrust upon the people excessively, tends to isolate people
from one another, from themselves, and from real experience, van den
Haag insists. Real life becomes trivial in the face of vicarious experience.
Looking at the diaries and letters written by young people a century ago, we
can find that leaving home to go to college was one of the most exciting
moments in their lives. The exposure to a totally new environment was
remarkable and rewarding. Yet why should a young person today be thrilled
with going away to college? They have been around the world via television
and film. They have been to the moon and back. Van den Haag says that the
“total effect of mass culture is to distract people from lives which are so
boring that they generate obsession with escape. Yet because mass culture
creates addiction to prefabricated experiences, most people are deprived of
the remaining possibilities of autonomous growth and enrichment, and
their lives become even more boring and unfulfilled.”

But other culturalists disagree. Leo Rosten, a writer and editor, charges in
“The Intellectual and the Mass Media: Some Rigorously Random Remarks”
(Daedalus, 1963) that most criticism of mass culture and the mass media that
produce it comes from intellectuals who don’t understand the media or the
people. The deficiencies of the media and what they produce are defi-
ciencies of the masses; he argues, ““Most people prefer pinball games to
philosophy.” Given the limitations of time and space, the “culture” the
media produce is more inventive and varied than most people admit. Rosten
insists there are good dramas, good comic strips, and good films today, and
that the intellectuals usually discover artists in the mass culture long after
the public discovered them.

Rosten rejects the argument that the products of the mass media tend to
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debase public tastes by purveying cheap, trivial fun. "Which came first, the
chicken or the egg?”’ he asks. Was mass culture thrust on a sophisticated
public, or was it created in response to demands from an unsophisticated
one? Mass culture is not bad, he insists, for a mass society. It fulfills a need
and supplies enjoyment for those unable to appreciate culture at higher
levels.

Both arguments make sense in this debate. Rosten’s philosophy seems to
be that shared by most media men. It is true that each day it becomes a little
more difficult to determine whether life, or life as seen through the mass
media, is reality. Some people won’t believe an event they have seen until it
is repeated or reported in the media. To many persons real life is not the
day-to-day frustrations we all encounter, but the glamor portrayed through
the media. What is real? What is reality? Is life a prefabricated experience?
Do we view our own existence only through the soft glow of a color
television set? We are buying culture from the mass media every day.
Commerce is using it to sell us other things as well. Perhaps this really isn’t
wrong, but only confusing. Maybe we really are lost in Kansas City with a
road map of Nashville.

MASS MEDIA AND SOCIETY

While we have talked primarily of four basic media tasks in this chapter,
there can be no mistake that masscomm does many other things as well. The
mass media confer status on individuals in society by publishing their
accomplishments. Masscomm helps define societal norms by publicizing
material about human behavior. Even though some people think masscomm
stifles individualism and enhances conformity, others think that because
there is so much of it, masscomm causes people to turn inward to private
life and to drop out.

Masscomm has not planned any of these suspected consequences, yet
they do occur and often create serious problems for society. The most
recent investigation of television violence is one example of social concern.
Is violence in the streets partially a result of violence on the small screen?
Are the recent years of turbulence a consequence of turbulence on
television? These are questions we will discuss later in the book. But they
are good examples of one of the unplanned consequences of masscomm.

Still, the major impact of the media rests in the four tasks detailed in this
chapter. It is through processing information, helping to shape public
opinion, servicing the economic system, and keeping America entertained
that the mass media leave their most important mark on the nation and the
society.

In the remainder of the book we will attempt to show how the media go
about those four tasks: how they process information, how they select and
present entertainment, how advertising and economics relates to both
these processes, and the impact this all has on developing some kind of
public opinion or sense of community. The way the media operate remains
a mystery to most persons. What goes on behind the scenes where key
decisions are made is one of the great unpublicized stories in America.



The Role of Masscomm in Modern America 43

But the way things are done in the media today reflects a great deal of how
they were done in the past. So that is where our story must begin—not with
today but with a brief glimpse at yesterday.
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or How We Got
There From Here

It was a beat-up building. The paint, what little there was left, was badly
chipped and faded. One rotten gray shutter hung loose on the front window
and swung rhythmically in the soft April breeze. The front stairs were of the
kind that if you could be sure no one was looking you would prefer to go
back to the curb and take a running leap in hopes of hitting the top of the
porch rather than walking up those rickety steps one by one. But somehow
the vision of a scrubbed college sophomore in a freshly pressed double-
breasted blue suit sailing violently through the air in a kind of pseudo-Jesse
Owens pose didn’t fit my image today. So | cautiously mounted the stairs,
one squeaking step after another, until, like Hillary on Everest, the summit
was attained.

The porch was out of the 1920s—the kind on which you expect to see a
glider sofa or your grandmother with a tray of lemonade and cookies. It was
weather-beaten too, a fact that a heavy coat of dust failed to disguise. The
bell at the front entrance didn’t work, or at least that’s what the sign said,
but a loud rapping on the massive solid door (they don’t make this kind any
more) brought a fairly quick response.

He was old, probably sixty-five, a museum curator type with a stooped
back, a well-worn gray cardigan sweater, baggy flannel trousers, and
wire-rim glasses that tended to slide down his rather crooked pointed nose.
But he was friendly enough.

“/Can | help you?"’ he asked.

‘Are you open for visitors? I’d like to come in and look around,” | said in a
rather loud voice, fearing my inquisitor across the threshold was deaf. (Isn’t
everyone over fifty-five?)

““Not so loud, young man. | can hear you just fine. Why do you want to
come in here?”

“This is the Institute of Historical Explanation, isn’t it?"

“What’s left of it,” he said.

“Well, that’s why | want to come in. | am looking for some explanations.
Surely other people come here looking for the same thing,” | asserted
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firmly, beginning to tire of cooling my heels on this old porch while facing
these meaningless questions. I am a taxpayer, you know, well, at least my
parents are and | . . .” He cut me off.

“Don’t get upset. It's just that we don’t have many visitors these days, and
of those that we get, few are as young as you. College junior, I'd say.”

“Sophomore,” | said, “at State College.”

“Well, come on in and let me see if we can help you. | must apologize
about the building. We were across the street until two years ago, in that big
red brick building. But they needed new quarters for the Institute of
Conspiratorial Explanations and so they moved us over here in this old
rooming house. Told us they’d fix the place up, but the budget and all being
what it is, well, we did what we could.”

The hall we entered had high ceilings and a polished mahogany look.
There was a Tiffany lamp—it looked like a real one—on a small table that was
placed against the wall underneath a small mirror. Mr. Farthing—he told me
his name was Jonas Farthing as he led me into a small room off the
hallway—took my coat and hung it on a rack fastened to the wall parallel to
the mirror.

"'Sign the book,” he said, pointing to a rather large leather-bound ledger
that rested on a desk, ““and tell me how ! can help you today.”

"I want some information on the mass media,” | told him as | scrawled my
name and the date on a page near the back of the ledger. The last entry was
almost six weeks old, | noted.

“The mass media, well then, you must be in the wrong place. You
probably want the Institute of Social Explanations, or the Institute of
Economic or Political Explanations. Or even Conspiratorial Explanations
across the street. That place has become quite popular since Mr. Agnew was
vice president.”

"“No, I'm in the right building,” | said boldly. “You must have something
here on some historical explanations of some of the characteristics of the
mass media.”

“Certainly, but they haven’t been really considered for generations. |
mean we get an occasional tourist or curiosity seeker, but you must realize
that history really isn’t too much in vogue now. We haven’t had any serious
interest in this place since, let’s see, it was the summer of ‘71, when the
Pentagon Papers were published. All sorts of lawyer fellows and govern-
ment men were running about looking for historical explanations of press
freedom. But since then, well, Ralph and | have had this place pretty much
to ourselves, haven’t we?"”

I looked around, expecting to see another gnome-like figure standing in
the shadows of the stairwell behind me. But my attention was drawn instead
to a soft purring at my feet, as a large tomcat with sparkling green eyes
rubbed his back against my leg. That was obviously Ralph, and he was
leaving a calling card of long gray hairs on my blue suit.

It seemed strange having to explain to the curator of the Institute of
Historical Explanations why | wanted to get some answers in this place. He,
of all people, should know. But it seemed | wasn’t going to get his attention
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unless | did. So as Jonas Farthing stared rather longingly at his cat and
companion, | attempted to explain what | was after.

I guess it is rather odd for a college sophomore to come bursting in
seeking historical explanations for some of the things the mass media do
today, but | really believe that much of the behavior of many of the media
institutions is governed by things that have long since passed. | mean, like
why do newspapers use headlines? | asked an editor once. He told me they
used headlines to attract the reader’s attention. People will buy a newspaper
that has an interesting front page, he said. But that answer really didn’t make
any sense. Nearly all daily newspapers are home-delivered. People buy
them by the week or by the month and never really see the front page
before they pick the paper up off their doorstep. When | asked him about
that, well . . . I didn’t get too far. I don’t know for sure, but | bet that at one
time newspapers were sold on the street and an attractive front page was
important for sales. So headlines did have a purpose—once. But | wonder if
times haven’t changed a bit?”

As | began to get wound up, Jonas became less interested in his cat and
more interested in the stranger who had darkened his normally quiet
doorway.

’And there are other questions as well that seem to have no satisfactory
answer. Why does the press insist on a standard of objectivity? If they
weren’t objective, media men say, the press would lose its credibility, and
no one would read newspapers or watch television. But people read
magazines and even some TV programs that aren’t objective without
worrying about credibility. Or why is our press supported by advertising and
not by political parties or the government, as it is in other nations? Why
does the gov~rnment regulate broadcasting and not newspapers? There are
just lots of questions | think you can answer right here in this building. And
that's why I'm here.”

"You seem to know your own mind, all right,” Jonas said. And for a
moment | thought | saw a twinkle in his eye.

”A lot of people try to find all the answers about the press in politics or
economics. Some even look for sociological explanations. And since that
fellow McLukan began writing books there has even been talk of expanding
the media room at the Institute of Technological Explanations. All there is
now is a little alcove off the communications devices gallery. But | agree, |
think history has many answers to some of the questions about the way the
media developed, or why certain things ¢-e done.” He smiled and began to
walk past me toward the staircase in the hallway.

‘““Come on with me and we'll see if we can’t find some of your answers.”

As Jonas walked out into the hallway he stopped abruptly, turned, and his
face took on a much more serious look.

You know a lot of people think that by studying the past they can find out
why things happened. They can’t. History doesn’t reveal the cause of
anything. Oh, we have lots of relics and documents and artifacts and other
historical material in this building that will suggest reasons or causes. But we
can’t be certain. For one thing we’re looking at the past through today’s
perspective, with all the prejudices and preconceptions of today. Also,
there are still a lot of pieces of our past missing—we know what some of
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them are, but there are others we have no knowledge of at all. So if you've
come here for assurances and certainties, my boy, we don’t have any to
offer. We can tell you some of the things that happened, and we can suggest
some reasons—this is where the interpretation comes in. But we offer no
revealed truth. If you're looking for that, well, the fellows down the street in
Sociological Explanations and some of the other newer institutes, they claim
they have the answers. But we don’t. All we can give out is educated
guesses.”

As | nodded in agreement, he wheeled around in a way that belied his
nearly seventy years and headed up the stairs with Ralph leading the way,
leaping from one step to the next.

“The media, ay . . . . We haven’t been in that room in some time, have
we, Ralph? Now that key is on the small key ring. . . .”

After climbing three flights of stairs, we turned down a long dimly lit
hallway.

"This room is ‘explanations of war,’ Jonas said, pointing to a green door.
The one right next to it is ‘explanations of peace.’ First one’s much bigger.
That one down at the end is the ‘rise and fall of empires and nations.’ Across
from that is ‘explanations of violence.” Now we’ve had a lot of use of that
lately. Here we are at explanations of media institutions and characteristics.
And if | have the right key—there we go.”

The light he switched on revealed a large room cluttered with display
cases, bookshelves, and packing cases.

“Asyou can see, we haven’t even unpacked everything from the last move
we made.”

In the rear corner there was a large stack of what appeared to be
newspapers, yellowed and tattered at the edges but seemingly readable.
Next to this pile was a stack of magazines and a box that had broken open
and spilled recording tapes out onto the floor. Everything was dusty and my
first inclination was to sneeze, especially when my guide took a rag off the
table and began waving it at cases and shelves, raising the dust momentarily
so it might resettle in another place. It was not what | expected, | guess. |
was more used to the brightly lit and, | suppose, sterile gallerys and display
rooms in modern museums. But it seemed somewhat fitting. If we were
going to peer into the past, it should be in a room like this and not in one
made of antiseptic formica and stainless steel. As Jonas sat down, he slid a
large book from the opposite side of the long dusty wooden table and
began to thumb through it.

“This is how it all began,” he said. "The Gutenberg Bible, printed in the
1450s in Germany, the first book printed with movable type. You just can’t
imagine the impact the development of movable type had on civilization.
Until that time, all books and pamphlets were copied by hand. The price of
the second and third copy was as much as the original. The cost was in the
handwriting. With printing, while the cost of initially setting the type was
high, the price of copies was relatively low. So until printing was perfected it
was not possible to produce books and reports and pamphlets cheaply
enough to reach the general public. Later, much later, this low cost would
stimulate mass education as the availability of inexpensive material gave
people the incentive to learn to read.”
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As Jonas talked, | thought about something sociologist Robert Park had
written—that if men are human because they can talk, they are civilized
because they can read. ,

“And the more readers, the more sales of books or pamphlets,” Jonas
continued, ““which in turn lowered the cost of each item. Printing revolu-
tionized our world and ultimately made the mass media a reality. | often
wonder what would have happened if television had been invented before
the printing press,”” Jonas said, staring off across the room at what appeared
to be a vintage 1939 television set with a screen not much bigger than the
bottom of a drinking glass. “We would probably have had live pictures of
Columbus discovering America,” he mumbled to Ralph.

""When were the first newspapers printed?” | asked.

“In Europe on the continent in about 1609, in England in about 1621. The
newspaper was really the first new thing that was produced by printing.
Everything else that was printed had been published before by hand, but the
newspaper was a brand new idea. It was a creature of the needs and wants
of the people, people who wanted to know what was happening. At first,
the newspapers sold in England reported only foreign happenings—they
were called corantos or news books. It wasn’t until 1640 that the first
newspaper that reported domestic affairs—Diurnal Occurrences—ap-
peared. There was so much going on at that time. Elizabeth’s reign had
ended earlier in the century and the Stuart kings had ascended to the
monarchy. England was reviving her maritime power. Parts of the New
World were still under exploration. Politics was becoming very important to
the people. The balladeers and broadside peddlers could not meet the
demand for information. In other words, there was a need for some kind of
publication that would bring to the people the intelligence they needed and
wanted. Hence the newspaper was born. And perhaps that is an important
lesson—that the press developed in response to a need for the cheap and
rapid dissemination of information.

““The same was true in this country. A different kind of need arose along
the Atlantic coast, a need for information about commerce, business, and
shipping. Merchants wanted to inform buyers about their wares. Printers
responded. The first was Benjamin Harris, who in 1690 published Publick
Occurrences, Both Foreign and Domestic. This might have been our first
newspaper—except it was banned after the first issue.”

“"Why?” | wondered out loud.

“Harris was a rascal. He printed the truth as he saw it. His newspaper
appealed to the emotions rather than the reason of his readers. His
comments about the British Indian allies were construed to be criticism of
the government’s colonial policy. He was accused of bad taste when he
reported that the French king had been taking immoral liberties with a
married woman (not his wife) and this scandalized the local clergy. The
government ostensibly stopped his second issue because he had violated a
1662 Massachusetts statute that required prior government approval of what
was printed. But it’s hard to imagine that the colonial government would
have approved of Harris’ conception of journalism. It wasn’t for fourteen
years more, in April of 1704, that the next American newspaper appeared—



—

‘The Bofton ‘ﬁews-Legé}. |

| publitixd by

Autboutyp.

Fiom dPondap Apil 17. o GBON0Ap Apnl 24 1704

Les dyn Fying-Tsp from Decemb 34 to gtb. 1703

Etters from Sceeland bring us the Copy of |
aSheut uuly Printudthere, {rutuled, 4
Serfor v Ateomfe Scothind v s Letve

S o aContieman an oot Coro 10 ot Foremien
sy Cosrry, comtrrunn g the peefenr Danger

o vie Kingdon and of tle Procgpirns Ketiprbn ) .
Thes Lerrer ke« Notice. That Vapilts (warm in
that Nution. th 1 they tratick more avowedly than
formerly, and thy u? late maosy_ores of Pexfls &
Jefuites sre corac tRuthur from France, and gone to
tha North, to th: Highlinds & other places of the
Country  That the Minitturs of the Highlends and
Nurth g.ve i Lege Lifts of them to_the Commat., |
| tecof the Guneral Allcmbly, to be laid before the

Ptivi-Counuit .

1t likew fe ol rves, that o great Number of o
ther iil-afiected pertons are come over from Franee,
undcr pretence of accepting her Majelty's Gracious
Indemnity , but, in, reality, to increaf DiviGons in
the Nation. and 1o entzruain s Correfpondence with
France - That their ill Intcat'gns are evident from
thesr ulking big, their owning the Intereft of the
pretended ;('nl Femer VIIL their fecvret Cabils,
and theie buying up of Arms aod Ammosision
| wherever they can find them,
To this he 3dds the late Writinge snd- Aingp
of fome difaffcéted perfuns, m:?y of whom are

them

] ﬁin r_:nl:r«h:dﬂ'l lfr;:‘zl A dl::;t de
clard o rather € :
fomuot.gf feat SRR AL et

ment;, th. . vefufe
t0 pray for 'ﬁf:@.mw ufe dlte vmﬁ::‘myu wor
| Soveraign, and fome of chiro pray in cxgecfiVerds
for the King 10d Royal Famely ;304 thie chirmy
table and geoetous Prioce whio has, (s them
Lﬂmucb -nlf:cﬁ. He ﬁhq' - potice of
[ Lewers, not loog nd in & direQed
to's Perfoe hmly:gmhidmf "NSI Germaing,
I He fays that the greateft Jacobé ill not
quablie themdelves by taking the to Her Ma-
jeity, do now with the Papifts and their Contpa-
nions from Ss. Gerauins fet up for the Liberry of
the Subj &, contrary to their oyn Principles, bue
weerly to keep up -a Divilion in the Narton.
8dds, that they aggravate thofe things which
People complain of, as 40 Englend’s refufing to
o to ot B -r"‘u"’é;.‘?«‘..“‘“
0 10 foment Divifions xt ¢
bbitrodt » Redrefs of taoke things ¢ m
scobites, be fayr. do o
fusde tion that their pretended Kin{
3

"?&i;

¥

and hiftes ther

| And fuice the King muft ntore it

Undertakin
they themk | of thei
e high sinac o s g 8

From .11 this he infurs, That they have nopes of
Anftancd frum Fraste, ctherwde they would never
b toimpudint, and he gitce Reafons tor tw Aps
prohunfwns that the Freuch ing l\l! tend Triops |
thittr this Winter, 1, Becaulv the Enghufh 8 Darcll
will not then be at Sea to oppult them.  a. Hc:,
thon buft Iparc chem, the Su.fon of Adtion by |
Sca beng bver. 3. The Expeclation given himulf s
cunfiderable numbce tw joyn them, may incourage
T to the undertaking wita fewer Mondf he can
but tedd over a fufbcwnt number of Ofhcers with
Arms und Ammun-tion.

He cndcavours in the reft of his Letters 1o and
fuer the foolifl Pretences of the Pretender's being |
3 Protuftant and that he will guwcrn s sccoraing
v Luw,  Hetays.enat biing brd up in the R.li-

ion and Poli(ktu of F-ance, he is by Educaton 8
Rated Enemy 16 our iberty vad Rudigio.  Thae
thc Obligations whic he and his Family owe to
the Fremcs King. mift n.ccflatily make him o be
wholly ar his Devotion, and to f!llow Wis Esaniple -
that if he fit upon the Thrune, the thrze N -tiurls
muft be obij ‘mpa the Dobt which he owesthe
teench King for the Education of bimfclf: snd for
Entcrraining ius fuppuhd Fatber and ll:u %1- Iy,

is Trovpsy, |
te foows |

if ever e be reltond, he will

The Bettmann Archive, Inc.

America’s first newspaper to last more than one edition, the
Boston News-Letter was the only newspaper in the Colonies for
fifteen years. In the first issue, the editor relied heavily on
clippings from London newspapers for much of his news. The
paper was not controversial, and not very interesting, either.
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John Campbell’s Boston News-Letter. But listen to me rambling on. You said
you had some questions. Where do you want to begin?”

"Press freedom,” | said. ”You mentioned it earlier, and your story about
Benjamin Harris fascinates me. What happened between 1690 and today?
We don’t need government approval any more for what we print. Why do
we have this freedom now?”’

’Oh, that’s a fairly easy one,” he replied, motioning me over to the long
table where he was seated. ""But we have to go back quite a ways.” | sat
down and began to listen. '

“It is simplest to say that the American press—and | am talking about print
media such as newspapers, books, and magazines now—is guaranteed its
freedom by the First Amendment to the Constitution. You recall:

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; of abridging the freedom of
the speech, or of the press; of the right of the people peaceably to
assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

Those words were written almost two hundred years ago by James Madison
and other members of our first Congress. The amendment was approved by
the people in 1791. But this explanation of why the press is free is
deceptively simple, because the handful of words that is the First Amend-
ment embodies a good deal more than the thinking of even a great
statesman like Madison.

““The men who constructed our government, who wrote our constitution
during that hot summer in Philadelphia in 1787, brought with them a long
and rich experience in the relationship of the government and the press. It
was no accident that both the national leaders and the people of this nation
believed that some guarantee of press freedom should be included in our
Constitution. From the dawn of printing in Great Britain, and later on this
continent, men had struggled with the government to unshackle their
printing presses. You could say that when William Caxton set up the first
press in England in 1476 the press was completely free—there were no
restraints at all. But the history of the past 500 years or so has been one of
trying to regain that freedom. For in less than sixty years after Caxton began
printing, the British government, fearful of the social force of printing,
passed laws that prohibited the publication of certain books and required
printers to get royal permission before setting up a printing shop. The
concept of ‘prior restraint’ or licensing, made law by Henry the Eighth in
1534 still lives, as we can see by the government attempts in 1971 to stop the
publication of the Pentagon Papers.

"Other Tudor monarchs used different schemes to control the printers. In
1557 Queen Mary—they called her Bloody Mary for her purge of Protestants
in the realm—established the Stationers Company. This was a nifty idea that
appealed to man’s basic greed and financially rewarded printers for censor-
ing the members of their own ranks. A printer who was a member of the
company was given the exclusive right—a monopoly—to print a certain kind
of book. One member printed all the spelling books, another all the
grammar books, another all the Bibles, and so on. In return for these



Media History, Part | 5]

government-enforced monopolies, the Stationers Company (whose mem-
bers were the only authorized printers in the land) sought out bootleg
printers for the crown—and for themselves, since pirate printers cut into
their income as well. Weekly searches of all London printing houses were
made, and reports of work in progress, the identity of customers, and the
names of employees were prepared and made available to the crown.”

“This was kind of like a union,” | said.

“A very closed union that was in league with the government. But the
agency lasted for more than 100 years as an effective sanction on the press.

"1t was Mary’s half-sister, Elizabeth, who made the most effective use of
one of the most hated of all devices to censor the press. This was the
infamous Star Chamber, originally a tribunal set up to protect the public,
which met in a ‘starred chamber’ in Westminster. That's where it got its
name. But its infamous reputation came later, in the last half of the sixteenth
century as writers and printers were brought before the court to answer
charges of publishing criticism of the government, or for attacks upon the
Stationers Company, or for heretical writing against the established church.
The defendants in these cases didn’t enjoy the normal protections that most
British subjects could expect in a court even in the 1500s. They would be
tortured or jailed until they confessed—or remain in prison permanently if
they were reluctant to admit their ‘crimes.’ Printers were often arrested
without warrants, on the basis of rumors or suspicion. Although the court
was unable to hand down capital punishments, frequently the penalties
short of death included being branded on the face with a hot iron, having an
ear cut off or a nose slit, and spending hours or days in the pillory in
Westminster. This was a brutal period for printers and writers who chose to
express unpopular views."”

“But why? Why did the government take such strict measures against the
press—why did it seek to control all printing?”’ | asked.

“The best explanation is fear, fear of new ideas. Justice William O.
Douglas said some years back that ideas are dangerous, the most dangerous
things in the world, because they are haunting and enduring. The crown
claimed it was controlling the press in the interest of public safety. Alien
ideas could produce unhappiness and dissent, and dissent could in turn
produce trouble and violence. To keep people happy and safe, alien ideas
should not be expressed. This is an over-simplification, but it was the basic
philosophy of the Tudor and later the Stuart rulers. And they truly believed
it—that they were playing the role of benevolent monarchs, looking out for
the well-being of their people. And most British citizens admired the
government. So perhaps they were right. As it turned out, it was the spread
of new ideas that later brought the rigid system of controls down around
their heads.”

““You mean the people revolted?”

“Not really, in the sense of that word today. But men like John Milton,
William Walwyn, Richard Overton, and John Lilburne made the people
aware of the values of free discussion. Milton, for example, in his Areo-
pagitica, written in 1644, made an eloquent plea for liberty of discussion.
‘Give the people a chance to choose between many points of view; we need
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a market place of ideas,” he wrote. Because man is rational, Milton said, he
will always embrace the truth—and reject that which is false. He wrote it this
way:

. . . though all the winds of doctrine were let loose to play upon the
earth, so truth be in the field, we do injuriously by licensing and
prohibiting to misdoubt her strength. Let her (truth) and falsehood
grapple; whoever knew truth put to the worse, in a free and open
encounter?

““Milton was arguing that the government need not protect the people—
that people are smart enough to protect themselves. His words, however,
had very little impact in the mid-seventeenth century. One wonders how
much he himself believed them. He turned to censoring publications for the
government a few years later.”

’Nothing like having the courage of your convictions,” | said.

“These were hard times for all. None of the writers mentioned—Walwyn,
who argued for press freedom and religious toleration; Overton, who also
saw liberty of press as a basic part to religious freedom; and Lilburne—
brought about significant changes. But they succeeded in planting a seed
that took root and would blossom later.

““In the 1720s a series of essays was written by John Trenchard and Thomas
Gordon under the pen name Cato. (Few authors used their real names in
those days.) The essays—they are on that shelf over there,” he said,
pointing to a dusty bundle of letters, "“were first published in the London
Journal between 1720 and 1723, and were republished widely in other
newspapers and in book form in 1724. Cato caught the imagination of
citizens in both Britain and America with his readable and convincing
arguments and theories on religious toleration, liberty, representative
government, and freedom of expression.”

“Why did so much of the early writing on press freedom stem from
arguments on religious toleration?”’ | asked. “"With Cato and the earlier
writers, religion seemed almost more important than liberty of expression.”

“That’s a good question, and points up something we should remember
about freedom of expression. Throughout history, those who argued
strongest for liberty of speech and press were men who had things to say
about controversial religious or political or economic issues. To them,
freedom of expression was only a means to an end. Few men have been
provoked to the defense of freedom of expression solely by deep phi-
losophical considerations. To most, it was a very practical matter. Milton, for
example, wanted the divorce laws in Britain made more flexible. When he
was criticized in Parliament for writing an unlicensed pamphlet about
divorce, he responded with his plea for press freedom. In the sixteenth,
seventeenth, and early eighteenth centuries, religious toleration was per-
haps the most important topic in Britain. But in order to safely speak one’s
views on the topic, liberty of speech was required.

“This pattern has been repeated throughout history. Freedom of expres-
sion generally has been sought as a means to an end. When the New York
Times and the Washington Post argued strongly for freedom of expression
in the summer of 1971, they did so not because of basic philosophical
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principles, but because they had something to say about the Vietnam war.

“But back to Cato. Even these letters were not the spark of an armed
revolt in Britain. Slowly, in both Great Britain and America, people began to
demand more and more freedom of expression. And they got it. Our
American experience was parallel to the British problems in many ways.
After all, the British were in the position of either making or influencing
most of our early press regulations. Licensing ended in Great Britain in 1694
when Parliament refused to extend the Licensing Act. But it lasted a bit
longer here, until the 1720s. And it died in a far more glorious fashion, with
publisher James Franklin’s defiance of a Massachusetts General Court order
that he not publish a newspaper without government approval.”

““Was James Franklin related to Benjamin Franklin?’’

"“He was Ben’s older brother. In 1721 when James began publishing the
unlicensed New England Courant, all other newspapers in the colonies were
published ‘by authority’ of the government. That is, the contents of each
edition were approved by the government. Franklin refused to get permis-
sion and helped establish the tradition of editorial independence in this
country. At that time Puritan thought dominated the area and when Franklin
began printing political and religious satire, he ran afoul of both the
government and the church. His attacks on the government were varied,
but his most galling criticism centered on the colony’s actions against
coastal raiders. After publishing a brief notice in 1722 that the government
was outfitting a ship to go after the coastal pirates ‘sometime this month,
wind and weather permitting,’ Franklin was hauled before the General
Court and held in contempt for affronting the government. He successfully
alienated the Puritan clergy when he attacked Increase and Cotton Mather,
(you remember them from freshman English) the brilliant but strong-willed
disciplinarians of the church who were encouraging citizen support of the
first crude attempts at smallpox vaccination. James used the innoculation
controversy to attack the Mathers and succeeded in capturing public
opinion. The people admired Franklin for printing what many of them
thought but were fearful of saying.

"After his jail sentence on the contempt charge, Franklin continued his
policy of mockery and innuendo. Again the government moved in and this
time prohibited him from ever again publishing the Courant or any other
paper or pamphlet without the supervision of the Secretary of the Province.
James flouted the order, filling the next issue with fresh aspersion. Then he
discreetly went into hiding, making brother Ben the official publisher of the
newspaper. James was later captured but went free when a grand jury of
local citizens ruled that the government’s charges against the maverick
printer were groundless. So through James Franklin’s independence and
tenacity, prior restraint of the press was effectively dead in the colonies.”

“Then it was in the 1720s that the American press became free?”

“Not really; other battles were left to be won. The question of sedition or
seditious libel, for example, was not resolved for about thirteen years until
the case of John Peter Zenger.”

“What's sedition?”

"This is sedition,” Jonas said, holding up a December 3, 1733 edition of
the New York Weekly Journal. "“Or at least New York Governor William
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Cosby thought it was sedition,’”” he added, pointing to a story that criticized
the governor for allowing French warships to spy on the colonial defenses
along the coastline.

”Simply speaking, sedition is criticism of the government, libeling the
state, the government, or its leaders. This legal device was used effectively
in Great Britain for centuries to stifle criticism. Some say it was the most
effective weapon ever used against the press. It was never as effective here,
though. And one of the reasons was the Zenger case, which while
frequently overrated as a legal triumph, nevertheless remains a great
inspirational victory in the press war against censorship.

"Freedom of the press really was not the substantive issue in the case.
Again, press freedom was just a means to an end. Money was what the battle
was all about, specifically the fees collected by the state after William Cosby
was appointed governor, but before he arrived in New York from England.
Both he and his predecessor laid claim to this money. Also at issue was
money from the sale of public lands, which Cosby hoped to keep for
himself. Opposition to the new governor was headed by Lewis Morris, chief
justice of the colonial court until he was removed by Cosby, a powerful man
interested in the state’s politics and its economic promise. John Peter
Zenger was the man in the middle, an immigrant printer hired by Morris to
publish an anti-Cosby newspaper, the New York Weekly Journal. With the
aid of Morris associates James Alexander and William Smith, Zenger did his
job well, so well, in fact, that in November of 1734, Cosby had the printer
arrested and charged with publishing ‘scandalous, virulent, and seditious
reflections upon the government.’

"When Zenger’s trial began almost a year later, one of the two judges on
the bench was Cosby’s hand-picked chief justice, James Delancey. Smith
and Alexander, set to defend Zenger, were disbarred by Delancey when
they attacked the legality of the proceeding. Andrew Hamilton of Phil-
adelphia, the F. Lee Bailey of the 1730s, was hired to replace the two New
Yorkers. Hamilton, in his eighties, with shoulder-length white hair, opened
the trial by admitting that his client had published and printed the news-
papers the government claimed to be seditious, an admission that im-
mediately shocked the assembly of spectators. For in those days, that was
about the only issue the jury had to decide—whether the accused had
published the material. The judges, in this case Cosby men, decided
whether the articles were seditious or not. And even the defense of truth
was not permitted. It was reasoned that true criticism of the government,
which was often difficult to refute, was more serious than false criticism,
which could easily be denied. Hence the greater the truth, the greater the
libel.

”But Hamilton argued the case of liberty, of the right of free men to
publish or speak the truth. In the face of frequent objections from both the
prosecutor and the bench, the aging attorney played to the jury. Using
arguments first spoken by Milton, Walwyn, Lilburne, and Cato, Hamilton,
with a mild voice and a courtly manner, appealed to the twelve citizens to
find his client innocent unless they thought the words published by Zenger
to be false, malicious, and seditious. And his appeal to liberty of the press
was heard. Zenger was freed by the jury.”
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“Did this end the threat of sedition prosecutions?’’ | asked.

“Realistically it did, but not legally. The Zenger verdict flew in the face of
the established law of the time. His acquittal did nothing to change the law.
But it was fair warning to the government that a new mood was prevalent
and that the people were not disposed to such kinds of trials. It was the last
sedition prosecution in the colonies.

“But press harassment did not end. Fearing that juries would fail to
respond properly, colonial legislatures and assemblies found that they
could more effectively deal with a ‘noxious’ press. So instead of indictments
for seditious libel or for publishing without a license, printers found
themselves with legislative contempt citations hanging over their heads.
And this was an effective tool of suppression in many instances in the years
before the revolution.

““So you can see that the men who first erected our frail government had
much experience to draw on when they considered the relationship
between the press and the government. From their writings and their
speeches, it is fairly evident that they believed something was needed to
prevent a repeat of many of these undesirable experiences. And so in most
state constitutions and state charters, and in the Constitution as well,
principles of freedom of the press were established for all to see.”

“But isn’t the First Amendment really pretty vague? | mean, what does it
mean, ‘no law abridging freedom of speech or of the press’?” This seemed a
fair question at this point, | thought.

“It's hard to say what it means. There is even some pretty good evidence
that the so-called Founding Fathers didn’t know what they meant when they
wrote and approved the declaration. Many people today say the First
Amendment means what the United States Supreme Court says it means.
Others say freedom of the press is what the people will tolerate. And when
the people are unwilling to tolerate unpopular opinions, as in the late 1790s
and during World War I, freedom of the press means very little. Some
people take an absolute position: no law means no law; the government
can take no action against the press. Other people think that freedom of the
press only prohibits prior restraint—censoring something before it is
printed at least once. But on occasion the government—as in the case
involving the Pentagon Papers—has asserted that even prior censorship is
permissible under the First Amendment. You asked a tough question, one
that can better be answered by a constitutional scholar, not the fuzzy-
headed curator of this institute. Let's move along to some more history.”

Jonas’ cop-out on the First Amendment issue seemed honest enough, but
there were other aspects of government-press relations | wanted to pursue.
I'said, “The mass media and the government seem to have associations that
go beyond the censor-publisher role. It seems to me that the press spends
an incredible amount of time and space talking about government and
politics—sometimes, | think, out of proportion to the interest the people
have in those topics.”

“1 would agree, but a democracy supposedly depends on an informed
electorate,” Jonas reminded me, “and the press is the primary means—
often the only one—by which a citizen can find out about his government.”

“I'suppose that is true,” I answered, ““and | suppose the government is so
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big today, so much a part of everyone’s life, that there is a lot to say about
what is or isn’'t going on. Has the press always been this interested in the
government?”’

“Yes. In fact for many years, it was almost a part of government. It was
certainly a part of the political process. Many of our newspapers were
supported by political parties and government subsidies. And they refiected
their partisan funding. The press was a part of the government process. It
was not the cool, dispassionate observer that sits in the top row and
comments on the action. It was a part of the action. But that is getting ahead
of the story. Let’s go back a few hundred years. Did you ever hear of Daniel
Defoe?”’

“Sure, he wrote Robinson Crusoe.”

““How about Henry Fielding and Jonathan Swift?”

"‘British novelists—Fielding wrote Tom Jones and Far From the Madding
Crowd. Swift wrote Gulliver's Travels.”

“Did you know they were also political essayists who in the 1700s edited
newspapers and wrote partisan columns and essays? They were following a
tradition almost as old as printing itself. Printing was a means to an end for
most publishers. It wasn’t really a business. Pamphlets or broadsides and
even some early newspapers were published because the editors or
publishers had something to say.

“In our own country, the press took a political role from the beginning.
Many people believe that without the American press our revolution might
never have occurred. in Boston, Sam Adams used the Boston Gazettein the
1760s and 70s to take his revolutionary message to the people. The
newspaper told the people—and it's unimportant now whether it was true
or not—that the British ignored the basic rights of the colonists, that the
king had broken a contract and the colonies were no longer obligated to the
Crown. Only by revolution, Adams told his readers, couid America develop
its full promise, its rightful destiny. A shooting incident in Boston became
the Boston Massacre in the columns of the revolutionary newspapers. All
those who said revolution was too harsh were branded traitors in the press.
We had a choice, Adams said, between independence and serfdom.

“Other less passionate writers played an equally important role in
politicizing the people. James Dickinson, for example, wrote a series of 12
letters that were published in 1767 in the Pennsylvania Chronicle. These
‘Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania’ were widely republished throughout
the thirteen colonies in the years before the revolution. Dickinson didn‘t
want revolution, but he paved the way for it with his rational, tempered,
economic arguments about the value of independence rather than colonial
rule.”

I can’t imagine that enough people could read in those days that these
kinds of publications would make much difference,” | said.

“Two points are important. The leaders of the various political groups
could read, as could many of their active followers. More importantly,
newspapers and pamphlets were read aloud in taverns and alehouses. This
was common practice in this age. Reading wasn’t required to get the
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messages of Adams or Dickinson.

“During the war, the American press helped sustain the spirit of the
people. Make no doubt about it, it was a partisan press. Here,” he said,
“‘take a look at this.”

Jonas got up, walked over to a small stack of yellowed newspapers and

pulled out a single copy. As he re-seated himself in the padded leather
chair, | could see he had a copy of the Massachusetts Spy. It was dated May
3,1775.
““The newspaper was published by lsaiah Thomas, America’s first media
baron, | suppose. By the end of the revolution Thomas employed 150 men
and had seven printing presses. But be that as it may, read his description of
the first battle of the Revolution:

AMERICANS! forever bear in mind the BATTLE OF LEXINGTON!—
where British troops, unmolested and unprovoked, wantonly and in a
most inhuman manner, fired upon and killed a number of our
countrymen, then robbed, ransacked, and burnt their houses! Nor
could the tears of defenseless women, some of them were in the
pains of childbirth, the cries of helpless babes, nor the prayers of old
age confined to beds of sickness, appease their thirst for blood!—or
divert them from their design of MURDER AND ROBBERY!

"“As your generation might say, that’s pretty heavy stuff that bears only a
faint resemblance to the facts. But the facts didn’t stand in the way of the
press in attempting to get people involved in the struggle. After the war, the
press played an important role in setting up the new government. News-
papers became the platform for writers and essayists with ideas about a new
constitution and how the government should be established. And of course
the editors had ideas of their own.

"It was in 1787 and 1788 that a most remarkable series of articles appeared,
first in the New York Independent Journal, and later in newspapers in
virtually every state. These were the Federalist papers, written by James
Madison, John Jay, and Alexander Hamilton, which strongly supported the
newly drafted constitution. It's hard to say how much impact those essays
had on people who were undecided about the new constitution. Those who
opposed the new government structure also published arguments. But
using the popular press as a forum for the debate on this issue is really quite
remarkable. To me this is a very practical use of the media as an instrument
to disseminate ideas and information.”

“Were the newspapers aligned with political parties in those days?”’ |
asked.

“Not political parties as we know them, for they didn’t exist. People
tended to be oriented toward issues rather than parties and the press would
actively take stands on these issues. At the time when the same people
began to find themselves together on many issues—especially the constitu-
tional one—political parties began to emerge.

“Many historians have labeled the 1790s the ‘dark ages’ of American
journalism because the press became so partisan and so bitter. But the
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nature of the newspapers in that era, while dramatically different from the
press of today, was only slightly out of character for the time. And the acid
and often vicious columns and tracts published by the press varied only
slightly from the editorials of, say, the Hearst press in the 1930s. It was a
rollicking time, all right.”

’"How did the advertisers take to such writing and close involvement with
politics? Didn’t they protest?”’

“These newspapers weren’t supported primarily by advertising. Hardly
any were in those days. And this perhaps is what bothers many people about
the journalism of the day. Taking money from a political party and then
publishing its propaganda is somehow considered dirty. But taking money
from business and industry and then publishing its propaganda is not
considered dirty. To be honest, this doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to
me. But we can talk about that later. Let me tell you a little more about the
press of the period.

“There were two important political parties, and each had its newspapers.
The Federalist party, the party of John Adams, Alexander Hamilton, and
Noah Webster . . ."”

“Didn’'t he . . . ?”

“Yes, he is the ‘dictionary Webster.’ The Federalists had several news-
papers, some directly supported by the party. John Fenno was the editor of
the Gazette of the United States, which was sponsored and supported by
Hamilton. And William Cobbett, a British refugee, published Porcupine’s
Gazette and Daily Advertiser, a brash mouthpiece for the aristocratic and
nationalistic ideals of the Federalists. Cobbett used the pseudonym Peter
Porcupine, and his newspaper fairly bristled (my goodness, a pun) with
innuendo, insult, and accusations against the opposition, the Anti-
Federalists or the Republicans. And the smear tactics of the Federalists were
duplicated in kind by Phillip Freneau’s National Gazette, directly subsidized
by Thomas Jefferson and the Republicans, and Benjamin Bache’s Phila-
delphia Aurora. Bache was perhaps the most brash and caustic of the young
editors. He even attacked the character of George Washington, a Federalist
who had nearly attained sainthood by 1796. ‘If ever a nation was debauched
by a man,’ Bache wrote, ‘the American nation was debauched by Wash-
ington.” This was close to treason in the eyes of many, but was not untypical
of the kind of writing that appeared in these newspapers. And such reports
were widely printed in lesser journals throughout the nation as editors
freely picked up the material from copies of these newspapers.

“While the violent side of the partisanship subsided after 1800, much of
the press remained at least partially supported by political parties or
government until about 1850. At the federal level, the party in power would
use patronage—printing contracts primarily—to underwrite newspapers
that would in turn support that party. Such schemes were duplicated in
states as well. Some newspapers became mouthpieces for the party. But
others, like the National Intelligencer in Washington, did not sell their
independence for political support. They remained impartial in most
instances, and even sometimes fearlessly criticized their benefactors if they
disagreed with the policies that were undertaken.”
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"It seems hard to believe that any newspaper could remain impartial in
such circumstances. As a reader | would find it difficult to trust a newspaper
report about a government program when | knew the newspaper was on the
government payroll,” | said.

“Do you believe all you read now about government?”” Jonas asked.
“That’s an unfair question that really doesn’t answer your question. There
was obviously some bias. But the reader had a choice. He could pick from
various versions of what happened. And from these versions he could try to
reconstruct the truth. Today the reader is given but one version—the
so-called objective version. Let me read you something a man named V. O.
Key wrote in a book called Public Opinion and American Democracy:

The partisan press put a degree of order into the confusing world of
politics. The modern press tends to convey all its disorders. Only the
best informed reader, who also happens to read one of the best
papers, can place events into a meaningful scheme. In a sense the
press has moved from the role of actor to that of narrator.

“Bringing order to chaos—this is a virtue, believe me, in political
reporting. But there was another advantage to government or political
support for the press. The quality and quantity of reporting of government
proceedings, especially those of Congress, was very high. With no need to
attract large audiences with popular reading fare, publishers of patronage
newspapers could concentrate on giving readers comprehensive if often
one-sided reports of government debates and actions. With each party
having at least one newspaper in the capital, these reports found their way
to newspaper readers throughout the nation as local editors clipped and
republished these reports.

“But all this began to end by the 1850s. There were a number of reasons.
Economics was high on the list. The popular penny press that was in-
troduced in the early 1830s demonstrated that a mass audience could be
reached with colorful and interesting, even if not very important, news
stories. The mass audience made advertising a viable means of support and
gave the press a new financial base. But in an appeal to a mass audience,
every person has to be considered a potential subscriber, and the publisher
who alienates large segments of these readers with strong political views
cuts his own economic throat. As one writer has described it, the press
moved out of the councils of government and into the carnivals of
commerce. Offense to no one was a strategy; commitment to no philosophy
evidently was often perceived as a necessity.

“In a newspaper that came to be filled with entertainment items such as
human-interest stories, crossword puzzles, and comics, the news of gov-
ernment—the basic diet of the press in the first half of the century—had to
compete for space with news from the race track and the police station.”

“’But the press still maintains a keen interest in government, doesn’t it?"’ |
asked. “What about the fabled watchdog role newsmen frequently refer
to—the press looking out for the public interest?”

"Quite true; the press does consider itself a watchdog. It and government
have tended to be adversaries from the very beginning. In the seventeenth
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and eighteenth centuries the government was frequently the censor. When
the press became more partisan, it was frequently the spokesman for the
opposition political party. It was natural for the press to keep its eye on the
ruling faction. A watchdog role did evolve, but as much from self-interest as
anything else.

““One of the great battles won by the press was the right to attend and
report the proceedings of Congress. Our legislative branches were not
always as open as they are now. For decades in England the press was barred
from the halls of Parliament. Newspapers would report the debates on the
basis of information from observers’ memories. Some important Parlia-
mentary speeches were even created by the writers, who sought only to
catch the flavor of the speaker’s remarks while embellishing their reports
with fancy and fiction. Often these speeches, created out of whole cloth,
were better than the originals given before members of Parliament. And
while the press in this country was allowed access to the House of
Representatives at the inception of our Republic in 1789, it wasn’t until
about 1807 that reporters were permitted in the Senate galleries.

“While the affinity of the press to government is an old one, the
relationship has changed markedly in the last 120 years. At one time, news
of politics and government was interpreted for the reader from a particular
philosophical basis. Happenings were reported in terms of their meanings
to a political party. The press was a part of the political apparatus of the
country, serving not only as machinery of dissemination but also as an
integral part of the creation of policies and messages that guided the
country. Today the press tries to limit its role to that of observer.”

Jonas looked longingly out a dirty cracked window across the room as he
spoke what sounded like his final words on the subject.

“Do you mourn the passing of those days?”’ | asked. ““Aren’t things really
better the way they are now?”

“Who knows?”’ he said. ““At least in those days we knew the editor was
bought and paid for. And we knew who did the purchasing. Today, things
are not so clear.”

“Do you mean someone is buying editors today?"”

“Not in the same sense, surely. But don’t we delude ourselves a bit when
we assert that a press kept by commercial interests is independent, whereas
one kept by political interests is not?”

| wasn’t convinced. “’No single advertiser today can exercise the power
over the press that a single political party could in the 1830s. The press today
is supported by more than one advertiser. An editor can anger the A&P or
the local department store and still survive even without this advertising.”

“True, but you assume that all these individual advertisers have diverse
vested interests. I’'m not willing to concede that. What the editor is forced to
bow to today is the spirit of commercialism. That is, he is bound to the
philosophy of economics and business. He can afford to alienate the A&P by
saying it charges too much for its lettuce and ground beef. But can he afford
to alienate all his supermarket advertisers by printing that they all charge too
much, or that they victimize blacks, or that they include too much fatin their
prepackaged meat? Or, more fundamentally, could he afford to argue that
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the government should limit the profits on the sale of food? | doubt it. |
think we are both right to an extent. But perhaps we should consider some
of the historical considerations that accompanied the change in economic
support from politics and patronage to commercialism.”

“That was my next question.”” As | settled back into my chair Jonas got up
and walked across the room to a packing case. Dust flew as he removed a
tattered tarpaulin from the case and began taking out more old newspapers.

““Here it is,” he whispered.

Jonas held a yellowed newspaper printed on both sides of a single sheet a
little larger than a piece of typewriter paper.

“This is the first newspaper printed in America, John Campbell’s Boston
News-Letter, printed on April 24, 1704. If you’ll note on the back—an
advertisement. Commercialism has been with the press from the very
beginning.”

"l thought you said political parties supported the early press?”’

“They did. They supported some papers completely, some partially, and
some not at all. But advertising was a part of most newspapers as well. And
some editors were able to make ends meet with the money from the few ads
and subscription charges. They didn’t get rich, mind you.”

"You said that political support of newspapers began to die in the 1850s. Is
this when commercial support began to take over completely?”’

“To be precise, yes . . . and no. In the first place, some newspapers today
receive support from political parties or government, generally in small
towns or villages. Most governments are required to publish minutes of
official proceedings, ordinances, and other legal notices. Usually the local
papers are paid to do this, in return for a certain measure of support for the
party in power. For example, in a county where there might be two or three
weekly newspapers, if the Democrats are in power, the Democratic news-
paper is likely to get the job of printing the legal notices and other county
printing such as letterhead stationery, envelopes, and so forth. But back to
the past.

“It was in the cities that political support for the press first began to break
down. Political parties grew rapidly—and parties and party machines be-
came more important to politicians than issues. The party press became
reduced to the position of a sort of house organ of the party organization. In
large cities, independently oriented newspapers began to break their old
allegiances. New sources of funding were sought.

“But commercial support didn’t come all at once. The real movement
toward advertising as the primary basis of funding began in the 1830s. But
even by 1880 the average newspaper received only about half its income
from advertising; the remainder came from circulation revenues and other
sources. It's important to remember that before advertising could become a
solid basis for support of the press, several changes had to occur in both
society and in the press itself. First of all, there had to be something to
advertise. Until the second quarter of the nineteenth century, we were a
nation that subsisted on handcrafted goods, usually made in the same area
where they were used or consumed. If you wanted a pair of shoes you went
to the village cobbler and ordered a pair of shoes. The industrial revolution
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that mechanized the production of goods changed this situation by giving a
producer the ability to create far more goods than could be sold locally. To
tell consumers outside his city or town about his works, he needed
advertising. And newspapers could provide this service. He also needed
transportation systems to move both his goods and the newspapers rapidly
to distant places. The railroad furnished a means of bringing both goods and
advertising media to people scattered throughout the nation. Despite these
factors, most manufacturers were reluctant to advertise in a medium that
reached only a relative handful of people—and this was the size of the
circulation of most American newspapers in the 1820s and 1830s. Few
newspapers could boast of more than 1000 subscribers.

“Then, in 1833, a new kind of newspaper appeared on the streets of New
York. It was filled not with the typical fare of serious discussions of
government or politics or economics, butinstead contained news of violent
crimes, reports of tragedies and calamities, and other sensational incidents.
Although this information was relatively unimportant, what Benjamin Day
was doing with his New York Sunwas not. He was the forerunner of a major
change of direction for the American press. His trivial but readable news-
paper appealed to many persons who had formerly ignored the press. And it
was inexpensive as well. It sold for a penny, five cents less than the other
papers. And this made a difference, because while six cents doesn’t sound
like much money to the working man of this era, in the 1830s six cents was
the price of a quarter pound of bacon or a pint of local whisky. Within six
months, the Sun had a circulation of 8,000, twice that of its nearest
competitor. This was the beginning of the popular press, and the establish-
ment of a standard of journalism that still exists today.

“While Ben Day was the first to use this conception successfully, those
who followed improved upon his idea. Most notable of these was James
Gordon Bennett, who mastered this style of popular newspapering in his
New York Herald. Bennett is fondly recalled by one historian for his wild
midnight rides down quiet country turnpikes. He would whip his team
violently as he careened through town on the dusty roads, yelling in
delirious delight, all the while naked as the day he was born. But most
historians remember him as the journalist who altered the function of the
newspaper from that of a journal of opinion and ideas to a chronicle of the
day’s events. His editors were not writers but newsgatherers. His news-
paper, which sold for two cents, was spicy, aggressive, and sensational. It was
aimed at the common people, many of whom could read such a newspaper
by the 1830s. And most importantly, it contained quite a bit of advertising.
The readership of these popular newspapers cut through political interests
and consisted of a broad base of people. The advertiser who had been
forced to put a small ad in many newspapers bought by a few persons could
now put a large ad in a single newspaper that was read by many people. By
1836 Bennett's Herald had 20,000 subscribers. By 1860 it had 77,000.

“The notion of the popular press caught on. Other editors in other parts
of the country followed suit. The development of the popular press was
really the beginning of the end of the era of American journalism, an era in
which a newspaper was published because the editor or the publisher had
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Published on September 3, 1883, The Sun was the forerunner
of the American popular press. Benjamin Day’s stated purpose for

his newspaper: “. . . to lay before the public, at a price within

the means of everyone, ALL THE NEWS OF THE DAY, and at
the same time afford an advantageous medium for advertlsmg.”

The Bettmann Archive, Inc.
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something to say. It was also marked the dawn of a new era, a time when
newspapers existed (as they do today) to report what other people say.
Journalists of the old era had a certain contempt for news and regarded it as
just something to base an editorial on. But news—meaning anything that
happened—became the lifeblood of the new journalist.

““Advertising was to become a staple as well. By 1880 the average
newspaper devoted twenty-five percent of its space to advertising. By World
War | the ratio of news to ads was fifty—fifty. Today, most newspapers carry
closer to sixty-five to seventy percent advertising.”

“Isn’t that rather a perversion of the entire scheme? | mean, newspapers
began using advertising to support their publication of information. Now it
seems the advertising takes up most of the space in the paper.”

“It is a perversion, in more ways than you know. What do you think
determines how many pages your newspaper will print on any day?”

“It probably depends on how much news there is to report.”

“Wrong. It depends upon how much advertising there is. The advertising
department tells the editorial department how many pages the paper will
contain. The news fits in around the ads. The editor paid a high price for his
independence from the politician. But let’s finish our story about the
popular press, because it explains some other things as well.

“The size and number of newspapers grew dramatically in the last sixty
years of the nineteenth century. And many of the characteristics of modern
newspapers emerged during these years, often in response to specific
needs or problems. The use of headlines, for example, was never a very
important aspect of the press until newspapers began competing for street
sales. Editors wanted to attract attention to their newspaper and used
headlines to do it. By-lines were unheard of until the Civil War. One of the
Union army generals was distressed at the publication of information about
troop movements before they happened and ordered that all stories about
the Union army carry the name of the reporter who wrote them. Lo, the
by-line. Many people believe that the inverted pyramid style of journalism
in which the writer tries to summarize all the important elements of the
story in the first paragraph stemmed from a Civil War era problem. The
telegraph was in its infancy when the war broke out in 1861, but the press
readily saw its advantages in moving news stories over long distances in
short times. War correspondents began to depend heavily on the telegraph,
which was faulty at times. To insure that at least the most important
elements of the story got through on the wire, they would give those items
first, in the initial paragraph. The summary lead was born.”

“Well, what other way could a news story be written, if not with a
summary lead?”’

“Chronologically is one way: start at the beginning of the story, use the
narrative style, and tell what happened. It is much easier for a reader to
follow. Itis usually more interesting to read because the climax is at the end,
not at the beginning, but it takes longer to read—and to send over the
wire.”

“It’s hard to imagine that style of journalism,” | volunteered.

“Many foreign newspapers still use it today. It's very effective. But let’s
move along to another important era in the history of the press: what many
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Bennett is shown in this old woodcut preparing the first issue of his
New York Herald in his attic room. The editor is generallv regarded as
the father of the concepts of reporting and news gathering.

historians call the development of the mass press. Many elements must
merge before a modern mass media system can exist. Readers—you must
have lots of them. Technology—you need the means to print many copies
very quickly. You must be able to buy your raw materials at a low cost. The
last quarter of the nineteenth century saw many of these things appear.
Literacy grew by leaps and bounds. By 1890 the average American had a
fifth-grade education, more than enough education to read a newspaper
with. Technology reached a point where the mass production of large
numbers of newspapers was possible. Faster presses, new printing proc-
esses, new means of typesetting—all these gave the press the ability to
increase its volume. And new developments in paper making significantly
lowered the cost of newsprint. In 1850 only about 750,000 daily newspapers
were printed. By 1890 this number had reached more than 8,300,000.

“The best potential market for the press—the urban areas—grew most
rapidly. By 1890 there were three cities with more than one million
inhabitants and eight others had more than 250,000. Contrast this with 1840
when only a single city had more than 250,000 people. Improvements in
mass production techniques meant more and more businesses and indus-
tries needed regional and national distribution of their products. Increased
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advertising was one means of expanding distribution. The readers of this era
were different as well. For the first time women became an important
segment of the audience when leisure time in the home increased as a result
of new labor-saving devices. More and more city dwellers found themselves
in jobs stamped with a monotonous day-to-day sameness: arising at the
same hour, going to the same place of work, doing the same job, and
retiring at the same hour. Boredom set in. Excitement and a new life was
sought, vicariously if not actually.

"With these conditions at hand, large segments of the American press was
ripe for another shift in direction—to an even more gaudy, more sensation-
al, more garish kind of journalism. And in many major cities, a press
emerged that saw as its primary goal not the transmission of ideas, not even
the reporting of news, but instead the attraction of the hundreds of
thousands of bored urban dwellers as readers.”

“What advantages did larger circulations have for these newspapers?’’ |
asked.

"Increased circulation meant increased circulation revenue, and more
importantly, higher advertising rates, since ad rates are established on the
basis of readership. Material was selected for newspapers on the basis of its
entertainment value—how exciting or humorous it was. A fresh genre of
‘news’ developed: women'’s news, recipes, advice to the lovelorn, society
gossip columns, and news of society parties and weddings and dances.
Other kinds of ’soft’ news crept into the papers also, as editors and
publishers battled to gain circulation. Puzzles and games appeared. Car-
toons and comics made their debut before the end of the century. News of
crime and passion and violence and romance became the standard fare.
One historian has asserted that the press of this period grew up in an
attempt to capture the newspaper public whose only literature was the
family story paper or the cheap novel. The challenge to reporters became to
write the news in such a way that it would appeal to fundamental passions.

’Now, not all editors sought such readers. Manton Marble, the editor of
the New York World in the 1870s, said that there were not 18,000 people in
New York City ‘to which a well conducted newspaper could offer itself.’ If
the circulation went above that figure, Marble said, there would be
something wrong with the newspaper. But the World was losing $40,000 a
year when Marble said this. And his views were probably not shared by most
big city publishers and editors.

“The king of this kind of journalism was probably Joseph Pulitzer, and the
crown prince was William Randolph Hearst. Or perhaps their titles should
be reversed. In any case, the circulation war between Pulitzer’s World (he
bought the paper in 1883) and Hearst’s New York Journal typified the worst
aspects of journalism of the period. It was a circus. Hearst and Pulitzer
continually tried to steal staff members from each other. A measure of
success was often which paper could put the biggest hoax over on the
readers, or which newspaper could publish the most sensational news
story. Just look at some of these headlines in the Journal,” Jonas said,
handing me a few 1896 editions of the Hearst newspaper.

”One Mad Blow Kills Child,”” "“Startling Confession of a Wholesale
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The lord of San Simeon, Wil-
liam Randolph Hearst, founded
a chain of newspapers that still

exists today, a nation news
service (INS), a major feature
syndicate (King Features), and
left an indelible mark—or stain,
depending on your view-
point—on American journalism.

The Bettmann Archive, Inc.

Murderer Who Begs to be Hanged,” “Why Young Girls Kill Themselves,”
and “Strange Things Women Do For Love,”” were just a few of the headlines
that caught my eye.

“Looks like interesting reading,” | ventured half-laughingly.

“So are police reports. But | don’t know how valuable they are. This kind
of journalism paid big dividends to both publishers, though, and to many
others as well. By the mid-1890s both newspapers had daily circulations
above 400,000 and Sunday circulations of more than 600,000. Few news-
papers have that circulation even today. The circulation of newspapers in
other cities grew proportionately as well. Clearly the mass press, or press for
the masses, had arrived. And it brought with it a residual development that
was probably far more important than the visible changes in the news-
papers. Any guess as to what it might have been?”

The question caught me off guard, as most questions do, | suppose. As |
thought, Jonas began neatly stacking some of the newspapers scattered
about the table, and Ralph began rubbing his back against my knee.

“It would seem,” | said cautiously, ““that some of the basic values of the
press had changed. | mean, communication of ideas or even news reporting
apparently became secondary in many instances.”

“Very perceptive, but that was more a symptom of the change rather than
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the change itself. The change was that newspapering was becoming a
business. Not all newspapers, of course, fit this model initially, but many
segments of the press became far more interested in selling than in anything
else.”

“Selling news and advertising,” | chimed in.

“No. Selling people. That is the business of the mass media. Selling
people. In newspapers, readers are sold to advertisers. In television,
viewers are sold to advertisers. The advertisers in Joseph Pulitzer’s World
would pay X number of dollars for the 400,000-plus daily readers of that
newspaper.

““Now, as the press became a business, a big business in many instances
with large investments in equipment, enormous circulations, labor relations
problems, and so forth, many editors—who were skilled at editing and
writing—found themselves incapable of handling these kinds of business
management problems. And gradually a new breed of men moved into
leadership roles at major newspapers, men skilled in business management.
They brought to the press a different set of values than those of the
traditional editor, who tended at least to be news-oriented. These managers
were generally more interested in balance sheets than in editorial pages.”

“This seems like another aspect of the commercialism you spoke of. By
placing the business interests first, you need a businessman to run the
show,” | interjected.
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“I wouldn’t be quite so harsh. That was the case in some instances. It was
another aspect of the movement from a press that existed because it had
something to say or because it provided needed information to a press
whose main function was to sustain itself, to show a profit for stockholders,
and to operate successfully as abusiness. You see, by definition, the criteria
for a business’ success are different from the criteria normally applied in
determining a newspaper’s success. In fact, the standards applied to
successful business management are sometimes in direct opposition to
those applied in successful journalism. While it's not impossible to operate
under two sets of principles or with two diverse goals, it's usually difficult.
The time will arrive when a choice must be made. For example, a reporter
might uncover information that the local department store is gouging its
customers. The store is a big advertiser. Running the story would be good
journalism, but probably bad business. Which set of criteria would apply?

“Or let’s take an example from history. Edward W. Scripps is remembered
fondly by most journalism historians as an editor-publisher who left his
name on many newspapers and newspaper chains. The various Scripps
chains still exist today. Well, around the turn of the century, Scripps and his
business partner, Milton A. McRae, set their sights on establishing a chain of
newspapers in the small but growing cities throughout the Midwest. Scripps
would put up a few thousand dollars, hire an ambitious young editor and a
business manager, and turn them loose. If the men succeeded, they could
obtain up to forty-nine percent ownership of the newspaper. If they
faltered, new faces replaced them. And if the paper failed to make a profit in
ten years, it was abandoned. Scripps’ criteria for a successful newspaper was
whether or not it made a profit, not whether it served its readers. If this is
the measure of success, an editor will tend to build his newspaper in such a
way as to maximize the opportunity to show a profit. Publish lots of soft
news or entertainment or sensational kinds of copy. Suddenly the informa-
tion needs of the community become defined in terms of what readers like,
not what they need or could use.

“There were other editors who operated newspapers in the same way.
Scripps was far from the worst. Some men operated their newspapers as
one would operate shoe factories or carpet companies. Frank Munsey, for
example, had made a million dollars with hotels and banks and grocery
stores when he decided to enter newspapering as a business. He bought a
chain of newspapers and when they failed to add to his income, he slowly
killed many of them. The obituaries of the New York Star, the Philadelphia
Evening Times, and others were written with Munsey’'s pen. He was
responsible for the merger of the New York Herald and the New York
Tribune—two revered publications founded as popular newspapers in the
first half of the last century. Of course the Herald-Tribune died an economic
death many years ago.

’Cyrus Curtis was another early media baron who measured the success
of his publications on an adding machine. Curtis killed six of the seven
newspapers he once owned in Philadelphia. He bought the Telegram and
killed it after he had obtained its membership in the Associated Press. He
purchased the Press for its newsprint contracts and then killed it as well.”

“Is that the Curtis of . . .2"
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’Yes, Curtis Publishing Company, Saturday Evening Post, Holiday, and so
forth. Now let’'s remember, not all publishers, not even most of them, were
as brutal as some of these fellows. Many had a sincere desire to serve their
communities and to fulfill some sort of information function. But it is
difficult for a man who has grown up outside journalism to share the same
values of the editor or the reporter. And even those men who did learn the
newspaper business from the inside of the newsroom seemed to take on a
new set of values after they had sat in that plush publisher’s chair for a few
years. For the most part today, newspapers as well as other segments of the
mass media reflect this change toward business that began about 1880.
There is too much money at stake in most instances to allow the clumsy
editor to make the final decisions. You don’t let the cook run the restaurant;
you don't let the newsman or reporter or editor run the newspaper. But
enough sermonizing. Let's move along to other problems. You must have
some more questions.”

“Well, what you have said suggests at least one more question about
newspapers. You have painted the picture of a press entering one end of the
nineteenth century filled with essays, ideas, and discussion, supported by
government, political parties, and other vested interests, run by printers
and writers and editors, and circulated to what amounted to a handful of
people. The press that emerged at the other end of the century was filled
with sensational news reports and entertainment, funded primarily by
business and commercial interests, controlled by professional managers,
and circulated to hundreds of thousands,” | said.

’That’s an oversimplification, but it's a good one.” Jonas began to peer at
me as he wondered whether | doubted his explanation.

"Well, a press filled with ideas and discussions is usually partisan—it takes
sides. What it says is likely to be one-sided. And the press of the early years
was that way. But the press we see at the end of the century tended to be
objective or unbiased, or at least held up the standard of objectivity as its
goal. And nothing you have told me really explains why this change took
place.” As the word place emerged from my mouth, my stomach emitted a
growling sound that startled not only me but Ralph as well.

’Sounds as though you are hungry for something other than ideas,” Jonas
quipped. Ugh, | thought. But Ralph smiled. “Let’s find an answer to your
question and then find something to eat. Objectivity. If there is a god in
journalism, that’s probably his name these days. But, as you say, it wasn’t
always that way.

“Until about the 1830s there really wasn’t the division of labor in
newspapers as there is today. Most operations were one- or two-man
shops. The proprietors were printers first, then editors and writers. And as
we said, most of what was published was essays and discussions. This was
true in most of the nation, outside of New York, Washington, and Philadel-
phia, as late as the 1850s. As one writer has said, the journalists, if we can call
them that, believed it was their role to comment upon the news, rather than
gather and publish it for its own sake. Probably the first reporters were
stenographers who provided their newspapers with transcripts of public
meetings, debates, and trials.
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“As we have also said, James Gordon Bennett introduced the concept of
newsgathering as a primary press function. And this emphasis on reporting
began to change the style of presentation. This could really be seen during
the Civil War, where a news-hungry readership provided the increased
funds needed for editors to hire men whose only job was to gather and
report the news. It was at this point that the press began to become a
channel for public opinion rather than an organ of public opinion. With
emphasis on the reportorial function, editors were probably reluctant to
allow their hired help to fill their reports with personal opinions and ideas.

“But also during the Civil War another journalistic institution began to
develop, and this institution, the newsgathering cooperative or the wire
service, perhaps had the greatest impact on the development of the
standard of objectivity. The first cooperative was established in 1848 when
six New York newspapers, all of which had correspondents in Boston,
agreed that it would be cheaper for them to establish a cooperative agency
to cover that city for all six newspapers. Thus Associated Press of New York
was born.”

“Is this the same Associated Press we have today?”

“Indirectly. This AP joined with other regional AP’s in later years to form
the contemporary version. But on with the story. Let’s assume for a moment
that each of the six New York newspapers had a different political philos-
ophy. As long as the news from Boston came from the newspaper’s own
correspondent and would only be published in that newspaper, it could be
written in the context of that paper’s political ideology. But the newsgather-
ing co-op had to try to satisfy all its members, who occupied various points
on the ideological spectrum. And so impartiality, ‘just give me the facts,
ma’am’, became the standard—or maybe the goal is a better word. As the
newsgathering co-operatives later gained status, local newspapers began to
emulate this style of journalism.

"l suppose one or two other factors also played a role in the move toward
objectivity. By the end of the 1800s, newsgatherers, or reporters, began to
think of their work as a profession and of themselves as professionals. But in
those days a requirement of any profession, be it law, medicine, or
theology, was that it have a specialized body of knowledge. What special-
ized knowledge did a newsgatherer have? Many people thought he should
be a trained observer who could faithfully relate what he had seen and
heard to his reading public. In 1869 Robert E. Lee, the president of
Washington College in Lexington, Virginia, after his distinguished military
career, suggested that colleges should provide training for people in
journalism. Maybe he recalled the incredible distortions and lies that were
published about the Confederate army during the Civil War. But while Lee’s
proposal died temporarily at least, the notion of professionalization did not.
And by the 1880s textbooks describing the skills a journalist should have
began to appear. One of these, written by Robert Luce, asserted emphati-
cally, ‘Never put editorial opinion into a news paragraph.’ What had once
been but an idea now took on the status of revealed truth in a textbook.
Classes were already being taught in journalism at the University of
Missouri, and soon journalism departments began to be established at
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colleges and universities around the nation. Objectivity became institution-
alized.

‘I should note in passing, however, that the old journalism didn’t die
without a fight. Even well into this century editors and reporters complained
that objectivity was dull and could never realistically be achieved. Here,
look at this. It's a copy of a speech given by an editor in Wisconsin in 1872.
‘A good, square, reliable party press will better enable the people to get at
the facts on both sides of all public questions . . . ', he wrote. And here is
Charles A. Dana, one of the leading editors of his day, urging a personal
style of writing on his reporters:

The invariable law of the newspaper is to be interesting. . .. The
reporter must give his story in such a way that you know he feels its
qualities and events and is interested in them.

“But the new journalists won out. The idea that newspapers were too
important to be individual organs and should instead be some kind of public
institution gave strong impetus to the new impersonal style of writing.”

““You sound as though you lament the loss of the old style,” | said. ’Isn’t
objectivity really better? | mean, at least this way the press attempts to be fair
and honest and accurate.”

Is that what objectivity is? Fairness, honesty, and accuracy? | think you
can be honest without being objective. In fact, isn’t it honest for a reporter
to reveal his true feelings about the story he covers? Wouldn't it be honest if
the reporter said, ‘The mayor gave a perfectly awful speech today.” And you
can be accurate without being objective. Every sentence you write about an
event can be accurate representation of some part of that event, but if you
don’t tell everything that happened, you aren’t being objective, or honest. |
suppose fairness is the key word. But too many people use balance as a
synonym for fairness and objectivity. If you get the opinion of X, you must
also print the opinion of Ywho disagrees with X. This can degenerate to the
point of balancing the remarks of a wise man with those of a fool.”

"’But certainly the press should be fair. You can’t condone a press that sets
out to smear or destroy someone by printing lies and half-truths,” |
asserted.

“No responsible person condones what you have described,” Jonas said.
"“But there is a wide spectrum between half-truths and lies and complete
impartiality. Why shouldn’t a reporter who has spent three weeks investigat-
ing issues such as clear-cutting forest lands or whether or not we should
build an SST venture his opinion about the resolution of the problem?”

O .K., but that's what the editorial page is for.”

""Have you looked at readership figures on the editorial page lately? Not a
whole lot of people bother to read it anymore. But more important, that is
the editor’s page. What if he disagrees with his reporter? That means we are
denied the benefit of this man’s opinion. True, there is no assurance that he
will have the truth or the right opinion. But it will probably be an informed
one. Let's look at another aspect of the problem. Objective news is dull
news; anything impersonal tends to be dry. The characters in news stories
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rarely come to life for you the way characters in good novels do. Rarely is a
news story warm or rewarding or memorable.”

“But it isn’t supposed to be, is it?”

“Who says? Where is it written that a news story has to be dull? Some
stories, usually feature stories, are written in an interesting way today.
Granted this is no easy feat, given the restrictions of the third person,
stand-offish, cold, dull objective style. But newspapers aren‘t the only
source of the news today. It's a buyer’'s market. Magazines and television
carry much of the same information. A newspaper can’t afford to be too
dull.”

“Then you are in favor of the new journalism.”

“You mean objectivity—because that’'s what new journalism really is. The
narrative, first-person style of writing popular with some young writers is
old journalism. But that’s evading your question. | favor the presentation of
material in a way that is informative, bright, and interesting, whatever kind
of journalism that might be.”

| smiled at Jonas as he finished his sentence. “You know, you’re kind
of ... well, with it, for somebody your age,” | stammered, hoping he
wouldn’t take offense.

He laughed and looked at the cat. “That sounds like a compliment, Ralph.
Do you think we should repay it by offering to buy lunch?’”” Ralph purred as
Jonas got up and walked toward the door. ““Let’s go,” he said. “We can’t get
anything to eat up here. We can come back after lunch.”
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Lunch was interesting, if not altogether satisfying. It was the first time I'd
ever eaten in a diner where | could watch the cook prepare my food, and it
wasn't terribly appetizing. But Jonas said he had eaten [unch there every day
for the past thirty-seven years, and he looked no worse for it. | was still
picking gristle from my hamburger out of my teeth as Jonas sank back into
his leather chair in front of the long, dusty table. Ralph curled up under the
chair, yawned, and appeared to be headed for a siesta.

“Well, back to work,” he said. “Where do we go now?”

“I'd like to spend some time talking about radio and television. But before
we do | want you to answer one more question for me about newspapers.”

“I'll give it a try,” he said.

““When you were talking about the development of the wire services, you
mentioned that there were six or seven newspapers being published then in
New York City. Now there are only three or four. What happened?”

“The decline has been even more dramatic than that. There were fourteen
English-language newspapers published in New York City in 1900.”

‘“Fourteen? Why did they fold up? Were most of them bad papers?”

““Some of them were pretty poor, but that’s only a partial reason for their
demise. Let’s go back a bit to where we left off this morning. Remember, the
press that emerged from the nineteenth century was a mass press, attempt-
ing to sell itself to as many readers as possible. Objective or uncolored news
was the standard. The wire services were being heavily relied on for national
and international news. And in order to reach these vast audiences
expensive new equipment was being brought in—faster and bigger presses,
linotype machines that put an end to the need to set type by hand,
stereotyping devices, and many other types of equipment as well. But the
kinds of things that made the mass press possible also led to the death of
many daily newspapers in America.”

“In what way?”’

“Well, let’s look at a few of these factors individually. Costs, for example.
A marginal newspaper—that’'s one thzt's barely making a profit, barely
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surviving—can continue to compete only as long as its costs remain about
the same. With the introduction of new technology, however, newspaper
publishers had to make large investments in new equipment to compete
with rivals. A newspaper with slower presses had stale news. A newspaper
without modern photoengraving equipment couldn’t publish pictures. And
so on. Failure to compete affected survival. A wealthy newspaper could
afford to buy this costly equipment; a poor one could not. Many news-
papers bit the dust because they were unable to compete economically. At
the same time, the cost of new technology made it exceedingly difficult to
start a newspaper that would be competitive. The days of launching one in a
large city with only a printing press and a few cases of used type were over.
A great amount of money was needed.

“Another kind of economic competition—competition for advertising
dollars—also played an important role. Before the mass press, the advertiser
who sought to reach the most potential customers in a city was forced to
spread his advertising dollar among many small newspapers. But with some
papers reaching hundreds of thousands of readers, the seller could concen-
trate his advertising dollar in a single newspaper and reach nearly as many
potential customers. The newspapers that circulated among a small segment
of the total population were hurt by this trend. And of course they were the
ones that could least afford to be hurt. Also the advertisers began showing a
distinct preference at this time for afternoon or evening newspapers. For
decades, the leading and largest American newspapers were morning
newspapers. Around the turn of the century the evening newspaper became
more attractive to advertisers. Men and women with newly won leisure time
in the evening began to prefer the afternoon papers. This contributed to a
general decline in the number of morning papers.

“And we can’t forget that starting in the twenties new media—radio, and
later television—began to compete for those advertising dollars. | suppose
we might also note that the nation’s economy went through a period of
inflation and recession just before and just after World War I. The economic
climate was not really conducive to any unhealthy business enterprise, be it
newspapering or noodle making. Costs of everything went up, then
plummeted, then climbed again. It was hectic.”

“*So again it was economics that dictated survival of the media,” ! said.

“Yes. But there were some other factors as well. When newspapers began
to appeal to mass audiences they lost the individual character that had made
them so attractive to many readers. Slowly they all began to look alike. The
wire services and the growing newspaper syndicates compounded the
problem. Most newspapers carried the same kinds of news, often the same
stories from the Associated Press or the United Press. Many papers carried
the same features, the same comics, and the same columns. There really
wasn’t much difference between most of them. A reader who might have
purchased two or three papers before this standardization set in now found
that the three looked pretty much the same. One would do just fine. If most
people buy just one newspaper, there’s really no reason to have more than a
couple of them in each city. Whatever else you can say about our economic
system, the market itself is fairly adept at adjusting the number of producers
needed to satisfy demand.
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"Finally, many newspapers didn’t die; they were brutally killed, either in
mergers with other newspapers, or through elimination as unprofitable
business ventures. One way to stop competition is to buy it out. Publishers
of economically healthy newspapers could afford to purchase weaker
newspapers. In addition to the physical assets, such as the printing plant
and offices, they would also get the circulation of the smaller paper. When
the New York Herald and the New York Tribune merged in 1924 the readers
of both newspapers began getting the Herald-Tribune instead. In some
mergers, the weaker paper was just killed. Subscribers were added to the
circulation lists of the strong newspaper.

Chain ownership of newspapers—the concentration of ownership into
fewer and fewer hands—also began to develop in earnest just after the turn
of the century. As some publishers came into control of newspapers in
widely scattered cities and states, they began to treat their various proper-
ties more and more like any other business venture. If the paper showed a
profit it survived. If it didn’t it would die, regardless of its value to the
community. | told you earlier about men like Frank Munsey and Cyrus
Curtis; this was their heyday.

”So you can see there were several factors that probably had an impact on
the decline in the number of daily newspapers in America. Early in the
twentieth century we reached a peak of about 2,600 dailies. Then that
number began to decline until the early 1950s when it seemed to stabilize
somewhere around 1,760. And that’s what we have today. But when we talk
about today we aren’t talking about history. So let's move along. You said
you had some questions about radio and television.”

"Right. But | really don’t know where to begin. | guess there are two
related questions | want to ask. First, did economics have as much impact in
the development of radio and television as it did in the development of the
newspaper press? And also, why, when our newspaper system is dominated
by local operations—since there really are no national newspapers—why is
broadcasting dominated by national operations, by the networks?”

“Well, let’s explore your assumption in the second question before we
look at radio. In a real sense we do have a national newspaper press much
like our broadcasting industry. | admit we have only two or three news-
papers that are distributed nationally. But we have no radio or television
station that broadcasts nationally. Our newspapers are filled with articles
and pictures and columns that are nationally produced for distribution in
local newspapers. For example, the same AP story about the president’s
news conference will be published in hundreds of local newspapers, just as
the CBS network report on the same conference will be broadcast over
hundreds of local television stations. Less than half of what appears in both
newspapers and on television is produced locally. So there is surprising
similarity between the two systems. But that’s avoiding your questions. Let’s
take a brief run through the history of radio and | think you’ll find some of
the answers you want.

’No one person really invented radio. It developed as the ideas of many
individuals accumulated-——men such as James Maxwell, a Scot who investi-
gated electromagnetic fields; Heinrich Hertz, who first sent electronic
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busting, steer-roping girl who knows what I'm
talking about.
She can tell what a sassy pony, that's a cross between
greased lightning and the place where it hits, can do with
eleven hundred pounds of steel and action when he’s
going high, wide and handsome.

‘I'he truth is—the Playboy was built for her.

Built for the lass whose face is brown with the sun when
the day is done of revel and romp and race.
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Is a brawny thing—yct a graceful thing for the sweep
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Step into the Playboy when the hour grows dull with
things gone dead and stale,

Then start for the land of real living with the spirit of
the lass who rides, lean and rangy, into the red horizon
of a Wyoming twilight,
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Magazine advertising clearly troubled many newspapers. This ad for Jordan motor
cars, which appeared in the Saturday Evening Post, one of America’s leading mass
circulation publications during the first half of the century, is fondly recalled by
advertisers and readers alike and is a forerunner of modern advertising. It is one
of the first instances in which the advertising man concentrated on selling his
reader the romance of owning a flashy car, not the car itself.
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signals through space in 1888; Guglielmo Marconi, who conducted the first
successful transatlantic tests of radio signals; and Lee De Forest, who was
able to organize these electronic signals through the use of a vacuum tube
and made voice transmission possible. De Forest put Enrico Caruso on the
air in 1910 in a broadcast from the Metropolitan Opera House in New York.
There was interference, including snatches of ribald talk between two
unidentified amateur radio operators. The New York Times even reviewed
the event. Look here,”” Jonas said, pointing to a small item in the January 14,
1910 edition of the newspaper. “The homeless song waves kept losing their
way,” the reviewer reported.

“While people were attracted to the printing press because they had
something they wanted to say, they were first attracted to radio because it
was an interesting gadget to play around with. In the early days of
broadcasting what the listener picked up on his homemade set was not
nearly so important as where it had come from. Radio buffs would gather
and trade tales. ‘I picked up Kansas City last night.’ ‘Really? | got Chicago
and Detroit.” There was no programming; most of what was carried was
talking. Typical of the early broadcasters was Charles Herrold.”

Jonas turned around and pointed to a table pushed against the far wall. It
was piled high with gadgets made of wires and metal tubing. The entire
contraption was covered by two or three fairly large cone-shaped devices.

““That was part of Doc Herrold’s rig. It looks pretty crude, but it worked.
He started broadcasting in 1909 from the Garden City Bank Building in San
Jose, California. He helped many of his listeners build their crystal set
receivers. He had a faithful audience of about twenty listeners in the begin-
ning. After he made some early voice experiments he began weekly broad-
casts on Wednesday nights, playing phonograph records he borrowed from a
local music store and presenting news bulletins. When the Herrolds’ first
child was born in 1914 its first cries were broadcast to the couple’s friends
in the area. The war put Doc out of business, since most of the material re-
quired for the development of radio was needed to build the tools of war.”

“Where did these early broadcasters get their money? Did they carry
commercials?”

“No. In fact the first commercial interest in radio came not from
broadcasters but from radio equipment manufacturers such as Wes-
tinghouse, General Electric, and American Marconi, a U.S. branch of a
British company. By the end of the war, the real potential of broadcasting
both as a medium of communication and as a commercial enterprise was
pretty apparent. As it happened, the patenting process had left all the major
American firms interested in broadcasting without a complete set of the
patents needed to push ahead strongly in radio. The company that came the
closest to having a complete set was American Marconi. The mere prospect
of this foreign-owned firm dominating the American market was frightening
to many, including the U.S. Navy, which suggested that the government
move in and monopolize radio communications in this country.

It was about this time that Owen D. Young, chairman of the board of
General Electric, suggested that American radio interests buy out American
Marconi, pool all the patents, and establish a home-grown monopoly. And
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this is what happened. Ultimately, General Electric, Westinghouse, AT&T,
and other American interests formed the Radio Corporation of America to
take over the assets of American Marconi. In the pact that followed it was
agreed that GE and Westinghouse would use the RCA patents to manufac-
ture radio receiving and broadcasting hardware. RCA would act as the sales
agent for these firms, and AT&T would maintain control over telephone
communications, including the exclusive right to manufacture and sell radio
transmitters. They each got a piece of the pie.

“Radio began to boom in the early twenties. The number of stations on
the air multiplied rapidly. The number of receivers sold each month
skyrocketed. But the market for receivers held up far longer than the market
for transmitters, and it wasn’t long before AT&T saw that it had ended up
with the smallest piece of pie.”

“It's hard to imagine the phone company getting the smallest piece of
anything,” | muttered.

““Everybody has to learn sometime,” Jonas replied. “In any case, at this
time all three partners in the RCA combine owned radio stations. GE and
Westinghouse operated their stations to stimulate the sale of radio sets—
which they manufactured. AT&T, on the other hand, didn’'t manufacture
radio sets and had a different reason for owning a station. It conceived of
radio as a kind of extension of telephone service. Radio was something
people could use to communicate with other people, a lot of other people.
And just as it cost a nickel to make a phone call, when AT&T opened station
WEAF in New York in August of 1922, the company planned to charge a toll
to those who wanted to broadcast over it.”

““You mean, people would pay to use the station?”

“That’s right. And when they paid their money they could do anything
they wanted, within limits. Even before the station went on the air
prospective customers expressed an interest in using or hiring its facilities.
The first customer was a Long Island real estate firm that paid AT&T $100 for
ten minutes of time to tell listeners about available properties. The program
resulted in the quick sale of two apartment buildings. And radio advertising
was born. Up to this point it was assumed that an advertiser would have to
operate his own station to peddle his wares, as Westinghouse did with
KDKA in Pittsburgh. But now AT&T showed that toll broadcasting could
work. By 1926 WEAF was grossing $750,000 annually. Other stations rapidly
followed suit.

“But this wasn’t the only mark that the telephone company left on
broadcasting. AT&T was interested in experiments that would link several
radio stations together for the simultaneous broadcast of a single program.
Again, AT&T conceived of customers leasing these expanded facilities to
reach an enlarged audience. Using beefed-up telephone lines, the first
linkup was achieved in 1923 when WEAF fed a program to WNAC in Boston.
The first permanent network was established later that year. And by 1924
WEAF had a regular six-station chain that broadcast three hours of network
programming a day.”

“What were the other companies—GE and RCA—doing all this time?”’ |
asked.
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“Not very much. In fact, the radio group—RCA, GE, and Westinghouse—
was forced to the sidelines during these developments by the telephone
company. By agreement, RCA could not sell radio time nor could it use
AT&T telephone lines for broadcast purposes. So when RCA attempted to
establish WJZ as a rival to WEAF in New York, it was severely handicapped.
WIJZ cost RCA almost $100,000 a year to operate and brought in no income
whatsoever. When the radio corporation tried to establish its own network
it was forced to use inferior Western Union telegraph lines that were never
designed for voice transmission. Nevertheless the radio group had built a
network of fourteen stations by the end of 1925. WEAF boasted a chain of
twenty-six stations at the close of the same year.

“But the folks at the telephone company, for some reason, got tired of
broadcasting and felt that all this dabbling in radio had diverted them from
their primary role in telephone communications. So in 1926 AT&T sold out
to RCA. In simple terms the agreement gave the telephone company
exclusive control of telephone communications, including the network
relays. The firm also got $1 million for WEAF. In exchange AT&T surrendered
its exclusive claim on transmitter manufacturing, agreed to lease radio relay
facilities to RCA, and never again to enter broadcasting. So AT&T continued
to profit from broadcasting through leasing interconnection facilities for the
networks and RCA was given a free hand in the development of commercial
network broadcasting. A month earlier the owner of a single inferior
network, RCA now found itself the proprietor of two efficient radio chains.
To handle this chore the radio group established a new subsidiary, the
National Broadcasting Company, with RCA holding half the stock and GE
and Westinghouse sharing the remaining half.

“NBC maintained the two radio chains, which were called the red
network and the blue network after an RCA engineer used colored pencils
to trace the broadcasting webs ona U. S. map. A red pencil was used for the
WEAF network, a blue one for the WJZ chain. It frequently got confusing for
the announcers, one of whom haltingly proclaimed early one morning
during a station break, ‘This is either the red network or the blue network of
the National Broadcasting Company.’ The federal government forced NBC
to sell the blue network in 1943 and it became what we call today the
American Broadcasting Company. The third network, CBS, was founded in
1927 by a group of independent broadcasters, but didn’t take on serious
proportions until William S. Paley, a cigar manufacturer, bought a control-
ling interest in the company in 1928 when he became impressed at the
impact radio advertising had on the sales of his stogies. Whew. That'’s a lot
of talking at one time.”

“Yes, but it’s fascinating to see how the networks took shape.”

“I think you used the right words: took shape. Because nobody really
planned how they should develop, or how they might develop to best suit
our communications needs, or even how they might be structured to best
suit the needs of radio listeners. If anything determined the development of
the great networks it was probably the economic policies of the great
electronic corporations like RCA and GE. But I’'m beginning to moralize
again. Let’s get on to your next question.”
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With that, Jonas shifted in his seat, raising his legs to the table at which he
sat. Ralph moved from his well-warmed spot under Jonas’ chair into his
master’s lap, and began the perilous journey across the leg bridge that
spanned the chasm between the chair and the table. When the cat reached
the table he curled up next to a pile of ancient yellowed newspapers and
closed his eyes again.

“Are you out of questions?”’ Jonas asked me.

Startled back to our conversation, | replied quickly, “Oh, no.”

“Well . . .” Jonas drawled.

“Freedom,” | stammered. ““Freedom of the press: isn’t broadcasting
considered press? How can it be controlled by the government like it is?
What about . . .”

“Hold it,”” Jonas said, raising his hand. “Let’s go one at a time here.
Freedom of the press is a big enough topic to begin with.”

As he spoke he moved his feet back to the floor, leaving Ralph stranded
on the table, got out of his seat and walked over to a large file cabinet. After
briefly scanning the labels on the various drawers, he pulled open the third
from the bottom, shuffled through some dusty documents and puiled outa
sheaf of papers.

“This is it,”” he said as he handed me the papers. “This is the basic charter
that defines the freedom of the press for the broadcaster.”

The sheaf of papers turned out to be an Act of Congress, the Federal
Communications Act of 1934. It was about sixty pages long, not counting
the several amendments tacked on at the end.

“This law fairly well defines the limits of freedom for the broadcaster,
what he can and cannot do, and also what he must do.”

“That was one of my questions,” | said. “This morning we talked about
press freedom and all the battles that were fought to free the press from the
censorship of the government. How can we have a law like this to control
radio and television when we couldn’t have one for newspapers and
magazines and books?”

“That’s a question a lot of broadcasters ask today. To answer it we have to
look at some of the differences between the printed communications
system and the electronic or broadcast system. Do you recall this morning
when we talked about press freedom in England that | told you about an
organization called the Stationers Company that regulated the number of
printers in the realm? | said that before a man could use a printing press, he
had to be a member of this organization.”

As | nodded affirmatively, Jonas went on.

“Well, the reason many people thought such an organization was needed
was because anybody could own a printing press—well, anybody who could
afford one. In other words, there was no limit on the number of printing
presses that might exist. Theoretically there could be a press in every home
today and we could all publish our own magazines and newspapers. Of
course this is economically impossible. But we are into the world of theory.”

Again | nodded my head in agreement with Jonas. “What you are saying is
that there is nothing but economics—money—to stop me from having my
own printing press. But what has that got to do with broadcasting?”
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"’Be patient, my lad. | am getting to that now. Imagine for a moment that
for some reason—perhaps a shortage of raw materials or lack of needed
technology—we could only build two thousand printing presses. In other
words, that’s all that would exist.”

”Okay, I'm with you so far.”

"All right, who should own or control those two thousand printing
presses? Should it be first come, first served? Should it be those who can
afford to pay the most for them? Should the government own them? This is
the dilemma that was faced in broadcasting, and | say was faced because
with changing technology it is a problem that tends to be diminishing today.
But it was a serious problem in the 1920s. Broadcast waves are transmitted
through the airwaves. It's called the spectrum or the ether by engineers.
Like an interstate freeway, there is only so much room on this spectrum;
only so many signals can be broadcast at one time. If more signals are
broadcast than the spectrum can accommodate, they begin to overlap.
When this happens you hear two different voices or sounds coming out of
the radio speaker simultaneously.

”Somebody had to decide who would be able to use this limited amount
of air space. And this is where the government and the Communications Act
of 1934 came in.”

“In other words, in 1934 the government decided which persons would
own the various frequencies that exist in the airwaves?”

"No, it wasn’t as simple as that. | think if we go back a few more years you
will understand this whole situation a bit better.”

"As | mentioned earlier, radio started as a small conglomeration of private
citizens who thought that this was a pretty nifty gadget. There was no such
thing as commercial broadcasting. The Navy was interested in radio,
because for the first time the brass could keep track of its ships. Before
radio, when a ship left port it was gone until it returned to land and could
report by telegraph. But with radio the Navy could remain in contact with
the fleet. The admirals apparently felt this new communications device was
too important and too valuable to have a bunch of private broadcasters
mucking it up, so they sought regulation of radio. Also, radio signals from
ships returning to the U.S. with survivors from the sunken liner Titanic were
blocked by the broadcasts of amateur radio operators. This was the straw
that broke the proverbial camel’s back. Against the strong protest of the
radio amateurs, or hams as they are called, Congress passed the Radio Act of
1912. When it was signed by President William Howard Taft it seemed the
end of freedom to many broadcasters. But the law really introduced only
minor restraints. It required a station license for transmission. The law also
provided that all transmission must be carried out or supervised by
someone with an operator’s license. The successful completion of an exam
was required to obtain one. As supervisor of this new radio medium, the
secretary of commerce could assign a broadcaster to a wavelength, or
frequency. But he could not refuse to grant a license. Anyone who walked in
the door could get one. This turned out to be the fatal flaw in the measure.

"’After a slowdown caused by the war, radio began to take off in 1919 and
1920. It was in 1920 that the government established a separate license
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category for commercial broadcasting. There were only three stations
providing regular services during that year. By 1924 there were more than
500 stations broadcasting regularly. And it was during these four years thata
lot of other things began to happen as well. When the twenties began, all
commercial broadcasters were on the same frequency—360 meters or 833.3
kilocycles, which was the frequency allocated by the government for news,
lectures, and entertainment.”

“Does that mean they were all at the same spot on the dial?”’ | asked.

“Exactly.”

““Well, how could they broadcast?”

"In the beginning when there were only a handful of stations it wasn’t too
bad. They shared the frequency—each station broadcasted at different
times. But as more and more stations came on the air, things began to get
hectic. It was up to the broadcasters in a city or region to divide the time.
With an increasing number of broadcasters, one station might have the
airwaves only from noon to 4 P.M. on Thursdays. Another station would
come on from 4 to 8 P.M, and so on. In some cities agreement was easily
reached by the stations. But in other towns—well, | remember one night in
Kansas City. WDAF, the station owned by the Kansas City Star newspaper,
regularly went off the air at 7 P.M. to let another Kansas City station, WHB,
take over from 7 to 9 P.m. But one day, it was learned that a local politician
was going to appear on WHB and blast the Kansas City Star. So WDAF didn’t
leave the airwaves at 7 P.M. No one spoke, but they left their transmitter on,
tuning and detuning the frequency. All we received on the radio set that
night was a high-pitched woooooooooooooo sound. It was weird, and
definitely maddening. As stations multiplied, this happened more often. For
three successive Sundays in 1922, two stations in Washington, D.C.,
broadcast church services at the same time over the same wavelength. The
result was anything but heavenly.”

’Oo000,” | said, “’bad pun.”

“Well, so much for humor. Things could also be jarring. Let’s say a little
fifty-watt station broadcasted from 6 to 7 P.M. You had to turn the volume
up all the way just to hear the program. At 7 p.m. along comes a 10,000-watt
station, and with your volume jacked up all the way, it would blow you right
out of the room.

“In addition to sharing frequencies, stations had to stay alert for any
distress signals and leave the air when an SOS was broadcast from a ship at
sea. | recall one night in Schenectady, New York—I was listening to WGY
when the radio announcer came on the air in the midst of a variety program
and said: ‘Miss So and So has just sung ““All Through the Night'’. We will
now stand by for distress signals.’

‘’But the technical problems were not the only sore spots in broadcasting.
As soon as the possibilities of the new medium became obvious, the
airwaves were filled with a motley group of propagandists, religious zealots,
demagogues, and hucksters, all seeking to reach the audience with what-
ever it was they were selling—everything from wood alcohol to immortal
souls. There were peddlers and astrologers and fortune tellers, experts on
dandruff and falling hair—well, just about everything you can imagine. |
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suppose the story of Doctor John Romulus Brinkley pretty well sums up the
kind of weirdos that often inhabited the airwaves in those days.”

"Who was Dr. Brinkley? Was he a medical doctor or what?”’

“Kind of a medical doctor. He had purchased a medical diploma from a
diploma mill in St. Louis. It cost him $100. That was fairly common in those
days. After an unsuccessful stint as an Electro-Medic Doctor in Greenville,
North Carolina, where he sold injections of colored distilled water for $25 a
shot to patients who complained they lacked vigor, Brinkley took a job in
the medical office of Swift and Company, the meat packers, in Kansas City.
He later moved to Milford, Kansas, and set up a drugstore in a doctor’s
office. One day when an elderly citizen of Milford complained to Brinkley of
his failing manhood, the doctor recalled the buck goats he had seen while
working for Swift. ‘You wouldn’t have any trouble if you had a pair of those
buck goat glands in you,’ Brinkley told the patient. ‘Will you put ‘em in?’ the
patient asked. Brinkley did and a career was launched. With the money he
got from the operations—for which he charged up to $1,500—he built a
small hospital and a radio station, KFKB. With a transmitter that reached
throughout the Midwest, Brinkley gave his listeners medical lectures,
fundamentalist religion, accordion music, yodelers, and Western singers.
But it was his medical lectures that held most of his listeners spellbound. He
prescribed his now famous goat gland operation to men who complained
that they were listless. For others he would prescribe combinations of his
phony patent medicines, which he would ship throughout America by mail.
When the American Medical Association attacked him, called him a fraud,
Brinkley counter-attacked over his radio station, called the AMA the
‘meatcutters’ union’. All the while he built his legend he prospered, buying
his wife large diamonds, building a huge mansion, touring the nation in his
private airplane or Cadillac automobile.

“Well, to make a long story short, the government finally caught up with
Brinkley when newspaper exposés and medical society pressure came to a
head in 1930. He lost his station in Kansas and went to Mexico and built an
even larger transmitter to boom his medical gullery back into this country.
For ten years he carried on his border raids until U.S.-Mexican treaties dealt
a death blow to his 100,000-watt radio station, XER. And so ended Dr. John
Brinkley. Although he was the worst, he was representative of many
‘peddlers of the air’ who victimized the American people in the early days of
radio.

""As competition between broadcasters became more frenzied, as stations
stepped up their power, jumped frequencies, and changed hours to gain
commercial advantages, as advertising became more excessive and often
offensive, two groups of people began to get annoyed: the listening
audience and the responsible broadcasters. Listeners were tired of the
chaos and pandemonium that filled the airwaves. Responsible broadcasters
were fearful that listeners would begin to boycott the entire medium
because of irresponsible radio men. Both groups complained to Secretary of
Commerce Herbert Hoover.”

The same Herbert Hoover who . . .” | tried to ask.

“The same Herbert Hoover,” Jonas assured me. “And in response to



Media History, Part Il 85

these complaints Hoover called a series of National Radio Conferences
beginning in 1922 to try to solve some of the problems of broadcasting.
Delegates to the meetings represented the various interests in radio
broadcasting, industry, government, commercial and amateur broadcasters,
and others. In practical terms there was little Hoover could do, since the
1912 law gave him little power to regulate the new industry, and Congress
seemed unwilling to increase his power at this time. But upon the insistence
of broadcasters and others, Hoover began to take a firm hand in broadcast-
ing regulation. First he enlarged the usable spectrum, allowing broadcasters
to move about on the radio dial. After the fourth national conference
Hoover began turning down requests for licenses—'Sorry, all full,” he told
applicants. He also began to impose broadcasting schedules on stations. He
gave the most powerful stations the best frequencies and time slots and
severely penalized broadcasters who failed to hold their assigned wave-
lengths or ignored time schedules. Occasionally he even closed down their
stations. And broadcasting began to shape up; a kind of regularity became
noticeable to listeners. But Hoover was taking all these actions without any
legal authority to do so. And in time it caught up with him.

“Eugene F. McDonald was one of those who believed that Hoover was
exceeding his authority. McDonald owned station WJAZ in Chicago and a
small company known as Zenith Radio. When the secretary of commerce
announced he welcomed a legal test of his authority, McDonald challenged
him in court—and won. The federal court ruled that Hoover had exceeded
his authority and that our system of government did not permit ‘the play and
action of purely personal and arbitrary power.” Hoover sought to appeal the
ruling, but the Attorney General’s office convinced the secretary the court
was right, that under the 1912 law he did not have the legal power to refuse a
license, assign broadcasting hours or limit station power.”

““What happened then?”

“What would you expect to happen?”

““More chaos, | suppose.”

"Right. Stations across the nation began to increase their power, move to
more attractive frequencies, and broadcast during the prime listening
hours. Scores of new stations erupted. Bedlam became the status quo.
Clearly it was time for Congress to step in. And it did. In 1927 the first major
piece of broadcasting legislation was passed—the Radio Act of 1927. That
law—and it is much like the 1934 law you have in your hands—was a very
comprehensive regulation; it covered much ground. You see, Congress was
faced with a real dilemma, which is probably one reason it was reluctant to
act for so many years. What should be done with broadcasting? Should the
government take it over and operate the radio system? That’s what’s done in
most other nations, or should private enterprise be permitted to move in
and monopolize the airwaves? The first option—government ownership—
seemed out of the question. This was 1927, remember, the era of Calvin
Coolidge. We had a very conservative Congress that had earlier, in 1918,
rejected a government takeover of broadcasting. But at the same time, it was
a Congress much attuned toward conservation of national resources—and
the broadcast spectrum, the airwaves, is certainly a valuable natural re-
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source. The scandals of the plundering of America’s oil reserves for private
profit—the Teapot Dome affair—had barely cooled down. You remem-
ber—no, you probably don’t. In any case, there was a general public
revulsion about private exploitation of public resources. At about the same
time Congress was fighting to save many of our wild rivers and streams from
the grasp of private hydroelectric power companies. So the legislative
branch was not about to give away the airwaves. A compromise was reached
instead. The public would maintain ownership of the airwaves, but private
enterprise would provide the broadcasting service.”

A kind of rental or lease agreement?”’ | asked.

"Well, sort of. The plan was simple. The private broadcaster must have a
license to operate his station. Licenses are granted by the government. The
Radio Act set up a five-man board, the Federal Radio Commission, to
administer this process. Before an individual was granted a license or before
his license was renewed, he was required to show that he would serve the
public interest, convenience, and necessity. Thus the government, in the
name of the radio listener, was given the authority to assign frequencies
and, within limitations, set standards and make rules for the operation of
radio stations.”

”’Did this solve the problems?”’ | queried.

’Yes, most of them. Shortly after the FRC was established order once
again returned to the airwaves. Some stations were shut down, others were
moved to new frequencies, and still others had their power reduced. Radio
began to develop in a fairly orderly fashion. You could turn your radio set on
in the evening with a fair amount of assurance that you could hear more
than just a jumble of sound.”

"If the Radio Act of 1927 worked so well, why was a new law passed in
1934

"The 1927 law was a good law, but it didn’t go quite far enough. It became
apparent, for example, that regulation of radio and regulation of telephone
and telegraph traffic were closely tied. Yet the FRC had no power over the
latter. When Franklin Delano Roosevelt took office in 1933 he commissioned
a study of all the regulatory agencies. On the basis of these reports the
president recommended that Congress create a new agency to administer
and regulate all aspects of communications. So in 1934, after a good deal of
haggling, Congress passed the measure you are holding, the Communica-
tions Act of 1934. The act provided for replacement of the five-man FRC with
a seven-man Federal Communications Commission, and this body was
given the authority to regulate all wire or radio communications. Other than
that change and the provisions about regulation of telephone and telegraph
communications, the new measure was quite similar to the 1927 law.”

As Jjonas finished he reached over to the table and rescued Ralph, who
had awakened from his nap and was pacing along the table edge, seeking a
soft landing spot on the floor below.

’Government regulation of broadcasting was justified on the grounds that
since there was a scarcity of broadcast spectra or airwaves, these resources
should be preserved for public use,” I said, trying to put what Jonas had said
into a summary of sorts.
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“That’s about right. But there is really a larger question. Let’s assume that
regulation of broadcasting is required to maintain some semblance of
technical order in the airwaves. Someone must choose who can use them,
when they are to be used, and for what purposes. There must be a traffic
cop, and we have decided that government should keep the traffic running
smoothly. But does this traffic cop function also imply government control
over the substance of broadcasting—that is, telling broadcasters what kinds
of programs to present and what kinds not to present, telling them what
they can say and what they can’t? To extend our analogy, should the traffic
cop be able to tell people not only when to stop and go, but what kinds of
cars to drive, where they should be going, how long they should stay, and
so forth?”

“Does the FCC do that now?” | asked.

“Many broadcasters think that is exactly what the FCC does, and to a
limited extent | would agree. I'm not certain whether it is right or wrong,
whether the government should be able to exercise this power, even if it
acts in the name of the people. But that’s a different story, and one we
shouldn’t be concerned with now.”

“You just can’t raise a controversial question like that and then just stop,”
| said anxiously. “That isn’t fair.”

“Oh yes it is. Because that is a question you can find an answer to—if
there is one—someplace else.”

(Editor’s note: Should the traffic cop tell the broadcaster what kinds of
programs to carry? What is the public interest? Who defines it? Is the
broadcaster or the critic right? And what about Naomi? Tune in to chapter
nine for a fuller discussion of contemporary regulation of broadcasting.)

“While I'm not too happy about it, you win. Let’s talk about radio and
advertising and network programming. Something you said earlier suggests
to me that advertising—which we take for granted now on both radio and
television—wasn’t really a part of the electronic media in its early days.”

“You're right; it was not only missing from early radio programming, but
when it did arrive, it was looked down on by many serious broadcasters.
After the early AT&T experiments with leasing time, several important
leaders, such as Secretary Hoover, and many broadcasting executives as
well condemned the practice as being against the best interests of broad-
casting.”

“What did they talk about between records if there weren’t any com-
mercials?” | asked jokingly.

“Oh, you are confused, aren’t you? The only thing that was looked down
on more than advertising in those days was the playing of recorded music
on the air. That was a sin of the highest order. In fact, when Hoover was
handing out frequencies just before he was challenged in court, the stations
that got the worst dial positions were those that played records. It was just
quite unheard of in better broadcasting circles.”

“Well, what happened? All there is on most radio stations today is records
and commercials. Those who didn’t like these practices couldn’t have
known what the people really wanted,” | said.

“Or what the broadcaster really wanted. But let’s take a look at how this
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change evolved. At first, even advertisers weren’t too impressed with radio
as a sales tool. But as more and more of them paid tolls to get their products
described on the air, and as sales did increase, the new medium’s economic
potential became more evident. Early radio spots were merely product
descriptions or statements that a department store had just received a new
shipment of men’s overalls or women’s dresses. There was no attempt at
hard sell. As the end of the decade approached, however, several things
that would ultimately shape commercial broadcasting happened simultane-
ously.

Radio networks began to expand, both in the number of affiliates or
stations in the chain and in the amount of programming they offered. The
days of ad hoc programming—tying two dozen stations together for a single
broadcast—were ending, and the two NBC networks and CBS began to
supply stations with regular programming features. Live musical programs
were the early mainstay; there were symphonic concerts, and the music of
dance bands was broadcast from large hotels. There were a few dramatic
series; some had a historical flavor such as “Great Moments in History,”” and
some were more homespun such as "“Real Folks” and ‘“Main Street.”” The
importance of this early network programming, however, was not the kinds
of programs that were carried, but that any program was carried. For, you
see, the local station, the primary element in the broadcasting chain, was
beginning to relinquish its program production role. Stations were con-
tent—in fact eager—to stop creating their own programs and instead
broadcast programs sent by NBC or CBS. Obviously | am oversimplifying
things because many local stations did continue to produce programs right
up till the end of big-time radio. But for many radio stations the increasing
supply of network programming was very attractive. It was of higher quality
than they could produce themselves, and it cost less to broadcast; in fact,
local stations often received money for broadcasting it.

“At about this same time advertising salesmen began to see the great
advantage of radio advertising for products whose sales depended on
constant repetition of their names. Some such products were beginning to
have sales problems. Brand-name coffee, for example, was feeling the pinch
of the cheaper supermarket coffee.”

“Like they still grind at the A&P store.”

“That’s right. Canned soup sales were hurting as families began to drop
the soup course from their dinner menu. The use of pretty women as
advertising symbols for cigarettes was becoming a drag on the market.
Tobacco processors now had a story to tell about scientific tests, a story that
few persons would bother to read in print. Instant packaged desserts came
along—remember J*E*L*L*O, Jello?—and the gasoline people were just
introducing ethyl to auto owners. Radio was good for advertising these
kinds of things. And suddenly huge expenditures of advertising dollars were
available to finance programming. Shows that were creaking along on small
budgets found new revenue, lots of it. The effects on programming were
pronounced and noticeable. With big money at stake, shows with more
popular appeal were sought to attract listeners for the advertising messages.
In 1929 Rudy Vallee, sponsored by Fleischmann’s Yeast, enlarged the
traditional dance band programming formula by introducing radio personal-
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Freeman F. Gosden and Charles
). Correll, two white men, were
the radio voices of Amos and
Andy. This very popular pro-
gram hit its peak in 1930, but
lasted for many years. NBC at-
tempted to bring the adven-
tures of the Fresh Air Taxicab
Company to television in the
fifties, but the show wasn’t suc-
cessful enough to keep it on the
air in the face of protests that it
was a racist view of black life styles.

ities. The same year saw the introduction of ’Amos 'n’ Andy,’ one of the
most popular programs ever broadcast on radio.”

”In a way, radio seemed to be going the same way the printed press went.
As the medium became more attractive to larger audiences, more adver-
tisers came along and it became a big business that sought to make itself
attractive to larger audiences in order to get more advertisers . . .” | said.

"’You made your point, and | suppose the analogy is a fair one—with two
exceptions. Up to this point radio had made little effort to be a serious
information medium as the press had done before mass newspaper came
along. Broadcast journalism really didn’t begin in earnest, for example, until
the late 1930s. So what we are talking about is a change in the kind of
entertainment programming, rather than a change from information or
serious discussion to more entertainment programming. Also, and this is
more important, the print media were never controlled by the advertiser to
the extent radio was in the early 1930s. Now ! know that needs some
explanation. There was big money involved in network radio. By the
mid-1930s some programs had budgets as high as $250,000. And when big
money is involved, those who are paying the bill want to be certain they are
getting their money’s worth. While most ad agencies and sponsors believed
in radio as a medium, they also believed that it was a medium that was
particularly open to abuse. It could easily alienate the public.”

”"What do you mean?”’

“Imagine for a moment that you are a widget manufacturer and your
products are advertised on the 'Play of the Week Theater.’ Let's say that one
week a play that is a little off-color or risque is presented. Or a drama that
says some bad things about democracy or the Boy Scouts or motherhood or
apple pie is broadcast. This might make some listeners angry. And these
listeners just might say the hell with widgets, | won't buy the product that
sponsored that crummy show. You follow me?”
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“Right.”
“Okay. Now what are your options?”’
“Well, | could stop advertising on radio, but that wouldn’t solve my

problem of selling more widgets. | could just sponsor good programs, ones
that wouldn’t offend listeners.”

““Good. And that is exactly what happened. To stem what they considered
abuses in programming, ad agencies and sponsors began to exercise more
direct control over the arrangement and production of all programs. In the
past the control of these matters was left to the station or the network. The
network would create the program, hire the talent, and produce the show.
It would go to the advertiser and say, would you like to sponsor this show,
or would you like to buy two minutes of this show? But with the new scheme
the ad agency or sponsor would create the show, hire the talent, and
produce the program. The sponsor would then buy thirty minutes or an
hour of network time on which to air the program. In this way the sponsor
maintained complete control over the program content, the performers, the
time it was broadcast, and so forth. The program could even be developed
to meet the sponsor’s sales problems. He could produce a woman’s
program to sell face soap or a man’s program if his product were pipe
tobacco. A major shift took place, then, as the advertisers for all intents and
purposes took over the control of network radio. Often a single advertising
agency was responsible for supporting as much as ten percent of the
network’s programming schedule. This kind of money brought with it a
great amount of clout. The merest suggestion from a courageous network
executive that he might set aside a few prime hours a week for something
different or unusual or instructional or informative could bring a swift
reminder from the old ad agency that they could take their business
elsewhere.”

“’Couldn’t all the networks have acted in unison on something like this?
The advertiser would then have nowhere else to go,” | said.

“But that was never tried. And the advertisers ruled much of network
radio for nearly two decades. Some of the programs spawned by advertising
were just what you might expect—bland, cheap, and uninspired. The
dramatic serials broadcast in the afternoon and evenings are a good
example of some of the worst network programming of the period. They
called them ‘soap operas’ because they were usually sponsored by soap
companies, and you can still see the remnants of some of these on daytime
television. Ask your grandmother about some of the originals on the radio.
Each of them had a little slogan or tag line that attempted to describe the
story. There was ‘Stella Dallas,” the true-to-life story of mother love and
sacrifice; ‘The Romance of Helen Trent,’ the story that asks the question,
can a woman over 35 find romance?; ‘When a Girl Marries,’ the story of Joan
Field and Harry Davis, and of every girl who has ever been in love; ‘Mary
Noble, Backstage Wife,’ married to matinee idol Larry Noble, dream
sweetheart of a million other women; and ‘One Man'’s Family,’ dedicated to
the mothers and fathers of the younger generation and their bewildering
offspring—there were ‘Ma Perkins,’ ‘Portia Faces Life,” ‘Just Plain Bill,’ ‘Our
Gal Sunday,” and many others as well.”
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You've got those pretty well memorized. You must have been a pretty
big fan yourself.

"It didn’t take daily listening to memorize the tag line. But | was a regular
listener to many programs—not the soaps, but some of the other products
of network radio. Some of it was quite good, or at least we thought it was.
It's funny, but radio listening was kind of a group sport in those days. The
whole family would gather around the radio set, and as often as not stare at
the box. It was not uncommon to spend the better part of the evening
listening to favorite shows.”

"l suppose the programs were a lot like those on television today?”’ |
asked.

"Yes, and no. There were the same kinds of programs—television has not
added a new kind of program. But | think most critics feel that network radio
was probably a bit more substantive than today’s television. Maybe it’s just a
function of looking at the past as the good old days. 1 don't know. But | have
many fond memories of that era.”

Jonas got up and walked over to a cluttered shelf and picked up a large,
worn scrapbook.

“Pictures carry memories, and there are lots of both in this old scrapbook.
Come take a look at it with me. Maybe you can get the feel of what | am
talking about better.”

| pulled my chair over next to Jonas as he repositioned himself in front of
the table. As he blew the dust off the cracked leather cover of the book, it
appeared that Jonas’ mind was beginning to range far beyond the confines
of this room. His eyes began to glisten as he described the pictures on the
first page of the time-worn volume.

“These were some of the great stars of variety shows in the era. There’s
Jack Benny, Eddie Cantor, Ed Wynn, George Burns and Gracie Allen, Edgar
Bergen (he’s Candy Bergen's father, you know) and Charlie McCarthy. And
look over here, that's Fred Allen, perhaps the greatest wit radio produced.
Each week millions would anticipate with delight their trip down Allen’s
Alley and visits with Senator Claghorn, Mrs. Nussbaum, Titus Moody, and
the rest. It was Allen who once said that they call radio a medium because
nothing on it is ever well done.”

“You could say the same thing about television—only more so,” |
ventured.

“There were some great mystery shows on as well,” Jonas remarked as he
flipped the page. ““Here is a picture of Tony Randall. He played one of the
characters in the famous adventure series, ‘I Love a Mystery,’ the adventures
of Jack, Doc, and Reggie. Each week these three characters would set off on
the wildest escapades. The show was created by Carlton Morse. Another
radio producer was Phillip H. Lord, who created ‘Mr. District Attorney’ and
‘Gangbusters.” ‘Gangbusters’ always opened with sirens howling in the
night, the clatter of machine guns, and the marching tread of convicts. It
was sponsored for years by Doan’s Liniment. And of course ‘The Shadow,””’
said Jonas, pointing to a picture of Orson Welles. “Did you know he played
the Shadow for a time?”

“’No. This was a very popular program, wasn’t it?”’
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George Burns and Gracie Allen,
man and wife both in real life
and on stage, were among a
fairly small group of performers
who became household fixtures
during the ear of network
radio. Along with Jack Benny,
Bob Hope, Ed Wynn, and
others, the team made a suc-
cessful move to television in
the fifties. Gracie Allen was the
first of a long line of "dingbat”
wives that included Lucille Ball
in ”I Love Lucy,” Eva Gabor in
“Green Acres,” and Jean
Stapleton as Edith Bunker.

“There was a fantastic Shadow cult. The main character was Lamont
Cranston, a wealthy young man who, during a stay in the Orient, learned
the hypnotic power to cloud men’s minds so that they could not see him.
The only person who knew the identity of the Shadow was Cranston’s
‘friend and companion’ Margot Lane. Do you recall the opening—'Who
knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? The Shadow knows,’ an
ominous filtered voice would say, and laugh. To some listeners the Shadow
was so convincing that during the war with Germany they wrote the network
demanding to know why Lamont Cranston was not using his secret powers
against the Nazis.”

“That seems incredible. How could anyone believe he existed?”’ | asked.

“You must remember that radio can be much more realistic to many
people than television could ever be. Television is forced to create a visual
image that normally reveals the artificial nature of the story. In radio, on the
other hand, a voice is all you hear. Your imagination does all the rest. You
have far fewer clues to the authenticity of the production. The demons you
can create in your mind from a radio program can be far more hideous and
yet far more realistic than anything television or film could bring to you. In
fact they used to call dramatic radio the theater of the mind. Two of the most
frightening programs were ‘Lights Out’ and ‘Inner Sanctum.’ | can vividly
remember the opening: ‘Good evening, friends, this is Raymond, your host,
welcoming you in through the squeaking door to the Inner Sanctum.’ If you
weren’t already scared to death, just to make certain you would be, you
turned off all the lights in the room. ‘We have another tale to thrill you and
chill you. Won’t you come in and have a seat? No chair, you say. Why don’t
you try that black box over there? It's nice to have someone here who really
believes in black magic, the supernatural, zombies, and goblins. What's
that? You don’t really believe in those things? Well, our story tonight is
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about a man who didn’t believe in them either. But he found out he was
wrong—dead wrong, ha, ha, ha, ha. . . ."”

“Hey, you’re giving me goose bumps.”

"Just imagine listening to that in a dark room. Here, look at this page.
‘Superman,” ‘Terry and the Pirates,’ ‘Dick Tracy,’ and my favorite, ‘Buck
Rogers.” Buck, Wilma, and Doctor Huer roamed the airwaves starting in 1932
after beginning as a comic strip. The trio visited all parts of the universe in
search of Killer Kane. Buck was armed with his Molecular Contractor Beam
Projector, which shrunk you, and his Molecular Expansion Beam Projector,
which enlarged you. He was impregnable.”

“Sounds pretty far out, to me.”

"It was far out, but strangely many of the futuristic inventions that Buck
and his pals played around with are now actual weapons. Buck’s ray gun, for
example, was a prototype of the laser beams of today. But most of it was
fantasy. There were also some more down-to-earth heroes as well. Tom
Mix, one of the greatest radio heroes, existed in real life. ‘The Tom Mix
Ralston Straight Shooters are on the air. And here comes Tom Mix,
America’s favorite cowboy. ...’ Then Tom would launch into one of
radio’s first singing commercials to the tune of ‘When It’s Round-Up Time in
Texas.” ‘Hot Ralston for your breakfast, start the day off shining bright. . . ./
Tom Mix was a master of conviction. He was a rodeo champion and had had
an active military career, including a ride up San juan Hill with Teddy
Roosevelt in the Spanish-American War. Tom and his straight-shooter pals
even knew their adventures were being broadcast. Some episodes detailed
how they studied their scripts and recreated their adventures. Sometimes
the broadcasts were even interrupted by scoundrels who wanted to get Tom
off the air.

"Tom was one of a series of radio heroes sponsored by food companies
who urged listeners to take an active part in the program by purchasing
premiums or tokens. You know, two box tops and ten cents. And in those
days some of the tokens weren't too bad. They were usually rings, although
Captain Midnight would sell you Ovaltine Shake’'m Up Mugs too. In
addition to leaving a neat green circle on your finger, the rings would
whistle, glow in the dark, imprint secret emblems, flash coded messages,
magnify and look around corners—often a single ring would do all these
things. You sometimes spent weeks with them just figuring out how they
worked. Sky King and Jack Armstrong were other ‘real’ heroes. Jack was a
student at Hudson High School. In his first episodes he solved problems
that plagued his school—finding out who broke into the principal’s office,
who cheated on the exam, and so forth. But later he began to range
worldwide and became a high school dropout, even though he supposedly
studied while he traveled. Jack was the All-American Boy and the model for
many young men of that era.

"Here, look at these three radio heroes,”” Jonas said as he turned the page
of the deteriorating scrapbook. ’Know who they are?”

“The one on the left is the Lone Ranger, the one on the right is probably
Sergeant Preston, but | don’t know the other one.”

“That’s the Green Hornet. All three of these radio shows originated from
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WXYZ in Detroit, but were broadcast nationwide via the network. The Lone
Ranger was the most famous of the trio, galloping out of the old radio set
every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at 7:30 P.M.”

’Did you listen to most of these shows, the Lone Ranger, | mean?"”

“Sure."”

“Did they ever explain how the masked man got his name?”

“In the first episode. A band of Texas Rangers was ambushed by the
infamous Hole-in-the-Wall gang. All the lawmen except one young ranger
were killed. While he Igy unconscious he was taken to safety by an Indian.
When he awoke and saw the Indian he asked, ‘"What of the other rangers?
They were all my friends. One was my brother.” The Indian—Tonto—
replied, ‘Other Texas Rangers all dead. You only ranger left. You Lone
Ranger now."’

“Ugh,” | said. “That's pretty bad.”

“’Ugh, but true,” Jonas replied. “Sergeant Preston followed the Ranger,
and the Green Hornet was the last of the trio. The Hornet was much like the
Lone Ranger; he used a gas gun to disable his victims but never killed them.
He was the publisher of a large newspaper who became a masked crusader
at night and sought to rout the evil that plagued his city. The Lone Ranger
had a white horse named Silver and a sidekick. The Hornet was transported
in a sleek black limousine called Black Beauty, driven by his companion,
Kato. The musical themes for both shows came from the classics—the
William Tell Overture for the Lone Ranger, the Flight of the Bumblebee for
the Green Hornet.

“And then there were the detective programs,” said Jonas, flipping the
page to reveal portraits of a series of serious-looking gentlemen, all wearing
trench coats with hats pulled down about their eyes. ’Here’s Brad Runyon,
the Fat Man, Johnny Dollar, Nick Carter, Boston Blackie, Richard Diamond,
Mike Shayne, and the Falcon. All hard-boiled, tough, underpaid, and
suckers for a statuesque blonde.

“But | think my favorite programs of the era were the dramatic antholo-
gies. Some of the grandest moments in radio occurred on these shows. The
‘Lux Hollywood Theater’ was probably the most popular, despite its lack of
dramatic achievement. Each week a guest host, often a Hollywood producer
or director, would introduce a sixty-minute version of a current motion
picture or some well-remembered classic, often with some of the original
cast. The show inspired many imitators, including ‘Mr. First Nighter,” "from
that little theater just off Times Square,’ and ‘Grand Central Station’—the
crossroad of a million private lives, the gigantic stage on which are played a
thousand dramas daily.’ But probably the most prestigious of the dramatic
anthologies, although not the most popular, was ‘The Mercury Theater of
the Air."””

 War of the Worlds. Orson Welles,” | thought out loud.

“Well, that was the most famous production. It scared the pants off most
of America.”

“I've always wondered how could a radio program do that? There was
almost a national panic, wasn't there?”
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""Lux Hollywood Theater” each week whisked millions of listeners away
to mystery, adventure, and romance. While it rarely achieved dramatic
heights, its cast each week normally featured well-known Hollywood
personalities, such as Marlene Dietrich and Douglas Fairbanks (right).

"You must remember the state of the world in October of 1938. Tension
was high. Many people believed—correctly—that war in Europe was im-
minent. Maybe we were ready for a good scare. A funny thing about the
production: most people who worked on the story feared that few persons
would take it seriously enough to listen to it. After all, a story about an
invasion of Earth by Martians in giant machines is rather outrageous. But the
script, which was adapted from the old H. G. Wells story, was constructed
neatly as if a normal evening of broadcasting was being interrupted by
bulletins about the invasion. The people at CBS thought it was believable
enough from the beginning. They made Welles make thirty-eight script
changes—renaming the National Guard the militia, the U.S. Weather
Bureau the Government Weather Bureau, and so forth. But that apparently
didn’t help listeners distinguish fiction from reality.

"Immediately after the show began at 8 P.Mm. on Halloween night the
police began calling CBS studios asking them what was going on. This was
the first hint to the network that something was amiss. Listeners began to
call newspapers; the New York Times got nearly 900 calls. Catholics called
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A much younger and thinner
Orson Welles at work as a lead-
ing character during his broad-
cast of ""War of the Worlds.”
The program, probably the
most famous of any radio
broadcast, demonstrates how
the listeners’ imaginations play a
crucial role in the success of
radio drama. A similar TV pro-
gram would have difficulty in
creating the same audience
reaction because the television
viewer can’t close his eyes and
let his own mind fill in the pic-
torial details.

\.Culver l;lcture?
their priests to confess. By 8:30 the highways along the East Coast—the
invasion supposedly began at a place called Grovers Mill, New Jersey—were
jammed with motorists. Sailors on shore leave were summoned back to
ships. A power failure in a small town in Washington was all that was needed
to convince residents there that the end was indeed upon them. Hundreds
of people reported they had seen Martians. All in all it was a very frightening
evening. After the hoax was exposed the people were mad. When the
program was rebroadcast in Quito, Ecuador, listeners were so enraged at
being tricked they burned down the radio station. In this country people
merely wrote nasty letters to CBS. For a time it was feared the broadcast
would doom the Mercury Theater. The FCC moved in quickly and after a
short investigation changed some broadcasting policies. For example,
fictional news bulletins were banned from the air. But instead of killing the
Mercury Theater, the program showed sponsors its potential as an advertis-
ing vehicle. A canned soup company agreed to sponsor the series and
shortly the ‘Mercury Theater of the Air’ became the ‘Campbell Theater.””

“Did you hear the original broadcast?”

“Yes.”

“Were you frightened by it?”

“No comment.”
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“"While it's a hard admission for me to make, old-time radio sounds kind
of exciting.”

““Sure it was exciting. But it was a lot more as well. It took the mind of the
country off the hard times of the thirties. Like television today, it was a kind
of showcase for our dreams, the fantasy worlds that most of us visit once in a
while. Radio showed an America that really didn’t exist, | suppose, except in
our fondest wishes. Some of the programs left an indelible mark on our
culture; others have been quickly forgotten. But while it existed, radio was a
common experience for the family to share, something that helped us laugh
or let us cry.”

“When did this kind of radio end? And more importantly, why did it
end?”’

“Itjust didn’t stop one day. It sort of faded out in the late 1940s and early
1950s. I'd say by 1955 it was pretty well dead, with a few exceptions.
Although even then there were those who said it would someday return.
The why part of your question is harder to answer. Interest in network radio
began to diminish at about the same time as interest in television began to
grow. Sponsors were quick to see the potential of the new visual medium.
Most felt they could not afford to make large advertising expenditures on
both radio and television. And by 1952 they were ready to abandon radio
like the bones at a barbecue, as Fred Allen said. Strangely, all the while that
television was getting on its feet, radio paid the bills. It was like presiding at
your own funeral. Some attempts were made to save network radio.
Advertising rate structures were overhauled, nighttime hours were given
over to television, and advertisers got discounts on radio spots. Even new
sources of business were sought as attempts were made to appeal to smaller
national or regional audiences. But the networks couldn’t seem to make it
work. To many network bosses the two media were the same: television was
radio with pictures. Most really didn’t see that TV and radio were very
different. A television viewer doesn’t need to use his mind to fill in the
details of a dramatic story or a comedy broadcast. The very stuff of
radio—imagination—is the antithesis of television. Network radio and
television are operated by the same people, so we can only assume that it
was a conscious decision on the part of these men to discontinue big-time
radio programming. The people who believe that radio and television are
about the same assert that network radio could never exist next to
television. But they forgot that in Great Britain radio programming of the
kind found here in the thirties and forties has found a large and interested
audience even today.

“But television was the new medium in America. And initially, at least, it
provided the kind of substance that the audience wanted. It was only after
television found that it could no longer afford the room for a Sid Caesar, or a
‘Playhouse 90," or a ‘Defenders,’ or an ‘Omnibus’ that many persons
nostalgically remembered the good old days of network radio. Goodman
Ace, an outspoken magazine columnist who himself was a radio and later a
television writer, made a comment about this in 1966 that | clipped. Look
here:

"Thirty-five years ago Messrs. Paley, Stanton, and Sarnoff [ these are CBS
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Today only a fond memory,
“Your Show of Shows’ was a
staple of the early American TV
connoisseur. Restaurant owners
complained that the normal late-
evening dinner crowds disap-
peared as patrons ate early,
then hurried home to watch
Howard Morris, Sid Caesar,
Imogene Coca, and Carl Reiner
on NBC.

NBC Photo

and NBC executives] became the proud proprietors of a class entertain-
ment medium. Television 1966 finds them operating run-down second-run
movie houses, open all night, and showing B pictures along with quickie,
two-reel comedies for which the Phoenicians will have to invent another
letter.’

“’Sounds a bit bitter, doesn’t he? But he reflects the feelings of many who
grew up working in radio and then saw it abandoned for what they believed
was a gadget. Fred Allen, who became bitter because he never found a place
on television, said that TV was the triumph of equipment over people. He
added that the minds that control it are so small that you could put them in
the navel of a flea and still have room beside them for a network vice
president’s heart.”

With that Jonas closed his scrapbook, got up and walked across the room,
replacing the worn collection of memories on the shelf. It was time to
change the mood, 1 thought.

“You implied that television really didn’t get started here until the late
forties. My father was in Britain during the war and he told me that many
people in London had television sets before 1940. Is that true?”

""Yes. Television was around in one form or another for many years before
the late 1930s. The first patents for a device to send pictures by wire were
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The NBC broadcast of the opening ceremonies of the 1939 New
York World's Fair. The TV camera (arrow B) is focused on Pres-
ident Franklin D. Roosevelt (arrow A). Note the newsreel cameras
to the left and underneath the television camera. Newsreels,
shown in all movie theaters before the cartoon and main features,
were the only means Americans had of seeing moving news pic-
tures before television news broadcasting became common.

issued in Germany in 1884. In 1930 an Englishman, J. L. Baird, was selling
television sets to the public for about $130 each and broadcasting video
signals on BBC transmitting equipment after the close of the radio broadcast
day. Commercial television would have probably developed more rapidly in
this country were it not for the success of radio. The large broadcasting
networks, which would later push television, could see little advantage in
developing a medium to compete with radio, which was just beginning to
take off. We had experimental TV broadcasts in this country as early as 1927,
but we were behind the British in developing television for public use. The
coronation of King George VI was televised in England in 1937 and regular
broadcasts began in 1938. American television didn’t go public until 1939
when RCA put a few sets in the stores for $625 each. The radio corporation
used the New York’s World Fair as kind of a promotional device to sell the
sets. The opening of the fair on April 30, 1939, was telecast, including
remarks by President Roosevelt. RCA displayed television sets at the fair
with screen sizes varying from five to nine inches. A few programs were
telecast each day, some from studios in Radio City, others from a mobile
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This is a photograph of the sin-
gle camera used by NBC at the
nation’s first televised baseball
game, a contest between Co-
lumbia and Princeton. The sev-
eral hundred viewers who saw
the telecast must have felt like
they were watching the game
through an electronic knothole
in the fence. When a runner
attempted to steal second
base, who did the cameraman
focus on—the catcher? the run-
ner? the second baseman? This
is a good reminder to viewers
today that much happens out-

side the view of the camera.
NB8C Photo

unit. Presentations from the studio included bits of opera, plays, jugglers,
puppets, and kitchen demonstrations. One of the first mobile telecasts was
a Columbia-Princeton baseball game. One camera, stationed along the
third-base line, attempted to cover all the action. It was awful. At a later
game between the Brooklyn Dodgers and Cincinnati Reds two cameras were
used. But that still wasn’t very many when you consider that today NBC
frequently uses as many as ten cameras to broadcast the World Series or the
All-Star game. Other mobile telecasts included a fashion show from the
Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, boxing or wrestling matches, skaters at the Rockefel-
ler Center, or planes landing at LaGuardia Airport.”

"Gee, that sounds thrilling. Planes landing at the airport?”

““You must remember that in those days television was a tov by many
standards—an expensive toy, but a toy nevertheless. In the early days of
radio people didn’t care what they heard so long as they heard something.
In the early days of film, people were fascinated by the moving object on the
screen. In fact, one of the first real motion pictures was a film of a man
sneezing. In the childhood ot television it was the same way; people were
fascinated by the picture, almost any picture. Some people might argue that
television viewers really haven’t changed much atall. In any case, TV caught
on slowly.”

‘| can see why. Planes landing at the airport

[ K
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““Now, be nice. TV was expensive, and new. A year later there were only a
handful of stations on the air. World War Il literally stopped the develop-
ment of the medium. Programming was limited on the six existing stations
to four hours per week. The materials needed for receivers as well as for
transmitting equipment—aluminum, cobalt, and copper—were needed by
the military. And the electronic firms that produced broadcasting equip-
ment in peacetime were busy making another electronic gadget—a lot like
television—called radar.

“’But after the war expansion began and the FCC began issuing television
station licenses to most of those who sought them. By autumn of 1948 there
were more than 100 stations operating throughout the nation. And that’s
when the FCC first began to note the trouble.”

““What trouble?”

““When television became a reality, the FCC allotted a small portion of the
so-called spectrum for telecasting. | think the commission thought it was
enough, but the FCC really didn’t know a great deal about television signals,
how they acted, or how far they would go. For example, television waves
travel in a straight line. You might therefore suspect that two stations
outside of each other’s line of sight, that is, over the horizon from one

An early experimental TV set
with a screen not much larger
than a pack of playing cards. All
three pieces of equipment were

needed for the receiver.
The Bettmann Archive, Inc.
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another, could share the same frequency. But TV signals bounce off hills,
mountains, clouds, and buildings. And interference did result between
television stations and between television stations and nonbroadcast com-
munications systems. So on September 30, 1948, the FCC ordered a freeze
on the granting of all television licenses. The halt was only to last a short
time, until solutions to the interference problems might be found. But the
Korean war extended the freeze until June of 1952. No licenses were granted
during the period.”

"Did all big cities have television stations before the freeze?”’

No, many did not. And social scientists had a field day comparing the
behavior of people in cities that had television to those in cities that didn't.
The attendance at movies, sporting events, and nightclubs dropped signifi-
cantly in television cities but remained constantin non-TV cities. Restaurant
owners complained that patrons in TV cities ate early and rushed home to
watch Sid Caesar. Radio listening dropped in cities with television while
network radio enjoyed a last big fling in those cities without the tube.
Bookstore sales and visits to public libraries also declined in cities with
television.

"“Two other problems came up at this time in regard to the development
of television: the use of some channels for educational purposes and color
broadcasting. Do you want to hear about them?”

"Why not?”’ | said, sinking a bit farther into my cushy leather seat.

"Let’s look at the color question first. Some people argue that we could
have had good, clear color television in this country long before we did.
These people argue that when the FCC was faced with two competing color
systems back in 1947, they gave approval to the wrong one. just after the war
CBS demonstrated a color system it had developed. The system involved a
rotating wheel and gave brilliant, stable colors. But broadcasts on the CBS
system could not be seen on the existing ten to fifteen thousand black-and-
white television sets in use. RCA, which had led in the development of
television was scornful of the CBS system. RCA publicly condemned it
because it was incompatible with the black-and-white sets, but it’s likely
that its private concerns revolved more around the tremendous economic
advantage CBS might gain if its system was accepted. After the CBS
demonstration RCA told the FCC that it would develop a system compatible
with existing television sets within six months. It kept its promise. The
colors were crude and unstable, but it was compatible with the existing
systems. So the FCC gave the go-ahead to RCA. This left CBS and many
other persons interested in the early development of a usable color system
dismayed and disappointed. One result of the FCC’s ruling was that most
Americans bought one or two black-and-white sets before color was
developed sufficiently to interest most viewers.”

""But if the FCC had approved the CBS system,” | said, "all those people
who had television sets would have found them useless. Probably the
development of the entire medium would have been slowed down while
the industry retooled to meet the standards of the CBS system.”

“No doubt about it. It was a tough decision. But I'm still not certain it
might not have been better to go the other way from the beginning. Most
people didn’t buy television sets until the early to mid-fifties. By then, they
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probably could have invested initially in a color set. But who knows?

"The educational television question was interesting also. The notion of
setting aside a small portion of the broadcast spectrum for educational use
was not a new one in 1948. Years earlier a few FM radio channels had been
set aside for this purpose. But no one had seriously suggested this scheme
for television until FCC commissioner Freida B. Hennock raised the issue
shortly after being named to the commission in 1948. Commissioner
Hennock enlisted the aid of various groups of educational radio broadcast-
ers and began lobbying strongly to reserve a portion of the television
spectrum for educational use. These groups vigorously lobbied to win their
fight. They conducted one of the first content analyses of television
programming to help them make their case. The National Association of
Educational Broadcasters began tabulating information about commercial
television broadcasting in January of 1951 and discovered, for example, that
during a single week of telecasting in New York, viewers witnessed nearly
3,000 acts or threats of violence.”

’You mean people were concerned about television violence even then?”

“That’s right, and this kind of data had a great impact on many people.
The FCC agreed in 1952 to reserve 242 channels for educational purposes.
The agency had little to lose. If, as many people said, the educators didn’t
use the channels, the FCC would have at least offered the chance. If the idea
worked, then the FCC could claim to have led the way in educational
broadcasting. And of course the scheme did work, if not exactly as people
first thought, as these channels—there are many more of them now—form
the basis for the growing public television network.”

"Where did the commercial broadcasters stand on the issue?”’ | asked.

"That’s hard to say. There probably wasn’t an industry position. Some
people interested in commercial broadcasting—generally people who
didn’t have licenses but wanted them—thought it was a poor idea since it
depleted this very scarce resource. But others, people who had already had
licenses, saw the educational broadcaster as one less commercial com-
petitor. So there was probably a split.

"The licensing freeze went off in June of 1952 and 700 applicants, mostly
commercial ones, lined up for licenses. The big television boom was about
to begin. The rest is recent history. You know, it's a funny thing about
television. Most of the people who run it have never really figured out what
it is all about. As | said earlier, the early network brass conceived of it as
radio with pictures. | suppose it is understandable, because most of them
were fresh out of network radio. But even today few television people
realize the visual capacity of the medium. Nearly all the different kinds of
television programs that are telecast originated in radio. We are really hung
up in alinear thought process. And the amount of innovation in the medium
has been minute. The basic formats of radio—situation comedies, variety
shows, westerns, mysteries, quiz shows—abound in television. They are
television.

“Initially, programming was of chief concern to television. While adver-
tisers were interested in the new medium, its circulation—the number of
television sets in use—was very low. So programming that would make
families want to buy a television set was needed. It was one of the few times
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in the history of the medium—and the cynic in me is coming out now—that
programming priorities superseded all others. Some people call it televi-
sion’s Golden Age. Comic geniuses like Sid Caesar and Ernie Kovacs
appeared weekly. There was an abundance of live original drama on
anthologies such as ‘Studio One,” 'Philco Playhouse,” ‘Circle Theater,’
‘Goodyear Playhouse,” and ‘Playhouse 90.” There were hard-hitting docu-
mentaries like ‘See It Now’ and thought-provoking cultural presentations
like ‘Omnibus.””

““Why don’t we have programs like that now?” | asked.

“l don’t think there is a single answer to your question. Some people
believe that this kind of programming was aired to attract the wealthier and
better-educated part of the public, the people best able to afford the high
cost of a television receiver. Once these people had their sets other,
cheaper kinds of programming were substituted. Other people suggest that
many talented actors and writers and directors were lured away from the
tube by movies, where money was better and schedules were more
leisurely. Network programming people will tell you that people don't like
that kind of television any more (maybe they never did) and show you
ratings to support this argument. Others will tell you that that kind of
programming is too costly and that the networks can’t afford it. | suppose
there is some truth in all those answers. But | think that television showed a
promise in those days that it has never really fulfilled.”

As Jonas finished his sentence | glanced out the window. The sun was low
in the western sky. Evening was approaching. The noise on the street below
was noticeable now as workers began their daily pilgrimage home. As if the
same thought had struck us simultaneously, Jonas stood up, stretched his
arms above his head in a way that pulled the sweater above the top of his
belt, and began to look for Ralph.

“It’s getting late,” he said as he readjusted the worn sweater. “And | know
a cat that is probably getting hungry.”

‘I guess I'm hungry too,"” l sald “I thlnk time got away from us there in
our little historical excursion.’

Ralph yawned as he pulled himself from under a low table base. When
Jonas saw the cat he began to walk toward the door. “Time to close up
shop,” he said, looking at me. As we crossed the threshold Jonas switched
off the lights. | quickly glanced over my shoulder as we stepped into the
corridor, but the dirty window panes and the fading sunlight had darkened
the room where | had spent the better part of this day.

“Did we help you?” Jonas asked as we walked toward the staircase.

“Very much. Perhaps not as | thought you would. | guess | expected
names and dates—that’s what history so often is. But you gave me some
ideas instead.”

““What kind of ideas?”’

“Well, ideas about the economics of the media, for example. | think
people tend to forget that media are businesses, operate as businesses, and
make decisions on the basis of business. This has apparently been an
important factor in shaping the mass media into what exists today. | think
your ideas on the development of objectivity and political journalism have
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made me curious enough to find out more about these subjects.”

“Then it wasn’t a wasted day,”” Jonas said as he began to walk down the
stairs. 'l told you before we began that we really didn’t have any pat answers
to most questions. What | have given you today are a single man’s
impressions of some of the events and trends and conditions of the past.
Make no mistake, it's not the gospel. Beware of people who claim to know
the only truth about something.”

We were at the bottom of the stairs now. As Jonas handed me my coat,
Ralph scampered away and ran toward what | assumed was the back of the
building, probably a pantry or small kitchen. “He knows where the food is,”
Jonas said laughingly.

As | walked toward the door Jonas put his hand on my shoulder.

“Come back again,” he said.

“I will,” | said, rather perfunctorily.

The grizzled little historian opened the heavy door and | caught a soft
April breeze as it floated in from the street. A noise in the rear prompted me
to turn my head as | walked onto the porch. Ralph peeked out from behind a
half-closed door at the back of the hallway, cocked his head, and meowed
softly. Jonas smiled and winked at me. Yes, | thought, I'll be back.
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Fverything Youve
Alwoys Wonted to Know
About Newspopers

out Were Afraid to Ask Your Poper Boy

WASHINGTON—The American newspaper, seeker of truth, defender
of the weak, champion of the people, died early this morning in the
nation’s capital. It was 270 years old.

The newspaper, which was born in Boston and lived at one time in
nearly every community in the country, succumbed to what doctors
described as an “inabjlity to respond to the changing world.”

There are no survivors.

The death of the newspaper is something that people have been writing
about for a great many years in this country. When the number of dailies
first began to dip seriously in the twenties, dire predictions about the fate of
the press began to appear. And then there was radio and television. Who
needs a newspaper any more? We can get all the news faster from the
electronic media.

The man who has been most active recently writing the obituary of the
print media is Marshall McLuhan, a Canadian pop-philosopher who has
borrowed heavily on the ideas of Harold Innis in his lengthy discussions of
communications. McLuhan charges that printed words and written sen-
tences are contrary to man’s inherent nature—that the one-step-after-
another sequence of data consumption is unnatural. Reality is not linear, as
the printed media would force one to assume. The electronic media that can
invade many senses at a single instant produce the “all-at-once” environ-
ment of the seventies. Print is a hot medium, the former English professor
asserts; it provides plenty of highly defined information for a single
sense—the visual one. Television, on the other hand, is a cool, low-
definition medium that provides a minimum of information, but involves all
the senses. There is high participation and involvement. The electronic
media are today; print is yesterday. The entire nature of man is being
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reshaped by the new media, and the generation gap, accelerated mobility of
public opinion, abrupt changes in life styles, and so forth, have already
resulted. And this is only a mild preliminary, according to McLuhanistic
dogma, to the convulsions ahead that will necessarily swallow up the
printed word.

No one knows if Marshall McLuhan is right or not, not even Marshall
McLuhan, for most of what he has told us about the media has been
presented in the form of revealed truths, not testable hypotheses. For
example, his suggestions imply a decline in both reading skills and interests.
But neither appear evident at this stage of the game. In fact, reading skills in
young people seem to be increasing, not declining. Most tests show, for
example, that the average child in the 1960s (and this was our first television
generation) was superior to his counterpart from the 1950s in reading,
comprehension, word recognition, abstract reasoning, and understanding
mathematical concepts—the traditional intellectual activities. And the tre-
mendous increase in the number of books and magazines and newspapers
that are published and sold each year tends to belie the McLuhanistic dirges
for the printed form.

In time, we may find that McLuhan and the other doomsayers are right.
But for now we are left with the old Scottish verdict, not proven; and Tom
Wolfe’s haunting query—what if they are right?

THE LUMBERING GIANTS

The print media in America are surprisingly healthy for the most part.
Television might be newer, radio might be more fun, and film might be
more glamorous. But the printed media, specifically newspapers, are the
lumbering giants of masscomm, economically sound, socially respectable,
and still getting more than their share of the action.

And that’s what this chapter is all about—the American newspaper. Books
and magazines are also forms of print media. If we had the time and space,
book publishing would be fun to consider. But we have neither. And there
is some question today (at least in this author’s mind) whether magazines
are truly “mass” media (that is, circulated to a large heterogeneous
audience). There are only a couple of mass-circulation, general-interest
magazines left. Most others are aimed at specific groups. So we are putting
off a discussion of magazines until chapter eleven when we consider the
way masscomm has responded to the fragmented society.

In this chapter on newspapers we want to concentrate on two or three
things. First, since we are all consumers of newspapers, it will be helpful to
understand how the news gets into a paper. How is it gathered? Who
decides whether a story will be used or not? What is its source? Since the
way that a newspaper does things has a direct impact on what a reader sees
in his evening or morning paper, we will take a look at some of the internal
habits, systems, and pressures that can be found in most newspaper offices.
Finally, it's only fair that we try to view some of the problems that beset this
important business. These too have an impact upon what does or does not
appear in the paper.
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However, before we can begin to describe the newspaper, it would
probably be helpful to describe the newspaper industry.

THE NEWSPAPER INDUSTRY

According to author and critic Ben Bagdikian, a newspaper is a publication
that carries information on newsprint (a particularly cheap grade of paper)
for a general audience, and is issued daily, on Sundays, or weekly. This is as
good a definition as there is. There are approximately 10,000 such publica-
tions in the United States. About 1,760 of these are issued daily; the rest
appear once, twice, or even three times a week. When the word newspaper
is used people tend to think of the big city daily newspaper. But actually
most newspapers aren’t like that at all. Some years ago Professor Jack Lyle
looked at the Los Angeles-Long Beach metropolitan area and discovered
this conglomeration of publications that qualify as newspapers: twenty-two
general circulation daily newspapers; 100 free circulation weekly papers or
shoppers’ guides (they're called throwaways, not because that’s what
readers do, but because that’s how they are distributed); fifty “’paid”
general circulation weekly papers; ten semi-weekly papers; one Spanish
language daily newspaper; three Japanese-language daily newspapers;
several weeklies aimed at black readers or ethnic groups; and editions of
both the Wall Street Journal and Christian Science Monitor, which are
printed in Los Angeles.

Needless to say, this is not a typical situation. Most American cities are
fortunate if they have a single daily and a handful of weeklies. But the point
is still well taken: although large metropolitan papers account for much of
the circulation of American newspapers, they are a small numerical propor-
tion of the industry.

While most things in America continue to grow, the number of daily
newspapers hasn’t increased much in the past 20 years. And in the 40 years
before that there was a sharp decline in the total number of dailies from a
high of about 2600 in 1919. (Of the 2600, 2200 were English-language
general-circulation newspapers.) The apparent numerical stability of the
number of dailies since the mid-fifties is deceiving in two ways. First, the
numbers game does not reveal that each year many newspapers fail and
close their doors. Others start fresh, or shift from weekly to daily status. In
1969, for example, twenty-eight dailies began publication, eleven sus-
pended publication, five merged with other newspapers, and four became
weeklies. There was a net gain of eight papers that year.

The other deception concerns the kinds of daily papers that remain from
year to year. Generally there has been a steadily diminishing number of
newspapers in the large metropolitan areas and a steadily increasing
number of dailies in the small towns and cities. In 1910, for example,
fifty-five percent of the cities with a daily had two or more competing
papers, papers with different owners. Today less than five percent of cities
with dailies have competing daily newspapers. New York is the only city in
America with more than two competing dailies. Big city papers have failed
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and closed, or have been sold and became part of combinations that exist in
places like Milwaukee, Kansas City, and Louisville where a single owner
controls both morning and afternoon papers. As the big city papers were
falling away, smaller dailies sprang up, primarily in the suburbs.

While the number of daily newspapers has remained fairly constant
during the past twenty years, daily circulation has not. But again the
numbers tend to be deceiving. The American Newspaper Publishers As-
sociation, a trade association that represents newspapers’ business inter-
ests, points out that daily circulation continues to rise each year. Currently,
about 65,000,000 copies are sold each day. In 1946 daily circulation was only
51,000,000.

But circulation increases are not keeping pace with population increases.
That is, while the adult population increased by thirty-two percent between
1946 and 1970, newspaper circulation went up only about twenty-two
percent. In terms of households rather than population the statistics are
about the same. From the early fifties to the end of the sixties there was a
one-third increase in the number of households in the U.S. Newspaper
circulation increased by about twenty percent in the same period. The

“, average American home received 1.2 papers in 1952; the same home

received only about one newspaper in 1970.

One explanation for the lag in circulation that newspaper publishers don't
like to face is that young people (aged 20-29) seem to be reading fewer
papers today than in the past. And since there are more young people than
ever before, this has serious implications for future circulation. Researchers
haven’t yet been able to decide whether this lower readership is a function
of this group’s age—that is, whether once these people move into the
over-thirty category their reading habits will pick up—or a function of “some-
thing else”—in which case these people might never change their reading
habits. If it turns out that it isn’t age, that ““something else’ has affected
reading habits, the “something else” will probably turn out to be many
things.

Television could be a villain. The new life styles in America might provide
another explanation. Reading a newspaper takes time. When a man or
woman gets married, settles into a home, and has a family, the time
available to read a paper increases. Marital, domestic, and familial activities
are changing today. Marriage is often coming at an older age and traditional
family life is beginning to crumble. This might be a factor in reduced
readership. Some people also suggest that the audience for newspapers is
changing faster than papers are changing. That is, young people today tend
to be better educated, better informed, and more affluent. They find much
of what appears in the papers less than useful. They are bored with the
plethora of entertainment features. They can afford to find entertainment in
other places and don’t need crossword puzzles, comic strips, and humor
columnists. The newspaper has less to offer this group of young people.
This is a factor recognized even by some progressive newsmen. J. Edward
Murray, managing editor of The Arizona Republictold Newsweek magazine
a few years ago: “The newspaper audience is growing to intellectual
capacity and appetite more rapidly than we are upgrading newspaper
content.” Whatever the cause, the decline of newspaper readership by
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young people should give serious pause to editors and publishers inter-
ested in the continued prosperity of the printed press.

WHO READS THE PAPER?

Perhaps it’s time to consider briefly who does read a newspaper. The only
qualification needed is literacy. Only three percent of Americans don’t meet
this standard, but that percentage is not averaged equally over the U.S.
population. Only two percent of whites are illiterate, but one in ten
nonwhites don’t have the basic skills needed to read a newspaper. Inferior,
education is the best explanation for this statistic. This suggests, of course,
that newspaper readership would be lower among nonwhite groups. An
this is true—but for reasons that go beyond literacy. Minority-group
members often find little that interests them in the paper. Until recently
media did not perceive these people as a significant purchasing power in a
community. Minority social clubs were ignored on the women’s pages.
Minority service clubs were rarely given the same coverage as their white
counterparts. Because minorities were grossly under-represented in gov-
ernment and economic and educational policy making, this avenue toward
newspaper coverage was closed as well. And threats of boycotts by minority
readers were usually met with editorial yawns, since advertisers seldom
attempted to reach minority consumers anyway.

Many minority-group members tend to be economically deprived. Once
the press tended to “look out” for these kinds of people. But, unfortunate-
ly, the modern newspaper has abandoned its once-proud role as champion
of the underdog. Today it most effectively represents the interests of the
merchant class—business and commerce. Whereas at one time the plight of
the poor and the friendless was of real concern to newspapers, it is clearly
less so today. In most major cities at the turn of the century, leading papers
provided medical clinics for the poor and delivered free ice in low-income
neighborhoods in the summer. Christmas dinners were provided for the
indigent. The press was at least partially motivated to such behavior in
the hopes of adding these citizens to their subscription rolls. But at least
the poor were courted by the press. Today they tend to be ignored except
when they make news.

Add these factors to the dismal employment record of minority group
members and you can readily understand why the National Advisory
Commission on Civil Disorders took the press to task in 1968. “Along with
the country as a whole, the press has too long basked in a white world,
looking out of it, if at all, with white man’s eyes and a white perspective.
That is no longer good enough,” the commission wrote. Some changes
have occurred, but the newspaper press has a long way to go in winning
back the support and readership of blacks and chicanos and orientals.
Studies show that the newspaper falls far behind television—and even trails
radio—ds a source of information for low-income minority people. In
Detroit during the 1967 riots, most blacks perceived radio to be the most
trustworthy news source, especially those radio stations that were operated
by blacks. Similar situations have been found elsewhere. So readership of
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the press among minority groups and low-income people tends to be
low—lower than it should be if literacy alone were the problem.

THE TYPICAL READER

The typical newspaper reader in America, according to a recent study by the
RAND Corporation, is probably married, has a family, and is what statis-
ticians call a householder, someone who owns a home or lives in an
apartment. The typical reader probably makes more money and has more
schooling than the average citizen. It is also likely that he has a good job and
is politically active to some extent, such as in voting regularly or working on
school bond levies.

Since Americans seem to be making more money, becoming better
educated, finding better jobs, and so forth, it would seem to suggest that
increases in newspaper reading should be ahead of or at least equal to
population growth. Why aren’t they? All we can offer are some educated
guesses: People who used to read two newspapers now read one paper and
a news magazine. There is more competition for the reader’s time. Televi-
sion viewing uses up a large share of leisure time. There are fewer
newspapers in most cities. And there are probably other reasons we haven’t
thought of, as well.

As to the old battle about which medium most people use to get their
information about what’s going on, it’s a toss-up. Different surveys “’prove”’
different things. Whether newspapers or television comes out on top is
usually related to whether TV or newspapers sponsored the survey. Televi-
sion can tell a great deal about a single newsworthy event; therefore a
survey that asks, “Where did you get most of the information about the
earthquake in Peru?”’ will tend to favor television. Similarly, television tends
to come out on top in surveys that allow multiple responses to the question,
“Where do you get most of your information about what is going on in the
world?” Multiple response means the respondent can answer newspapers
and television, or either newspapers or television. But a survey that asks the
respondent about a broad range of news items favors the print media since a
paper can publish a great many more stories than television can broadcast in
a half hour. Consequently, research sponsored and released by the Televi-
sion Information Office tends to show more people use television. Similar
surveys sponsored by the Newsprint Information Committee favor news-
papers by a wide margin.

THE NEWSPAPER BUSINESS

Despite the somewhat gloomy picture of newspaper circulation noted
earlier, the newspaper business remains good. It is one of the most
powerful businesses in America. Newspapers are the nation’s fifth largest
employer and rank tenth in terms of the value of goods shipped each year.
At the beginning of this decade the newspaper industry was one of the ten
fastest growing industries in America. In terms of advertising dollars spent,
the newspaper gets as much as television, radio, and magazines combined.
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Newspapers get a little less than thirty cents of every dollar spent for
advertising. That totaled around $6 billion in 1970. This was a 500-percent
increase in revenue from 1946. During the same quarter-century expendi-
tures for national advertising in newspapers were up over 300 percent and
local advertising expenditures increased by more than 400 percent. Total
advertising expenditures were up by about 400 percent, while the U.S. gross
national product increased by only 340 percent in the same period.

These data become even more meaningful when looked at in a different
perspective. The average manufacturing corporation had about a five-
percent profit on sales after taxes in a recent year studied by the RAND
Corporation. During the same year RAND reported that the average profit
on sales after taxes for newspapers was almost nine percent, or about 76
percent higher than the national average for all industries. According to
Editor and Publisher, a newspaper trade journal, one paper with a quarter-
million circulation made a profit of nineteen percent, or $2.5 million, in
1965. And a top official of the American Newspaper Publishers Association,
which represents about 1000 newspapers with aimost ninety percent of the
nation’s daily circulation, estimated recently that profit margins in the
newspaper business range from eight to twenty percent. Most other
industries fall in the five to seven percent range.

RAND has translated some of these percentages into real money. It goes
like this: An average medium-sized daily newspaper, circulation 36,000, had
about $100,000 in assets and $100,000 in revenues in 1940. That year the
paper probably showed a loss. Today, the same size newspaper has assets
and revenues of $4 million each and will show a profit after taxes of about
$300,000. The newspaper meets a $1.5 million annual payroll and pays about
$250,000 in various taxes.

While there are obviously newspapers that have difficulty making ends
meet each year, the industry as a whole is highly profitable. With the
exception of a relative handful of newspapers, most are individually or

. family owned. Fewer than twenty have offered stock for public sale,
something that is more common throughout the rest of American industry.
While many press dynasties are crumbling, personal names like Gannett,
Ridder, Scripps, Hearst, and Knight still tend to dominate the newspaper
business, as corporate entities like Litton, GM, GE, and AT&T dominate
other industries. The immense economic strength of the American news-
paper business is one of its most important virtues: it can afford to remain
independent from government and special interest groups. But at the same
time, as we will note later, there are potential seeds of destruction in this
financial security. For the more American newspapers identify themselves as
successful businesses, the less they have in common with most people in
this nation—the people who happen to be their readers.

THE NEWS FUNCTION

Of all the mass media, the newspaper is most committed by tradition and
conception to a news function. Its name alone—NEWSpaper—suggests that
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its primary role is gathering and dissemination of information. So it is
curious, indeed, that one of the most serious problems the printed press
faces today is continuing its dedication to the news function. Former editor
Carl Lindstrom wrote some years ago in The Fading American Newspaper,
‘“Most of the ills and failures of modern journalism can be attributed to the
fading consciousness of the newspaper function. This is, of course, to
supply news.” We will talk more about this criticism later, but we should
keep in mind that news is the traditional business of newspapers as we trek
through the beginning of this chapter.

Localism is another characteristic of American newspapers. No single
paper is readily available in all parts of the nation at its time of publication,
as many are in England, Russia, Japan, and other nations. There is really no
national daily newspaper. The structure of the industry tends to be local:
the newspaper is produced locally from components constructed in other
parts of the nation and then shipped to the local production centers. This
process is quite different from the production of automobiles or soup or
shde polish, which tend to be produced in a single location and then
distributed nationally.

Why the emphasis on localism? Lots of reasons. First is time and space.
Newspapers still pride themselves on getting fresh news to their readers.
Who can forget the old saw “There’s nothing older than yesterday’s paper?*’
But America is a vast nation. And the combination of distance, transporta-
tion costs, and time make shipment of a newspaper from New York to the
West Coast impractical. The New York Times can send its editions to the
coast at a special rate, but it takes about four days. Although lots of people
will wait four days to read the New York Times, the same cannot be said
about most other newspapers. The structure of our political system also
tends to dictate localism in newspapers. We tend to be a nation of local
governments. There are estimated to be nearly 100,000 governmental units
nationwide, over 100,000 schools and universities, and millions of business-
es and associations. These kinds of institutions, spread to all corners of the
nation, generate much news and information that is important to the
residents of the local communities. Since news is generated locally, it makes
sense that it be reported locally.

Finally, and this is probably the most important reason, most advertising
revenues in this nation are spent locally. Five-sixths of the average news-
paper’s advertising is local advertising. Less than twenty percent comes
from national sources. The newspaper is an ideal medium for most local
advertisers such as car dealers, supermarkets, department stores, and
furniture outlets who seek to advertise many items in a single ad, something
that neither television nor radio can handle efficiently.

The community roots of the American daily newspaper is probably one of
its greatest strengths. Despite the inclusion of international and national
news in the local paper, its coverage of city and county events and
happenings is its most important asset, which cannot be efficiently dupli-
cated by the electronic media. Many commentators feel that the success of
the newspaper press in the decades ahead depends largely on how much
publishers and editors realize and capitalize on this unique advantage.



”4 Chapter Five

WHO DECIDES WHAT'S IN THE NEWSPAPER?

The motto of the New York Times, which the newspaper displays proudly
each day on its front page, is "“All The News That’s Fit to Print.”’ It should
come as no surprise to most readers that the Times’boast is something less
than the truth. The newspaper carries much less news than is fit to print. A
more accurate motto might be, “All the News That Fits, We Print.”

The question of which news is printed and which isn’t has long fascinated
social scientists. Researchers have also been interested in who decides what
news is fit to print. To the devotee of the late show who is fascinated by the
newspaper” movies of the thirties and forties, it might come as a shock to
find that anyone decides.

The decision about what goes on in the paper is made by many people,
some of whom don’t even work there, but are employed by one of the many
newsgathering agencies the press depends on for its international and
national news. We must begin by understanding that much of what happens
in the world is not seen by anyone, let alone by a reporter. And most of what
is observed is not seen by a trained reporter. The damage, destruction, and
death wrought by the tidal wave that struck what was East Pakistan in 1970
was not reported for days. It took that long for word to reach civilization that
the catastrophe had occurred. Of those events that are witnessed by
journalists and reporters, many are never recorded. They are unimportant
or sometimes too difficult to understand or explain. So much of what goes
on never even reaches the international press services, the great clearing-
houses of news and information.

But what about that material the wire service does collect and report?
How much of that is sent to the local newspaper? A twenty-year-old study
(but the only one we have) of the Associated Press estimated that between
100,000 and 125,000 words of news copy flowed daily into the AP. Of this
amount, the AP editors selected and transmitted throughout the United
States about 57,000 words. This is about 283 items. From this mass of news, a
typical state AP bureau (Wisconsin was used in the study) would select
about 77 items or about 14,000 words for transmission to the average
medium-sized daily in the state. That would be the substance of the AP
report for that newspaper. The state bureau would add news at that point,
about 66 items totaling 6,000 words. So the average medium-sized daily
editor would receive about 122 items from the AP for publication. Of these
he typically selects around 74, about 13,000 words. From the enormous
number of happenings or things observed, the newspaper buyer finds out
about only a fractional percentage. To paraphrase folk philosopher Flip
Wilson, what is seen is rarely what you get. And even of those stories you
get, you, the average newspaper reader, will only look at about 25 percent
of them.

The man at the newspaper who decides what will be published is called an
editor, but social scientists have picturesquely dubbed this individual a
gatekeeper, a man who checks each item as it comes through the gate,
letting some in and rejecting others. This person (there aren’t many female
newspaper gatekeepers yet) has considerable influence at a newspaper. On
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a day-to-day basis he probably has much more to say about what goes into
the newspaper than the publisher or the editor-in-chief. But this apparent
power or freedom can be deceiving, for these men, and there are usually
three or four of them at a medium-sized daily newspaper, are confronted
with several factors that limit their decision-making power.

FACTORS IN NEWS SELECTION

Since the gatekeeper is the man who selects the news that will be published
in the newspaper, one might think he has power. But he has less freedom
than one might suspect. Various factors weigh heavily in his decision-
making processes. The news policy of the paper is one. A policy story is an
item on a subject about which management usually has distinct views. At a
newspaper you won't find these policies posted on the company bulletin
board or published in the employee’s handbook. But through an elaborate
socialization process described by sociologist Warren Breed in Social Forces
nearly twenty years ago, they are known and generally followed on most
newspapers. Policy is exerted through a system of rewards and recognitions
that are given to the reporter or gatekeeper by the newspaper, not by its
readers. A story written in opposition to policy might be cut or not run at all.
The writer may not receive a by-line, an important reward to a newsman.
The story might be buried on the inside rather than given good play on page
one. Often editors exert policy through story assignments, assigning policy
stories to reporters they are confident reflect management views. While
both reporters and gatekeepers have means of circumventing some of these
pressures, policy nevertheless plays an important role. It might be policy to
run only favorable stories about the largest local industry and give them
good front page play. It might be policy not to run stories about a city’s drug
problem. Policy sometimes gets so petty as to forbid references to the
town’s competing newspaper, if there is one, or to the local television
station. The gatekeeper must be aware of these policies if he is to retain
his job.

Another limitation he must cope with is that of space. There is only so
much room in the newspaper. Generally, the day before a paper is
published, the news editor or managing editor is given dummies of all the
pages in the next day’s paper with the advertising already blocked in. A
dummy is a layout or sketch of a newspaper page. It is up to the gatekeeper
to fill up the remainder of the paper, which averages twenty-five to forty
percent of the total paper, with material other than advertising. If this
sounds like a perversion of the entire information process, the tail wagging
the dog, it's because it probably is. Yet this is the way the system evolved.
The size of the American daily newspaper is probably determined more by
the shopping habits of the community than anything else. Because Thurs-
day, Friday, and Saturday are usually the busiest days at the supermarket
and the department store, papers generally contain more advertising on
Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, which means more pages, which means
more news.

In addition to space limitations brought on by advertising, there are
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certain nonadvertising features that appear in the paper every day that also
must be included before news can be added. Comics, crossword puzzles,
Ann Landers or Dear Abby, medical advice, television listings, the weather
map, stock market reports, and so forth, are among these items. These
often take up as much as twenty percent of the news hole (what's left after
advertising).

One of the criteria of a good gatekeeper (from the newspaper’s stand-
point) is his ability to estimate how much news will be needed and pass only
that amount through the gate. If the gatekeeper doesn’t send out enough
news, a crisis occurs: the entire publication process stops while additional
items are edited, set in type, and then added to the half-filled pages.
Meanwhile, most of the craftsmen in the back shop—the printers, and so
forth-—go on overtime pay rates. Truck drivers who deliver the newspapers
also go on overtime and paper boys are forced to stand around waiting for
the newspaper. In the case of a morning newspaper, the delivery boys might
have to go to school and leave the papers undelivered. This all costs money.
But at the same time, if too much news is sent out, if more than can be used
is processed, it is a waste of employee time, another costly error. So
precision in estimating the quantity of news needed to fill the paper is highly
desirable in a gatekeeper.

The greatest limitation of all, however, is time, something that is rarely on
the gatekeeper’s side. One assumes, perhaps, that when he arrives at work
he will be presented with a vast array of the possible items he might include
in that day’s paper. He can then rank them in order of importance and select
the best items for use in that edition. But this is not the way it works. In fact
the gatekeeper never has all the possible news items before him at one
time. Let’s look, for example, at a typical afternoon daily newspaper and the
order in which news stories are selected.

It takes between eight and ten hours to actually produce (process copy,
set type, print, and so forth) the newspaper. It would probably be possible
for the paper to hire enough men to do this job in three hours, but they
would have nothing else to do the rest of the day, so it would hardly be
economical. So as soon as the gatekeeper arrives at work in the morning (or
sometimes even the afternoon before) he must start filling some of the
pages of his newspaper. The items used are often called time copy—they are
generally stories that have a timeless quality about them. It doesn’t really
matter when they are run. You know, things like wheat harvests are down in
Nepal, scientists discover cure for bunions, mother of eight swims the
Channel. All the while the editor is filling up his pages, new stories are
coming into his hands from the wire services and from the reporters on the
staff. But, as Ben Bagdikian has pointed out in Information Machines,
“because each story he sends out reduces the remaining space, any
succeeding story of the same importance has less chance of being seen.”
The system, Bagdikian correctly asserts, is biased in favor of old news. The
earlier the story reaches the gate, the better chance it has of being
published.

Increasing the size of the newspaper does not really help solve the
problem. It only means that the gatekeeper must begin filling up these extra
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pages a little earlier. It takes the same amount of time to fill the last five
pages of the paper—the front page and four inside pages—whether the
paper has eighty or fifty pages. So the editor is pushed into the same time
bind. He is forced to use up his extra space at the beginning of this time
cycle, not at the end when he has finally seen all the possible items he can
select from. Bagdikian concludes, 'Each story is not judged solely on the
basis of its importance compared to all other stories available that day.
Instead it is compared to stories already committed to print and to stories
not yet seen.”

In the future, new transmission processes will likely make it possible for
the gatekeeper to examine most of his news before he is forced to make his
decisions. And new processes might significantly shorten the production
time needed to produce the paper. But these changes are many years off for
the average newspaper.

Both wire services presently do use methods that in a small way reduce
the time it takes to process copy. Previously, all wire copy came through the
teletype machine. The story was ripped off, edited, and then given to a
typesetting machine operator to set in type. Now, wire services provide
newspapers with paper tape as well as a printed copy of the story. This tape
may be fed directly into an automatic typesetting machine that prepares the
story for printing. This does increase the speed of the process, but at a
significant cost. Formerly, the story could be closely edited—words
changed, sentences rewritten, and paragraph order altered—with little
added cost. The story was not set in type until after it had been edited. But
with the tape system, which is called TTS, the story is often set in type before
it is edited (since you can’t edit the tape). Corrections, alterations, and
changes require additional manual typesetting, which is costly. Hence if a
story needs to be shortened it is more economical to lop off the last
paragraph rather than trim several paragraphs by cutting excess words and
sentences. Progress has a price.

The limitations on the gatekeeper increase rather than diminish the
importance of his job. Much news is never used. A medium-sized daily
rarely uses even half of the wire news it receives. At a metropolitan
newspaper with more news sources the rejection rate is far higher. Most
local news is used, but only because the selection process occurs before the
story is written, when the reporter is assigned to cover the event or story.
Selection is a key factor in what goes into any newspaper. The gatekeeper’s
professional judgment, tempered by time, space, policy, and lastly, his
personal prejudices, dictate his choice. Let’s move now to the resuits of that
choice.

WHAT'S IN THE NEWSPAPER?

Most of what is in the daily newspaper is advertising. Most papers carry
between 60 and 75 percent advertising. Advertising pays nearly all the
newspaper’s bills. That dime you plunk down on the counter for your
evening paper hardly pays the cost of the newsprint and delivery. According
to Ben Bagdikian in The Effete Conspiracy, at a typical paper about
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one-fourth of the employees are engaged directly in selling and preparing
advertising copy. In 1940 the average American daily had 27 pages; 25 years
later it had 50. Of the additional 23 pages, 20 were devoted exclusively to
advertising and only three carried news.

There is little question that in most instances advertising takes prece-
dence over news. If a space problem suddenly arose where it became a
question of leaving out an advertisement or a news story, there is little
doubt how such a matter would be resolved at the typical newspaper.

While advertising pays the bills, it is also the bane of many newspapers.
On some occasions it directly interferes with news policy. During the recent
grape and lettuce boycotts, for example, it was not unusual for a supermar-
ket to threaten to drop its advertising from the newspaper unless coverage
of the food boycotts was tempered. Unfortunately, with food advertising
providing nearly fifteen percent of advertising revenues, some newspapers
gave way.

Advertising also sets the paper’s commercial tone. Downtown business-
men frequently exercise an inordinate amount of leverage with the pub-
lisher. The booster spirit of many smaller dailies (’nothing bad happens in
our town”) is a direct result of this commercial pressure.

There have been attempts to publish newspapers without advertising.
They have failed. The most important attempt was made by Marshall Field in
1940 when he established the adless New York tabloid, PM. By 1946 the
paper was forced to seek advertising to sustain itself. Two years later it died.
Many felt that this experiment wasn’t a fair one, since PM had more qualities
of a literary journal of opinion and interpretation than of a newspaper. lts
high quality may have scared off many potential readers. But others feel the
experience was conclusive: readers wanted advertising, so much so that PM
was forced to include information about sales and merchandising in its news
columns.

How much would an adless newspaper cost abuyer? The estimates vary. A
paper that now costs 10 cents could cost from 18 to 30 cents, depending on
such matters as overhead, staff, and so forth. But newspaper publishers
would probably rather rely on advertising dollars than circulation revenues
because advertising provides a fairly regular cash flow and because it
attracts some readers. There is also concern that a consumer who casually
spends a dime for a newspaper today might be more hesitant about laying
down a quarter, for example. Since newspapers tend to carry a great many
minority appeal items that most people don’t read, a buyer might begin to
ask himself if he wants to spend 25 cents for a publication that contains a lot
of information he isn’t interested in. But these questions shouldn’t trouble
us a great deal since the chances of most of us reading an adless newspaper
in the foreseeable future remain slim.

As a kind of compromise solution a few newspapers have experimented
with a standardized news hole. That is, every day the editor has at least X
amount of space for news, no matter how much advertising there is. This
simplifies planning, since he can count on that space for a story. Also, it
bases the use of news on a more journalistic and less economic standard.
Such schemes have met with varying degrees of success.
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THE NEWS HOLE

In trying to outline the content of the newspaper beyond its advertising
matter, there is a clear risk of overgeneralization. Statements will be made in
this section that obviously don’t apply to some papers. There are exceptions
to every rule, and this is especially true in newspapering. But we will be on
target for the great bulk of papers, the ninety percent or so that aren’t
Pulitzer Prize winners. If what we say doesn’t apply to the New York Times
or the Washington Postor the Los Angeles Times, itis unimportant, because
most of us don’t read those newspapers. Most of us read papers like the San
Diego Union-Bulletin or the Grand Rapids Press or the Tampa Tribune. And
most of what will be said does apply to them.

The simplest division of nonadvertising matter is between what the
newspaper produces itself and what it buys. It is about evenly split most of
the time. Let’s look at the latter first—the purchased material.

The news service or wire service has become an integral part of the
American newspaper business. So much so, in fact, that if you took half a
dozen newspapers from various parts of America and cut off their mast-
heads (their names across the top), it would be very difficult to guess where
they were published. They all would tend to carry the same wire service
accounts of various national and international events. The major impact the
wire services have had on the American press is standardization.

The AP is a news cooperative association of papers that have agreed to
supply each other with news. Of course the agency also maintains a large
staff of its own reporters, but every paper that belongs to the AP must
provide the cooperative with news from its own circulation area. And about
one-half of all news the AP transmits is provided by its members.

Because the AP is a cooperative, newspapers belong to the AP; they do
not buy news from it. Membership dues are based on the extent of the
service to which the newspaper subscribes and its circulation. We have to
guess at the dues—perhaps as much as $2,500 per month for a newspaper
with a circulation of about 100,000. No member knows what any other
member pays. No bills are sent; the assessment is by draft against the
newspaper’s bank account.

The AP is incredibly powerful. It can insist that all but the very large
metropolitan newspapers put news on the wire before publishing it locally.
But the AP was once even more powerful than it is now. Until 1915 member
papers were forbidden to use any other news service. This stopped when
the Attorney General said he thought it violated the antitrust laws. Until 1940
members enjoyed onerous "protest rights’” that were effective in stifling
newspaper competition. Let’s say, for example, that you wanted to start an
afternoon newspaper in Mudflats to compete with an existing morning
paper, that was a member of the AP. You could not get a membership in the
AP unless your morning competitor agreed to it, or unless four-fifths of the
membership voted to override his veto. Of course this seldom happened
with the ““you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours” policy of most members.
But if you wanted an AP membership you generally had to buy a newspaper
that had one. The Supreme Court outlawed this practice in 1945 as
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restricting competition. Now anybody can get an AP membership—but it is
still very expensive.

While the AP shares the weaknesses of all wire services, it has a special
one because of its nature as a cooperative. This is the limitation of the wire.
Or put another way, it is the weakness of democracy. Every member of the
AP has an equal right to ask for whatever it wants. Since the smaller papers
tend to need more and tend to be more numerous, they can dominate. The
news cooperative is limited in what it can send through a few wires at about
60 words a minute. Consequently, the daily AP report is a news synthesis
consisting of news to keep everybody happy. If your local editor feels it is
important to run the full text or even long excerpts of an important Supreme
Court ruling, he must get a majority of those on the circuit to agree. Often,
if not frequently, this is impossible.

The other major U.S. wire service is United Press International. The
service was founded as United Press in 1907 by Edward Scripps, proprietor
of a large chain of afternoon newspapers. In those days AP tended to cater
to morning newspapers since most of its important members were AM’s.
(AM is a morning paper; PM is an afternoon paper.) Because of the protest
rights policy Scripps also found it difficult to gain AP membership in a city
with an existing AP newspaper. So he formed the United Press Association,
beginning with 250 subscribers, to provide an alternate news service. In 1958
the United Press merged with William Randolph Hearst’s International News
Service to become United Press International.

UPiis not a cooperative. Subscribers buy their news from UPl and have no
obligation to contribute anything, except money. Despite the fact that both
agencies offer about the same kind of services—world, national, and state
news, features and photos—there are, and always have been, some differ-
ences between the two. The AP writing style has always been rather stodgy,
dull, and lifeless. The agency has a fair record for accuracy, but lacks the flair
of the UPI. Starting late and with a definite economic handicap, United Press
needed something to attract subscribers. It worked on developing a
dynamic writing style and provided newspapers with human-interest news
and feature stories. To this day the agency maintains the reputation,
deserved or not, of being the brighter of the two news services. But it also
has the reputation of being the less accurate. Many old-timers still remem-
ber when United Press ended World War | four days early. General manager
Roy Howard, who was at American naval headquarters in Brest, flashed an
erroneous message to the U.S. that the Germans had surrendered. By a
stroke of bad luck the censors passed it and wild celebrations began in the
streets of New York on November 7, 1918—four days before the actual
armistice. Despite the fact that AP has similar horror stories in its portfolio,
many newsmen have never forgiven the UP for this mistake. And because
the agency is understaffed and has to do much of its reporting by telephone
or depend on untrained “stringers” for news coverage, its reputation for
inaccuracy is annually fortified. While the UPI may be first with the story—it
carried the initial bulletin on the Kennedy assassination, for example—in
many newsrooms editors will wait for the AP to confirm.

Except for large metropolitan newspapers, dailies depend on one or both



Everything You've Always Wanted to Know About Newspapers ]2]

of these wire services for nearly all their international, national, and state
news. And this presents some problems. The standardization of news
coverage we spoke of earlier is one difficulty. Accuracy is another. News-
papers, at least most of them, have reluctantly realized they are no longer
the first with the news. And at many of them, getting the story right is more
important than getting it fast. But speed is still important to the wire
services. This is partially due to outmoded inter-agency rivalry (both AP and
UPl boast in their weekly newsletters about beating each otheron a story by
two minutes or twenty minutes) and because the agencies serve radio and
television, which tend to dwell on being first with something. There is a
surprisingly large amount of incorrect information sent over the wires
because of this—some of which is never corrected. Also, wire services can
make a newspaper lazy. They provide plenty of copy to fill up an edition.
Sometimes an editor will even let the wire service do work his own staff
should be doing. Rather than send a reporter out to cover a local story, he
will rely on the wire service account. Finally, the wire services have lifted
from the shoulders of the local editor the responsibility of deciding the
relative importance of various news stories. At the beginning of every news
cycle (morning for PMs and afternoon for AMs) the wire service sends a
budget—a list of the important stories it has transmitted or will transmit
during the cycle. If a story breaks during the cycle, the wire service will
inform the editor it is important by labeling it a bulletin or a flash and ringing
bells attached to the teletype machine. Most editors use this budget to plan
their front pages—and that explains why on any given day the front pages of
most newspapers tend to look alike.

So your daily newspaper buys a large percentage of its news from either
the AP or the UP!, or both. International news tends to be catastrophe-
oriented. Such events are easy to cover, make good headlines, and are
traditional. Fortune’s former editor Max Ways has described the wire
services as ‘'the least innovative, most tradition-bound of all journalistic
institutions.”” A foreign journalist has criticized the international news
coverage in the American press—provided primarily by the wire services—
as being obsessed with the obvious.

Despite such valid criticisms, wire services do provide a window on the
world to readers in small communities, a window that wouldn’t exist if the
wire services didn't. It would be financially impossible for most newspapers
to maintain even a small staff of correspondents abroad or in Washington. It
Costs a newspaper about $50,000 a year to keep a correspondent overseas.

The AP and the UPI aren’t the only wire services an American newspaper
can use. Many smaller services also exist, and these are often connected
with a major newspaper. A metropolitan paper like the Washington Post,
with its great resources, will have not only the AP and UPI, but the Chicago
Tribune-New York Daily News Service, the London Sunday Times Service,
Reuters, the Los Angeles Times-Washington Post News Service, and the
Dow-Jones financial wire. The most important of the smaller services is the
New York Times wire, which allows papers throughout America to carry
some of the best items from the Times the same day they are published in
New York. These are all subscriber services.
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NEWS SYNDICATES

The publisher can also buy nonadvertising matter from what are called
news and feature syndicates. These organizations do not use wires to
transmit their material to their subscribers, but instead use the postal system
to send stories, columns, and cartoons to various newspapers. Syndicates
were first organized around the turn of the century. The first one, which is
still going strong today, is the Newspaper Enterprise Association. These
agencies provide newspapers with non-timely material from specialists.
Political cartoonists and columnists like Jack Anderson are syndicated. The
comic strips are syndicated features, and a newspaper might buy from
several different syndicates just to get the package of strips it wants. Ann
Landers and Dear Abby are syndicated; so are the medical advice columns,
the crossword puzzles, the dress patterns, and Believe It Or Not. Humor
columnists like Art Buchwald and Arthur Hoppe are syndicated and follow in
the footsteps of such great syndicated humorists as Mark Twain and Will
Rogers. There are syndicates that specialize in science news; others provide
financial and economic information.

Most syndicated material is what we call ““soft.” It is easy for the readers to
take because it is entertaining rather than informative. Like a drug, readers
can become hooked on it. It is not unusual for a newspaper to fill twelve to
eighteen percent of its news hole with syndicated material. Its great
advantage is that readers have the opportunity to read the thoughts of
important commentators, to chuckle a little at the antics of a Charlie Brown
or Beetle Bailey, or to wonder at the sanity of some of Ann Landers’
correspondents. But it adds significantly to the “sameness’” of the daily

ress.

b Because hundreds of newspapers buy material from a syndicate, the cost
to any single newspaper for such items is relatively low. For example, it is
much cheaper for an editor to buy three or four political columns than to
hire a first-rate political columnist to write for his newspaper. But the
syndicated columnist must necessarily confine his work to something that
will interest all his subscribers—national affairs. And that’s one reason for
the paucity of comment on local and regional problems in the daily press.

Newspapers that use much syndicated matter (and most do because of its
popular appeal and low cost) frequently get complaints from reporters and
writers who resent not being able to have their ideas published on the
opinion page because the space is filled by the “faceless” syndicate writers.
They argue, correctly, that unless young writers are given the opportunity to
develop their talents at local newspapers, a shortage of talented articulate
columnists will develop.

WHO IS BUYING WHAT?

There is one other major source of non-locally produced material, and it is a
more important source than one might think: the various associations and
public relations agencies that flood newspapers with press releases. A
surprisingly large number of these are used in one form or another. One
source estimates that about eighty percent of the average newspaper’s
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nonadvertising matter originated completely or virtually completely with the
news source itself. This estimate is probably far too high, but a substantial
portion of the news in our paper was planted there by someone trying to sell
us something—an idea, a product, whatever.

A great many people in the world feel they need to improve their public
images and increase their public acceptance. Doctors want people to like
doctors. (Patients won’t wince so much at their bills that way.) Foreign
governments want Americans to like them so that we will visit their
countries, invest business capital, or loan them money. Flour companies
want people to use more flour when they cook. The airlines want people to
fly rather than drive. The oil companies want people to drive rather than fly,
and so forth.

Some of this public urging can be done through paid advertising. But
advertising has two drawbacks. People see an ad and say, ““That’s an ad. That
man is trying to sell me something. | don’t know if I should believe him.”” In
other words, advertising tends to have a low credibility. And of course one
must pay for an advertising message. So most politicians, agencies, busi-
nesses, institutions, industries, and foreign governments like to get their
stories into the news columns when they can. Their messages suddenly
become more believable and cost less. Infiltrating the news columns can be
done in many ways. The most obvious means is to send out a blatant press
release. To wit: "The Widget Manufacturing Company proudly announces
the opening of its new widget factory in Rundown, Indiana. The new plant
will employ 48 men and stimulate $900,000 worth of new business annually.”

This kind of public relations is very common today. Look at the food
section of your newspaper. Nearly all the printed recipes there have been
sent to the newspaper by food companies or trade associations. And of
course the recipe normally includes the use of the food item produced by
the company or promoted by the trade association. The National Nut
Association will give away recipes for nut bread and nut cake and nut salads.
A prepared-food firm like Kraft will supply recipes using salad dressing or
mayonnaise, knowing that they are likely to get a large share of all salad
dressing purchases. Other kinds of businesses do the same thing. Kodak,
for example, sends out reams of material on how to take better snapshots,
knowing it will get the lion’s share of money spent on film and film
processing. Gasoline companies like Mobil and Chevron and auto makers
like General Motors send out stories describing fascinating places to visit in
America, most of which can only be reached by automobile. The airlines
provide the press with stories and photos on exotic foreign vacation spots,
knowing the traveller will probably have to use a plane to reach these
destinations. The travel pages of newspapers are filled with these kinds of
materials, all manufactured for the paper by PR specialists in the company.

Other “information sources”—governments, political parties, and poli-
tictans—provide the same kinds of free material. For example, editorials are
written by fringe political groups such as the Americans for Constitutional
Action and business associations like the National Association of Manufac-
turers, or labor unions like the AFL-CIO or professional societies like the
American Medical Association. These editorials are sent to newspapers at no
cost. If an editor sympathizes with the messages, it is more economical for
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him to use the canned item than write his own opinion. (And if he doesn’t
have an opinion, maybe the prewritten editorial will give him one.) For
example, the AMA provided newspapers with a wealth of stories and
editorials during its battle against Medicare some years ago. A large amount
of this matter appeared unaltered in the press: prepackaged ideas, just add
ink and stir.

For years the Dominican Republic retained a public relations firm to
upgrade its image in America. Not infrequently, stories would appear in
various newspapers describing the desirability of the Dominican Republic as
a vacationland, or the great things that President Trujillo (later assassinated)
had done to improve the national economy, or how thirty-seven percent of
all quava nuts were harvested in this “garden of the Caribbean.” Nationalist
China and some Arab nations have used similar ploys to boost their stock in
this country. Smaller newspapers, those without great resources for news
services that cost money, often find such releases attractive and use them
without so much as a rewrite.

On occasion the public relations man will go to a news syndicate rather
than to the newspapers, or to one of the many press associations that
maintain quasi-legitimate reputations in the mass media business. (These
are not to be confused with state press associations that act primarily as
advertising representatives for weekly or small daily newspapers.) If the
press agent can plant a story with a syndicate, it would go out under the
syndicate name and editors wouldn’t even realize it began as a press
release. Hundreds of these are used each year by unsuspecting newspapers
and read by millions of unsuspecting readers.

In both of the first two instances the newspaper gets the material
prepackaged, ready for use. But in this day of affluence, another technique
is often used to get the company story across—and it basically involves
buying the reporter. Not with money; there is little payola in newspapering.
But with a junket, a free trip to cover a story.

It’s difficult to estimate how much material in the newspaper has been
generated by someone with a vested interest. Even the editor might not
know, for he is frequently taken in as well when source-generated matter
comes in via a wire service or a news syndicate. But one doesn’t need a
comprehensive study of the press to make some guesses, and those that
guess high would probably be more accurate than the low guessers. There
are few cues for the reader to use to identify source-generated material.
There are no warning signs as the law requires with advertising matter. The
blatant press releases—the ones that use brand names—are easy to spot;
the others are not. The editor probably comforts himself with the notion
that this ““free’” copy cuts his costs. And it does. But it also cuts into the
credibility of his newspaper—his entire newspaper, because readers can’t
distinguish the planted stories from the real news. The editor might ask
himself if this might not be too high a price to pay.

LOCALLY PRODUCED COPY

While wire news, syndicated material, and publicity releases do make up a
great deal of what goes into a newspaper, local news, or material produced
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by the newspaper staff itself, should constitute at least half of the news
content of any newspaper. Newspapers carrying any less than half really are
not on the job.

"tocal_news can be the real strength of the daily paper. It has little
competition in this area. Local radio and television stations just do not
expend the manpower and resources needed to cover the local news
comprehensively. A television news staff at a good-sized station might have
fifteen to twenty men. At that, they generally are forced to work in teams,
one cameraman paired with a reporter. Some personnel are confined to the
station to rewrite news, edit film, and so forth. Probably only three or four
news teams take field each day. A medium-sized daily has three to four
times that many people gathering news. At the same time, television (radio
rarely makes a serious attempt to cover local news) is limited to a thirty- to
sixty-minute presentation of the news that has been gathered. Compared to
the average newspaper, few news items are transmitted in that short time
period.

Without belaboring the many weaknesses of television news, the single
fact is-that_covering the news, especially the local news, is a game
newspapers can play better than anyone else. So it strikes many people as
being odd that the newspaper doesn'’t spend more time playing this game
rather than attempting to compete with television and radio in the entertain-
ment business, or in covering world and national news. Former editor of the
Hartford Courant Carl Lindstrom wrote nearly fifteen years ago in The
Fading American Newspaper, 'To the degree that it [the press] washes over
into unrelated areas of mass appeal at the expense of news dissemination
does it dissipate its influence and betray its reason for being.”

HOW THE NEWS IS COVERED

While newspapers use various schemes to organize their newsgathering
efforts, most share common attributes that we can discuss briefly. News-
gathering is generally divided up by subject areas. At large newspapers
there will be scores of subeditors in charge of various departments—real
estate, sports, women or society, travel, entertainment, books, religion,
maritime, food, and many others. At metropolitan newspapers it is not
unusual to have subdivisions within these categories. For example, within
entertainment there might be subdepartments that cover film, cabarets and
nightlife, art and music. The material that falls outside of these various
departments—the bulk of the hard news—is handled by the city desk.
Reporters who work on the city desk work in the city room, or work
“cityside.” It is sufficient to say that the geographical limits of the work
these people do range far beyond the city.

News is gathered by reporters through two systems—beats or daily
assignment of stories. James Gordon Bennett is the man we can blame for
newspaper beats, but perhaps blame is not exactly the right word, for the
system does have its virtues. The city desk is divided up into various beats,
their scope depending on the size of the paper. At our average medium-
sized daily, we would probably find a police beat, court beat, city hall beat,
political beat, county beat, business and industry beat, and an education
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beat. There might be a few others or a single reporter might cover a beat
that combines two of these subject areas. The virtues of the beat system are
that it permits the reporter to learn about what he is covering, make friends
and gain the confidence of his news sources, and develop insights about the
people and processes he is reporting about. Let’s use the police beat for an
example. Itis not much of a trick to learn to cover the police station. In a few
days a reasonably bright reporter knows who to ask for the information on
yesterday’s arrests and where to find traffic accident reports. But this is only
the routine part of the job. It takes much longer to learn how a modern
police department operates, to earn the trust of police officers who are
primary news sources, and to learn the modicum of law needed to
understand the criminal justice system. The reporter who is really serious
about what he is doing will go further, much further—studying the system,
making himself widely known in the department, snooping, and asking
questions. It frequently takes many months to gain the ability and con-
fidence needed to be an effective reporter. And of course this time is
available under the beat system.

But the virtues often pale in the face of other problems. Reporters who
cover a single beat for a long time often begin to think like their news
sources. A police reporter complained that after a year on the beat he began
to think like a cop and to talk about good murders and bad murders.
Friendship with the news source often develops and tends to jeopardize the
reporter’s effectiveness as a newsgatherer. The news source replaces the
reader as the reporter’s primary constituency and stories are sometimes
written to keep the source happy, not the reader informed. In return, the
source will reward the reporter with an occasional news tip or other favor.
The relationship becomes comfortable for both parties. The news source is
confident that he won’t get burned in print by his friend, the reporter—at
least without prior warning to give him a chance to prepare a rebuttal. He
knows if the reporter finds dirt under the rug, he will generally check with
him first before releasing the story. At the same time, the reporter is
comfortable knowing that he won't get scooped by another newspaper or
television station. His news source will give him the story first or at the same
time, or even tip him off when the competition begins to dig below the
surface for a news story. While all this might be peachy-keen for the
reporter and the news source, it is not so good for readers who might end
up less than fully informed about all that is going on.

The other basic means of newsgathering is to assign reporters to stories
on a day-to-day basis. The city editor or the assistant city editor keeps track
of what is going on in town and sends out his general-assignment reporters
to cover stories that fall between the cracks in the beats. For the reporter, it
gives him a kind of daily variety that is nice. But he often isn't very
knowledgeable about the story he is covering, and frequently his stories
reflect this.

The content of the newspaper comes from many sources and is gathered
in many ways. What appears in the newspaper is shaped as much by
tradition as anything else. And this leads us to the final section of this
chapter—a look at some of the problems facing newspapers today that we
should be concerned about.
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The city room in most metropolitan daily newspapers has changed
little in the past half century. The horseshoe-shaped table in the
foreground is the copy desk, the center of editing activity and the
home of one of the paper’s “gatekeepers.”

A GLOOMY PORTRAIT

Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart once wrote a song entitled 'If They Asked
Me I Could Write a Book.” Most people who have studied the newspaper
industry in America respond in about the same way when queried about
problems in contemporary newspapering. The subject is book-length, but
we will attempt to outline and identify several main areas of concern.

Curiously enough, most newspapers are out of date. Not just because
they can no longer be the first with the news; TV and radio now do that. The
problem is far more serious and its dimensions are far wider. Internally, the
newspaper business is plagued with outdated personnel policies and labor
relations.

Only recently has college training become a prerequisite for work at most
newspapers. Today most reporters have at least attended, if not graduated
from, college. Many, but probably not most, have degrees in journalism or
communications. Such a degree is becoming more common each year. Yet
you might be surprised to know that less than twenty percent of all
journalism school graduates go into newspaper work. And many of those
leave in a few years.

The reasons for this are legion. Newspaper work tends to look more
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glamorous than it really is. It can be tedious and routine much of the time.
There is probably an oversupply of people who want to work at the better
newspapers and an undersupply of those willing to work out in the
boondocks. Rather than work on a small paper, many journalism graduates
change their career plans and enter public relations, teaching, business, or
other allied fields. Newspapers have in the past gone out of their way to
make journalism unattractive to many young people. The pay is low; it's
going up, but it is still low. A journalism school graduate can often make as
much money as an unskilled laborer in a well-unionized industry such as
auto making as he can as a beginning reporter at most newspapers. It has
only been in recent years that a few publishers have bothered to even send
editors to campuses to interview seniors. For years other industries have
stormed the colleges and universities to nail down the best prospects, while
newspaper editors have waited for the youth with the fire in his or her eyes
to come to them.

Low pay and lack of recruiting are not the only unattractive features about
the printed press personnel policies. Many larger newspapers insist that a
reporter spend a two- or three-year internship on a smaller newspaper
before they will hire him. (IBM doesn’t ask the bright college graduate to
work for three years at a smaller data processing firm before it will hire him.
Nor does General Motors or ITT. But it remains a policy at many news-
papers.)

If the personnel policies tend to reflect the nineteenth century, labor
relations can only be termed prehistoric. The craft unions involved in
publishing newspapers are some of the strongest and mostincestuous ones
in the nation. Unless you are a brother or an uncle or a son or a cousin of
someone in the union, barriers to membership are often insurmountable. In
the automobile industry a single union represents nearly everyone in an
auto plant. Most industries have attempted to follow this model and to
centralize representation for simplicity in bargaining and wage negotiations.
But it is not unusual for a metropolitan newspaper to deal with 14 different
unions. Reporters and clerical personnel are represented by the American
Newspaper Guild. In addition to the Guild, a walk through the back shop of
most newspapers will reveal many different unions that represent typeset-
ters, photoengravers, paperhandlers, pressmen, press wipers, mailers,
drivers, mechanics, machinists, electricians, painters, building cleaners,
elevator operators, carpenters, and janitors. Each has a separate contract
with the paper. Each will honor picket lines erected by the other unions. For
example, Detroit newspapers were shut down for nearly a year in the late
sixties because of labor problems. As the newspapers reached settlement
with one union, another would ask for a contract reflecting similar wage
increases and benefits.

But the unions aren’t the only ones who use concerted action. Publishers
in cities like Detroit have joint publishing (really non-publishing) agree-
ments: when one paper is struck the others will shut down out of sympathy
or for some such reason. And the readers are left with no newspaper. One
reason for this incredible mish-mash of labor contracts is union pressure—
each union wants to survive and is willing to merge only if it retains its
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identity. On the other hand, publishers have discouraged merger. They fear
a single strong union. The results of this archaic relationship are often
prolonged strikes, which only demonstrate to readers how little they really
need their newspapers.

Newsgathering itself is out of date in most newsrooms. As was discussed
in chapter two, news is still defined in traditional ways. Many newspapers
have a tendency to build newsgathering schemes around buildings rather
than people. The beat system encourages this. News is something that
happens at the police station or at the court house or the city hall. The press
also has a tendency to simplify even the most complex news, or leave it out
completely. There is a preference for the story the press knows it can
tell—which often leads to ignoring stories that need to be told. The press
favors the dramatic conflict in which most issues can be reduced to two
sides. Guillermo Thorndike, a Peruvian editor, commented that this tenden-
cy “reflects a lack of knowledge of the issues because one usually has a
simple answer for a question he doesn’t understand.” His description of the
American journalist: “’honest, but ignorant.”

Former editor Max Ways argues that journalism still sees local news as
local news and national news as national news. Few papers have discovered
that this is one and the same, he writes: cities share problems, states share
problems. Yet the newspaper remains the haven of parochialism. Other
critics assert that newspaper editors cater to readers too much. If the
readers want more funnies, give them more funnies. Many papers are
reluctant to run long analyses or interpretations because readership studies
show most people won't read them. Critics assert that the press has a
responsibility: if it were selling peas and carrots it could follow consumer
whims, but information is too important and citizens need it whether they
think they want it or not.

Finally, it may be argued that the press remains story-oriented: nothing
can be reported unless it is a story. This immediately eliminates much
information that legitimately qualifies as news but takes the form of a trend
or a process. Examples: The press would surely publish a story about the
closing of a local plant that puts 400 men out of work. This comes under the
business beat. Itis a violent, dramatic event. Less dramatic, less perceptible,
less violent, is the number of jobs that have been affected in the past twenty
years by computer technology. Yet it is more significant news. Another
example: The courts tend to be reported in the same way as they were 150
years ago. The paper notes when a man is arrested, arraigned, tried, and
sentenced. Yet most of the judicial process occurs at times other than these.
Eighty-five percent of criminal defendants never go to trial—they plead
guilty and are sentenced. Justice has become a bargaining session. And
much of it goes unreported because there is no traditional news peg or
visible action.

Reporting styles also tend to be out of date. We are using techniques that
have existed for more than 100 years. The new journalists are scorned by
many editors who really don’t understand what writing is all about. Notions
about objectivity, the inverted pyramid style of reporting, headlines, and
other fairly fundamental aspects of journalism are rooted deeply in the
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industry and are rarely changed or even challenged. The front page of
today’s average daily newspaper looks pretty much like one that might have
been published sixty years ago. Type is bigger, there are more pictures, and
the page looks a bit jazzier, but it is all window dressing. The stock is the
same. James Gordon Bennett, who flourished as an editor in the 1840s,
could walk into most newspapers and feel at home. (And he would be
welcome in many.) The press must begin to drag itself into the last half of
the twentieth century. It will be a struggle but the very survival of the press
might depend on its ability to become contemporary.

TROUBLE IN THE NEWSROOM

Newspaper publishers today are facing a revolution in their newsrooms. At
many newspapers, reporters are becoming disenchanted with the views
their employers express on the editorial pages. Young reporters especially,
who are often committed to environmental or social causes, are distressed
at the conservatism of most newspaper policies. Reporters are also frus-
trated by the economic practices of the press—the entangling alliances most
newspapers maintain with local business and industry. In the past, such
complaints, when voiced, were met with “’If you don’t like it, quit.” Today
these complaints are raised more loudly and more often than ever. And the
pat argument that the publisher’s views will dominate because he puts up
the money and takes all the risks no longer satisfies the young activists.
Some papers have attempted to compromise by allowing dissident staffers
to prepare special weekly sections that deal with problems they consider
important. Such sections contain viewpoints that differ dramatically with
those of the publishers and are prepared in a non-traditional new journal-
ism style. Other newspapers have set aside space on the editorial page for
their reporters to comment on pressing problems. But most papers,
unfortunately, have responded to such demands in the traditional way—"If
you don’t like it, quit.” Young journalists are becoming frustrated. Coupled
with low pay, this frustration is driving a great number out of the profession.

In some major cities local journalists have begun monthly reviews of the
local media. The Chicago Journalism Review is the granddaddy of the
metropolitan press critiques that now exist in numerous cities or regions.
Although both their circulation and influence remain small, these publica-
tions provide a sounding board for newsmen concerned about their
communities and the mass media that serve them. They raise ethical
questions, assess press-government relations, call editorial policies into
question, and seek reform. While most publishers don’t like such publicity,
it is bearable mainly because the reviews tend to circulate only among other
journalists or journalism educators. The public—which needs most to be
exposed to these reviews—rarely sees them. Although such journalism
reviews often resemble pulpwood crying towels for reporters and news-
men, they are, nevertheless, an important symptom of a serious problem
that has erupted in the city room, one that newspaper owners will ultimately
have to face.
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MINORITIES AND THE PRESS

Blacks, orientals, chicanos, and others are deeply concerned today over the
number of minority group members employed by the press. Women fought
this battle years ago when editors believed that there was no place in the
newsroom for a woman. Those females who did successfully storm the
newspaper’s doors were quietly closeted in the women’s department,
writing wedding stories and clipping recipes. But because of many cour-
ageous female journalists who refused to take no for an answer, today the
woman’s place in the newsroom is fairly well established and fifty percent of
journalism school graduates in the 1970s are women.

But other minorities have not fared as well. In the spring of 1972 the
American Society of Newspaper Editors was able to find only 235 minority
group professionals on daily newspapers out of a total of 40,000 editorial
employees. Only three of these were in a management-level position.
Despite an announced intent to get more minorities into journalism,
newspapers have failed to do so. Much of the blame can be placed on
personnel policies. In an era in which American industry suddenly dis-
covered the black man, newspapers refused to compete with salaries or
recruiting techniques. Editors still expected the young black or chicano to
come to them and to work for a wage significantly lower than he might get
elsewhere. One can even question the dedication of the industry toward its
announced goal. In 1972, several years after the “Get Blacks into Journal-
ism” movement was started, the American Newspaper Publishers Associa-
tion offered only $23,700 in scholarships for 52 black journalism students.
This amounted to less than $500 per student and constituted a contribution
averaging $22.50 per ANPA member. This from an industry that has one of
the highest profit margins in America. Minorities are becoming impatient
with promises. And this is another problem that will come to a head in the
seventies.

THE UNBELIEVABLE

Many people just don’t believe what they read in the paper anymore.
Ex-vice president Agnew didn’t invent this credibility gap. There are a multi-
tude of reasons for such an attitude. Readers are smarter and more cynical
than ever before. They have been led down the primrose path too many
times by politicians and the press. Also, they no longer depend on the
newspaper as the sole source of information; they can use magazines,
books, television, or radio.

As participation in government and social affairs broadens, more and
more readers find themselves as a part of news events, and they are
becoming aware that the way the newspaper described things isn’t really the
way it happened. Rather than meeting this charge with an honest answer
(every newspaper story is a subjective account, a single man’s perception of
an event) the press has stood blithely behind the bastion of objectivity,
insisting that its story is the one true account.
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The press has also lost credibility through some of its own actions. Take
sports reporting, for example. Sports are rarely written about in a critical
fashion. Reporters tend to fawn over events, not report them. Most sports
fans are keenly aware that professional sports and, to a large extent, major
college sports are operated as businesses. Yet many sports writers (not all of
them; times are beginning to change) still report the big leagues as if they
were just a bunch of the guys playing ball out in the park. This is incredible
to most fans and nonfans alike, but the sportswriter tends to write for the
team—the players and the owners—rather than for the fans. If he told it like
it was, he would quickly become persona non grata at the ball park. His
fellow reporters wouldn’t think much of him either, since a single realistic
report would make their stories look bad.

Another credibility gap exists in reporting other topics. Although news-
papers are quick to criticize public officials who fail to act with candor, the
press itself clings to the canard that it is objective, that it prints only the
facts. To get stories newsmen often compromise their independence and
form alliances with government officials. Accuracy is often sacrificed for
speed and simplicity or for newspaper policy.

A recent study of the coverage of a pollution controversy in a large West
Coast city turned up specific examples of these kinds of problems. The
polluter was the city’s largest industry—a smelter. The Tacoma, Wash-
ington, newspapers, taking the traditional business booster role, refused to
acknowledge the pollution problem for years, calling the poison effluent
“smoke” whenever the subject was discussed. Not until a governmental
agency was formed to attack air pollution did the newspapers acknowledge
the problem. In the coverage of the legal hassle that followed, reporters for
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A victorious Harry S. Truman
holds up a copy of the Chicago
Tribune that informed its read-
ers in large bold type that
Thomas Dewey had defeated
the president in the 1948 elec-
tion. Although errors of this
magnitude are rare, enough
mistakes creep into the daily
paper to sustain the skepticism
most readers have about the
accuracy of the popular press.
Wide World Photos
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the newspapers candidly admitted they were often confused by the techni-
cal nature of the information. But instead of seeking help, they avoided
reporting information that they didn’t feel they could explain. One reporter
said that when he had to shorten his stories, he would sacrifice that part of
the information that was “’least dramatic,” not the part that was “least
important.”’

For years the press has perpetuated the myth that much of our govern-
ment is run by shadows and illusions, the "“usually reliable sources” or
“high government sources” that seem to be the source of so many news
stories. Politicians often use this device—''this is what's happening, but
don’t quote me”’—to their own advantage. They can speculate on what is
happening without looking like fools if things don’t work out. When these
reports from “usually informed sources” turn out wrong, it is the press that
is left with egg on its face, not the politician, who can deny he ever said it.
This does little to improve newspaper credibility among readers. For
example, in 1970 many PM’s went to press with a wire service bulletin
quoting “reliable sources” that President Nixon would not sign an im-
portant education bill into law. By the time most readers got their news-
papers the president had signed the measure, which evening television
news reported accurately. The New York Times would not by-line James
Reston’s columns, "By a high official of the New York Times.” Similarly,
Walter Cronkite would not consider doing the evening news with a bag over
his head and his voice disguised. Yet little is thought about publishing news
of government in this fashion. More honesty is needed.

Lastly, the press is unfortunate in that at a time in history when it is
economically mature (that's a euphemism for it's big and powerful) the
average man is beginning to distrust bigness. Big government, big business,
and big education have all come in for their lumps of late. Big press has as
well. Spiro Agnew’s revelations that much of the American media were
owned by large chains, conglomerates, and broadcasting groups have only
confirmed what the average reader has always believed. The fact that Agnew
was selective in his criticisms, aiming only at anti-administration media
when pro-administration chains offer much larger targets, is immaterial. He
is right in what he says. Bigness is no longer a virtue in America except
among the big. And since most readers don’t fall into this category, their
perception of their newspapers and what they publish is affected.

TOMORROW

The last major problem facing the newspaper is tomorrow, for if the press is
outdated today, it will be even more so in the days to come. The continued
transmission of printed news and information and entertainment from a
production center to reader by truck and bicycle is fairly remarkable in an
era of electronic communications. Technology exists that can transmit the
same material into the home via wire, but it is just too costly at the present
time. Newspapers have done little in the past three decades to prepare
themselves for such a revolution. Today, when this challenge is thrust in
their faces, publishers frequently respond with witty remarks like, ““You
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can’t spank the puppy with a television set,” or, ”You'll never be able to line
the bottom of your bird cage with transmission cable.” In this way perhaps
they comfort themselves with the hope, at least, that some form of
newspaper will always be needed. Very little of the industry’s earnings have
been spent on research to cut costs or modernize techniques. It has been
only recently that computers have been introduced into the industry. And
most often the first thing a newspaper does when it gets a computer is to
program it to handle billing, not to handle information processing.

Although the newspaper form may soon disappear, the institution can still
exist. There will be few changes in getting the information from the news
source to the production center. It is the delivery process that will be
radically altered. The newspaper can continue to exist as a newsgathering
agency, if it adjusts to the new technology and doesn’t try to hang doggedly
onto its nineteenth-century delivery system.

THIRTY MEANS THE END

In 1949—twenty-five years ago—social psychologist Harry A. Overstreet
wrote this about the American press: "Newspapers . . . are part of the
money-making culture in which the prime value that attaches to most things
produced is their exchange value—their salability.” Overstreet went on to
say that the primary "’hunt” conducted by editors and publishers has been
for a formula that would guarantee the largest possible audience. Once the
formula is found, Overstreet continued, there is more profit in sticking with
it rather than growing to a new level of insight and discrimination.
Overstreet might have made this observation yesterday. It is remarkable that
any major institution as important as the newspaper industry has changed so
little in the past two and a half decades. The press today maintains the same
virtues and strengths it had when Overstreet wrote his evaluation. It is still
the most economical way to transmit the great volumes of information and
news to the millions of citizens of this nation. It remains staffed by many
dedicated, hard-working, and socially interested employees. It is the best
way to offer consumers a window on the marketplace. But its greatest
strength remains what it might be—its promise.

And that, perhaps is its greatest failing as well. For it might be a good deal
more than it is now. At the beginning of this chapter the author attempted to
refute the notion that the print media were dying or that the newspaper was
dying. They are not—yet. But they could die a most inglorious death, one
caused by commercialism and ignorance. In 1960 editor Carl Lindstrom
wrote, "Newspapers today have only two major problems. One is to stay in
journalism, the other is to stay in business.” Many newspapers have proved
that today it is still possible to stay in business without staying in journalism.
But in the future it will become increasingly difficult as readers find more
and more diversions to compete for their time and money. Unless the press
reshapes its goals and begins to provide readers with useful and meaningful
information—which will be the definition of journalism in the next de-
cade—it will find that its success in business will falter as well.
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Rodio

or Come On, Let Me Show You
Where Its At

Announcer: The Columbia Broadcasting System and its affiliated
stations present Orson Welles and the "Mercury Theater
of the Air" in The War of the Worlds by H. G. Wells.
Ladies and gentlemen, the director of the Mercury
Theater and star of these broadcasts, Orson Welles.

Welles: We know now that in the early years of the twentieth
century this world was being watched closely by intel-
ligences greater than man'’s . . .

Jingle: More muuuuuuuuuuusic, K¥*O*Mmmmmm

DJ: Welcome back to boss radio number one, the top sound in
the top city. Cousin Brucie layin’ "em on you til seven when
brother Jack B. Nimble rocks in with more of the hits on the
big eleven. {(Cue music) And now more outtasight sounds,
far-reaching wails and good vibes with Dental Floss and the
Cavities, the first of eighteen nonstop hits in a row from your
man Bruce.

American radio has changed dramatically in the past 30 years. And all the
important changes can be discovered just by reading closely the two
passages above. The first contains the opening lines of Orson Welles’
famous production of The War of the Worlds. The second represents what
might be heard on at least one radio station in almost any American city
today.

The differences are striking. The Welles’ production was a dramatic
presentation given in an era when radio was filled with drama, comedy, and
variety programs. As Cousin Brucie says, recorded music is about all that's
programmed on modern radio. The War of the Worlds originated in New
York City and was broadcast to millions of Americans over a radio net-
work—a linking of several hundred stations. In the seventies nearly all radio
programming is produced (if that word is accurate) locally by individual
radio stations.

The Welles’ production was broadcast in the evening hours, prime radio
listening time, to a vast audience of all ages. Nighttime radio today is
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generally regarded as the domain of young people. Prime radio time is early
in the morning and late in the afternoon as millions of commuters,
momentary captives of their radio hosts, wend their way along crowded
freeways to and from their jobs. Finally, the quality of radio broadcasting has
shifted dramatically from what was once considered a fairly high-class
entertainment medium to a barren desert of commercial messages, dotted
here and there with musical oases.

Elsewhere in this book we have tried to explain why these changes took
place. “The public eloped with a brazen but seductive hussy called
television and radio suddenly became an abandoned orphan,” former ABC
commentator Edward P. Morgan said in a speech entitled “Who Forgot
Radio?”” at American University in 1965. In this chapter we hope to shed
some light on contemporary radio and its consistent partner, the record
industry. After a brief introduction to radio, an outline of the kinds of
stations that operate, and some words on economic support, we will
attempt to trace the roots of contemporary radio programming—the disc
jockey format. We will also examine the important ties that link radio and
the record industries together and take a brief look at both record making
and modern music.

THE SHAPE OF THE BUSINESS

There are about 7,000 commercial radio stations broadcasting in the United
States. They can be heard on the more than 330,000,000 radio receivers in
the nation, nearly a third of which are in automobiles. According to studies,
radio ranks third as a source of news, and is the third “most believable”
medium in most persons’ opinion. Faced with a choice of having a single
medium, more people would select television or newspapers than radio.
Yet radio is the most immediate medium, the one that people turn to first in
an emergency. When the East Coast was blacked out for many hours in
November of 1965, portable radios constituted the chief source of informa-
tion for the confused and often frightened populace. But except for those
rare emergencies, radio has abdicated its role as an information medium to
become an entertainment medium. For listeners—and radio has twice the
popularity among teenagers as adults—the medium has moved from the
foreground of their interests to the background. Radio is something you can
listen to while you are doing something else. Television is generally tied to
the electrical wall socket. Newspapers and magazines are bound by an
overland distribution system. But, like the ubiquitous crushed styrofoam
cup and the empty beer can, wherever you go, there’s radio.

It will probably come as news to most of you, but radio plays a far less
important role in our society than it does in the rest of the world. On that
two-thirds of the planet that is economically and socially underdeveloped,
radio is a vital part of the communications and information process. It can
transcend the physical distances wrought by mountains and jungles as well
as the intellectual distances shaped by illiteracy. In some of the remotest
parts of the world a visitor will see inhabitants walking down dusty roads
with small transistor radios clasped over their ears. Social scientists call it the
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“transistor revolution” and some pin great hopes of human improvement
on it. Most of these foreign broadcasting stations are not privately owned
and hence are not concerned about profits and commercial advertising. The
government subsidy that funds them usually insures that they will be
information-oriented rather than entertainment-oriented.

Because of its ability to travel almost anywhere, and because of the great
number of radio receivers in use—about one and a half for every person in
America—radio has the appearance of being the “massest” of the mass
media, and it is. But strangely enough, it also has the physical and economic
structure needed to become a fragmented medium, serving smaller and
smaller segments of society; “narrowcasting,” if you will, instead of
broadcasting.

Because radio costs less to operate than television, it can afford to pick
out a segment of society—a small subgroup—and make an appeal to it.
Some newspapers and magazines can do this as well, and many small
publications are reaching out to special interest groups today. But when
print media seek to appeal to a small subgroup, they tend to lose the quality
of mass media (that is, media that appeal to a large heterogeneous
audience.) The publisher who seeks to prepare a newspaper for left-handed
billiard players faces economic limitations on his distribution. With as few
as 1,500 copies he can reach all the left-handed billiard players on his
subscription list. But no one else will see the newspaper. However, radio
can program for the same 1,500 left-handers without diluting its essence as a
mass medium, for anyone else in the community can eavesdrop.

THE AM DIAL

The two kinds of radio sets you might most likely find in a home or car are
AM receivers and FM receivers. AM is the most common and the most
commercial, and really is the heart of the radio system in this country.
Two-thirds of all broadcasting stations are AM and there are far more AM
receivers than FM ones. ‘

AM stands for amplitude modulation. This term has to do with the way the
radio waves are sent from broadcaster to receiver, and that’s all we’re going
to say about it. For decades American AM radio was dominated by the radio
networks—NBC, CBS, and later ABC and the Mutual Broadcasting System.
Programs that originated in New York, for example, were sent to your local
stations via cable and then broadcast over the airwaves to your receiver. The
decades of the thirties and forties are known variously as the golden era,
big-time radio, or the heyday of broadcasting. Compared to radio in the
seventies there is some accuracy in all these labels, although as radio
historian Jim Harmon has written, those days of radio will always seem a
little better than they were.

Television was developed by the same men who controlled network
radio. It didn’t make much economic sense to these men to promote
television viewing in the evening on one hand and at the same time offer a
full slate of network radio programs at night as well. It would only tend to
confuse advertisers. So slowly, but surely, network radio began to disap-
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pear. The first shows to go were the big-budget evening programs that
conflicted with evening TV time. (Television began by broadcasting primari-
ly in the evening.) Next went the daytime shows as television expanded its
daytime hours. Weekend radio services faded out as well as sports began to
dominate the tube on weekends. And the story goes on.

Well, this was fine for radio networks—but what about all those stations
that had been broadcasting network radio programs. What were they to do?
Music programming seemed to be the most logical answer. Production of
drama or comedy or variety was too expensive for most local stations to
undertake. Music programming was cheap. All you needed was a turntable
and some phonograph records. Oh, yes, and a man to play them and read
commercial messages, the disc jockey.

YOUR PAL, THE DISC JOCKEY

Nobody really knows the origin of the disc jockey format. Many different
individuals played records over the air in the early days of radio, some going
as far back as 1906. Playing recorded music was frowned on in the twenties
as a misuse of the valuable radio spectrum, but as more and more stations
went on the air, recorded music became more common since the cost of
live talent programs was prohibitive.

Playing recorded music involved legal hazards for many years in this
country. The Federal Communications Commission, the agency that at-
tempts to regulate broadcasting in the public interest, insisted that each
time a station played a phonograph record, it had to be identified as such on
the air. (This was designed to discourage stations from broadcasting
recorded music.) In 1940 the FCC changed its rules to permit announce-
ments on the half hour rather than following every record. Today the
announcement that “some of the programming heard on the station has
been prerecorded” is broadcast only once or twice during the entire day.

Recording artists and musicians also discouraged broadcast of recorded
music by placing warnings on their records, "NOT LICENSED FOR RADIO
BROADCAST.” They did this for two reasons. First, they feared that
broadcasting records would hurt record sales. This notion was widely held
until the fifties, when it was shown that radio would normally boost the
record sales, not damage them. Also, many artists like Bing Crosby and Fred
Waring had exclusive radio performance contracts with the networks. They
were fearful that broadcasting their recorded performances on non-
network stations would damage the relationship.

This issue was resolved in 1940 when a U. S. Court of Appeals ruled that
once a broadcaster had bought a record, he could do anything he wanted
with it—broadcast it, break it, use it for a frisbee—regardless of the wishes
of the artist or record manufacturer. When the Supreme Court sustained the
lower court ruling by refusing to hear plaintiff Paul Whiteman’s appeal, the
disc jockey’s position was given a solid legal foundation.

While phonograph records had been played on the air for many years, it
was not until the thirties that the record introducer gained as much
prominence as the record. An announcer named Martin Block broadcast
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records on WNEW in New York during the recesses in the infamous 1935
Lindbergh kidnapping trial, which was carried on many stations. In a short
time Block’s fame skyrocketed with the program he called “Make Believe
Ballroom’ in which he created the illusion that he was broadcasting music
from alarge ballroom. Block carried the fantasy to the point where he would
“talk” with the various performers who were appearing in the ‘“Make
Believe Ballroom.”

Students of the disc jockey quickly point out that Block had borrowed the
format from a Los Angeles announcer named Al Javis who broadcast records
in 1932 on KFWB from “The World’s Largest Make Believe Ballroom.” But as
so often is the case in the entertainment business, the originator frequently
takes a back seat to the man who makes the idea work—and Block did just
that. At first, advertising salesmen at WNEW were reluctant to try to sell time
for Block and his disc jockey format, so he went out and found his own
sponsor—a firm that manufactured and sold reducing pills called Retardo at
$1 per box. The day after Block’s first commercial solicitation, WNEW
received 600 orders for Retardo. By the end of the week the number totaled
almost 4,000. Within four months it was estimated that Block had an
audience of four million listeners and before 1935 ended the “Make Believe
Ballroom’’ was on the air two and a half hours each day. It was sponsored in
quarter-hour segments by various promoters. By 1941 Block was getting
12,000 letters each month and had twenty-three sponsors and a waiting list.

Block’s success was not lost on radio stations throughout the rest of the
nation. And as network programming began to fade from the airwaves,
more and more stations began to install disc jockeys. Radio stations in the
postwar era had a new look. They no longer resembled theatrical stock
companies. Their economic base was the disc jockey. In his comprehensive
three-volume history of broadcasting, Erik Barnouw described the simple
needs of the station using such a format: “It might need a writer for
announcements or promotion material. Commercials tended to be taken
care of ad lib by the disc jockeys themselves with the help of material
provided by the sponsors. The station scarcely needed a studio. News
programs called fora . . . news ticker. . . . Engineers and salesmen were the
main need.” The cost of such a format was low, and in most instances the
sponsors waited in line to be squeezed in someplace on a show.

The disc jockey emerged in the fifties as the demigod of modern radio. He
was frequently as glamorized and idolized as the stars whose records he
played. But despite the tinsel he was basically a salesman. Station owners
loved him because he cost them very little. In the early days he often sold
his own spots. He still does today, to some extent, though time salesmen
have picked up most of the routine of the job. His success as a salesman
depends upon how well-known he is, how many listeners he can command.
The more listeners, the bigger the name, the higher the price he can charge
for spots on his show. And the more spots he can get. So in the beginning
DJs promoted themselves with everything from glossy pictures for teenage
girls to cutting ribbons at the opening of supermarkets and department
stores. The disc jockey would do remote broadcasts from butcher shops or
shopping centers. On Friday and Saturday nights he frequently took a stack
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of 45s out to the local high school and played them over the PA system while
the kids danced the Chicken and the Bug.

To the teenagers, the D) was somebody who dug their music, who
understood their problems, who knew that only a ““bird dog”” would cut in
on a slow dance. To housewives, he was a man around the house after the
family had left for the day and the kitchen got quiet and lonely, someone to
share that second cup of coffee with. The drive-time jock was a traveling
companion to the men, a pal during that long ride to work, somebody who
understood the feeling of four-putting the seventeenth hole on Saturday.

The disc jockey continues to hold forth as the super medicine man of the
second half of the twentieth century. Each day he drives his wagon up to
millions of doorsteps, draws in the people with slick music from a plastic
disc, and then proceeds to burden the crowd with his various pitches. He is
a superstar in an invisible world. To most people he is only a voice, and
often when he shows up in person the fans are disappointed at what they
see. Day after day he spends his working hours talking to four walls and a
small microphone, often wondering if anybody out there is listening. His
job security is as good as his ratings. If they begin to slip, he might soon find
himself moving on. If he is good, he can make lots of money—some DJs
have incomes approaching a quarter of a million dollars a year.

Initially, the most important talent the disc jockey needed—in addition to
his witty patter and his ability to man two turntables and a tape recorder,
and keep a program log up to date—was the ability to pick hit records
before they became popular. The DJ would program his own show. There
was always the illusion that the four hours the jock spent on the air was the
only time he worked during the day. But usually he came to the studio
several hours before his program to answer mail, meet with sponsors, and
select the records he would play during his program. Certainly the popular
songs would be included in his stack, but he also would try to pick out
several of the newer records that he believed would appeal to his audience.

As soon as record companies began to realize that radio play didn’t
hamper sales but actually boosted them, they became interested in radio.
They began giving radio stations free copies of their new releases. Promo-
tion men began calling on disc jockeys, telling them the virtues of the
newest record their company had produced, urging them to give it some
airplay. (“It's a comer. It's number 16 in Paducah this week.”) Soon record
manufacturers realized that airplay not only boosted sales but that the
success of their product depended on radio, and ultimately on the favor of
the disc jockeys. So it wasn’t long before promotion men began to give
more to the jocks than just advice. At Christmas time the disc jockey
(because he was such a good friend of the company) might get a new set of
golf clubs or a hi-fi or a basket of fruit laced with a dozen bottles of
Canadian Club. By 1956-57 the competition between companies became
more cutthroat and gifts weren’t sufficient. Money began being passed
under the table—fifty bucks to give a record some airplay, or maybe a
hundred or two hundred. When the payola scandal broke in 1959 one jock
reported he had received about $36,000 from eight different record com-
panies during the sixteen months between June of 1958 and October of
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1959. There was a kind of national scandal, since it followed on the
revelations that some of television’s biggest quiz shows had been rigged.
Congress investigated and passed laws against paying disc jockeys to play
records. Many jocks lost their jobs and were ruined for many years. Alan
Freed, one of the most important DJs in the short history of the profession,
was fired from WABC in New York when he refused on principle to sign a
statement that he had never received payola. Other jocks quit and went to
the Coast to seek new employment. In hearings before Congress, some
tried to defend the practice. Stan Richards of WILD in Boston said there was
nothing wrong with payola. “This seems to be the American way of life,
which is a wonderful way of life. It is built primarily on romance. 'I'll do for
you. What will you do for me?"”’

But the bloom was surely off the rose. Many people were disappointed to
find that their contemporary heroes had clay feet. (Jack Armstrong and Tom
Mix wouldn’t have fallen victim to such an evil system.) Other people
weren’t surprised, and some were even relieved. One man said he was
pleased to find out about payola: “All the while | thought the disc jockeys
were playing that kind of music because they liked it.” In time, largely
because of the transient nature of the radio audience, the disc jockey was
back in good stead, and today remains the fundamental element in radio
programming. But the scars left by the scandal are important, for they have a
great deal to do with the music the listeners hear each day.

Fearful of more scandals, radio stations sought means to make the
payment of payola to disc jockeys impossible. The key to any system was
simple—just take away the DJ’s power to select the records he would play. If
he couldn’t pick what to play, there would be little to gain in giving him
payola. So broadcasters developed various schemes that vested the pro-
gramming power in the hands of the station, not the DJ. And today most
disc jockeys have very little to say about what records they play. At some
stations they are not only told what records to play, but when to play them.
Program directors—middle management radio personnel—might develop
the play lists for the jocks. Or a station might go to a play list built exclusively
around the forty records that sold the most copies in local record stores.
New records for the radio station might be selected by the management or
at sessions at which all the D}s would audition the new records.

More recently, specific programming services have been developed.
Small companies (small only in size, not in dollars) do nothing but listen to
all the new records that are produced each week (and there are a lot, as
about 6,000 singles and 5,000 albums are produced each year) and then send
out tip sheets, such as Bill Gavin’s Tip Sheet, listing the most popular
records, the new records that have the best chance of becoming hits, and
the pick of the new albums. Radio stations can subscribe to such services for
an annual fee. Despite the efforts of the stations, reports run rampant
throughout the industry that payola is still alive and well and is frequently
used to get airplay for a record that may not otherwise get on the station’s
play list. Grand jury hearings in the summer of 1973 focused on the use of
drugs and sex to win airplay for new releases, and the aroma of new payola
scandals hung heavy in record companies and broadcast studios.
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Another group of artists that managed to successfully bridge the

gap between the pre- and post-Beatle eras of music were those

in the Motown stable of Berry Gordy. The “"Motown Sound,"” a

slick soul sound that had a strong appeal among all races, is still an
important element in modern American music. These are the Temptations.

The change in programming schemes brought an added, unexpected
benefit to radio stations, which went beyond the attempt to take the play list
out of the hands of the disc jockey. It permitted the station to develop some
kind of broadcasting format, or sound. If all the disc jockeys picked their
own music, each program would have its own personality. But if the station
picked all the records, the station itself could have a personality, a sound.
And this is the heart of modern radio. Today almost all radio stations have
formats ranging from classical music to acid underground rock. {There are
some stations that claim they have no format, but having no format is really a
format.) Station owners often insist that a format is necessary to maximize
controi over a significant share of the market. Michael Shain in a long article
in Broadcasting magazine (1971) wrote, ‘‘Radio has realized the days of mass
audience are a thing of the past. Stations are now carving out their hunks in
terms of age, sex, and most recently, psychological characteristics, or
psychographics. No one station can any longer be all things to all people.
Each needs an identity.”” Broadcaster Hal Neal is less kind: ““The reason for a
format, of course, is to take an average talent or inferior talent type guy, put
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him into the mold that can carry him. And if he does what he is told, he's
accepted.” Whatever the reason, formats are a fundamental part of radio in
the seventies. The disc jockey is still at the center of the music format but
has become less a director of the show and more an actor wedded to a
prepackaged script.

VARIATIONS ON A THEME

The music format remains the most common programming scheme in
American radio today. Radio is well suited to broadcast music, especially FM
radio where fidelity is of high quality. Some broadcasters who own or have
access to both AM and FM frequencies as well as a television channel have
even experimented with simulcasting music on all three media. If the
listener positions his receivers according to instructions from the station, he
will literally be surrounded by music.

Other stations use recorded music as a supplement to a richer format that
in a small way attempts to fill the void left when network radio died. W|R in
Detroit, for example, which many persons consider the nation’s best radio
station, offers listeners a variety of music and non-music fare. The station
features the standard personality disc jockey during drive times and in the
midnight to dawn slot. But during the remainder of the day it concentrates
heavily on live music, recorded classical music with intelligent commentary
by an expert on fine arts, humor and commentary from both network and
local personnel, 15-minute news segments throughout much of the day with
an hour and a half of news and comment in the dinner hour, and scripted
music programs in which a carefully written narrative accompanies a series
of thematically similar recordings. But stations like WJR, “The Great Voice of
the Great Lakes'’, are indeed rare.

Stations that do rely on the music format generally also offer listeners
capsulized editions of news, weather, and sports on the hour or half hour.
Sometimes these ingredients are added in a true spirit of public service, but
other times they are included only as fillers between commercial messages.
The typical broadcaster today relies heavily on the news wire and the special
five-minute summaries prepared hourly by the wire services especially for
radio. An announcer (generally called a newsman because he reads the
news) will rip off the copy minutes before newstime and present the
headlines in stacatto fashion—often without having looked at them previ-
ously. Sometimes this “rip and read” formula backfires. On the day Black
Muslim leader Malcolm X was murdered in New York, one lowa announcer
flashed the bulletin to his listeners that “Malcolm Ten was shot today.”

PUT ANOTHER NICKEL IN

A tight program scheme or format dictates what music will be heard on most
radio stations. And within the music format genre there are a wide variety of
different approaches, ranging from classical to hard rock on a musical scale.
Yes, there are a few AM stations that still play classical music—about a
dozen at last count. FM has become the new retreat of classical music. This
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represents a distinct change in American broadcasting for there was a time,
not too long ago, when AM radio not only broadcast classical music but
supported it financially as well. NBC, CBS, and Mutual all supported
respected symphony orchestras at one time. But radio has gotten out of that
business, at least in the United States. The respected British Broadcasting
Corporation still has its own widely renowned symphony orchestra. And the
Japanese broadcasting network, NHK, financially supports three sympho-
nies as well as several light orchestras. In fact, NHK has succeeded in a little
more than a generation in giving a large portion of the Japanese people an
appreciation for Western classical music. In the United States, radio tends to
play music, but not directly support it.

Moving down the musical spectrum from the classics, one encounters the
good music stations that tend to steer away from the heavier rock sounds.
This kind of format rarely attracts large numbers of listeners, but those that
do listen tend to be better educated and more affluent, which gives the
station an edge in advertising rates, because it appeals to an audience that is
more likely to buy. WJR in Detroit, for example, counts among its listeners
many of the major executives of the automobile industry and carries
commercial messages aimed specifically at them. Ads for roller bearings and
for tool works companies, for example, are often aired. There aren’t many
people in the market for roller bearings, but purchasing agents at Ford, GM,
and Chrysler do buy millions of them. Few cities can support more than one
or two ‘“good music’’ stations.

The middle-of-the-road or “MOR" station falls between the good music
and the rock categories. The MORs play the softest of the rock and the
loudest of the “good” music. This kind of station frequently attempts to
build up a personality cult around its record spinners, and sometimes it
appears that music is secondary. These friends of the housewife and
buddies of the commuter often carry high ratings during drive time, 6 to 10
A.M. and 3 to 7 P.M., when adult radio listening is at its peak. The MOR
station sounds a lot like radio sounded when the disc jockey first
emerged—unplanned and rather hectic at times. But usually it is as tightly
programmed as the prototype rock stations.

The contemporary sound in radio (that’s what the programmers like to call
it) is the rock station, the battleground for the jingle warfare of the airwaves.
Within the rock format there are variations, but they appear important only
to those who know and love radio. Critics call the stations ““screamers” and
describe the format as one ““with an extreme foreground treatment, playing
only the top tunes with breathless and witless striplings making like carnival
barkers.”

The heart of the rocker is the chart—top 30, top 40, top 50, and so forth.
Record sales, or jukebox plays, are charted each week. These are songs with
proven appeal: someone has paid money to hear them. The records are
scheduled in sequence and played over and over during the week. A few
album cuts are sometimes thrown in, and a few new songs are featured as
well. But the charted records are the heart of the scheme.

One variation in the rock format is the personality rocker which is a
station like the MOR mentioned earlier that attempts to create listener
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interest in the disc jockey himself. WMCA in New York rode the crest of
popularity for years with the “Good Guys” format, and at KH} in Los Angeles
the ““Real Don Steele” captured the ears of teenyboppers throughout
Southern California. The most successful prototypes for this kind of
personality appeal were Alan Freed and Murray the K, both of whom
broadcast from New York in their heyday.

Some rock stations have successfully integrated tunes that were formerly
popular—golden oldies, blasts from the past—into their format and capital-
ized on the nostalgia craze of the early seventies. Often the format is one of
half oldies, or two to one from the “*vault of gold.” In 1972, stations like
WCAU in Philadelphia, WIXZ in Pittsburgh, KWIZ and KNEW in Southern
California, and KUUU in Seattle all significantly boosted their ratings with
the “where have all the good songs gone* format.

Other ‘““contemporary’’ radio stations have attempted to capture a soul
sound, with heavy emphasis on blues and ethnic music. Scores of AM radio
stations in America are programmed primarily for black audiences, although
they frequently have listeners outside this group. (Tragically, most of the
soul stations aren’t owned by blacks. Surely one of the great dilemmas
facing the electronic media is the lack of the means to increase black and
other minority-group economic participation in broadcasting.)

Some AM stations have even successfully programmed “‘hard rock’ or
“*acid rock” or “underground rock.” The audience for this kind of pure rock
is small; the heavy sounds turn off most listeners. The greatest success for
such a format has been in the FM field. KDAY in Santa Monica, California,
first succeeded with this format on AM. It featured a long play list (meaning
that it played lots of different records), limited commercials to eight minutes
each hour, and tried to create personality DJs who were knowledgeable
about the music they played but not “jivers” like those on the screamer
stations. The successful format was quickly copied elsewhere.

Perhaps the most interesting concept in rockers is the more music format,
first promulgated in the sixties by men like Bill Drake. Drake was born Philip
Yarbrough in 1937 and cut his teeth in radio spinning country and western
tunes on backwater southern radio stations. In 1961 the owner of KYA radio
in San Francisco gave Drake a chance at overhauling his rock station, which
was at that time running behind the pack in the ratings sweepstakes. When
he began work at KYA it was the prototype rocker, with music coming last,
after the commercials, D} chatter, jingles, air horns, and gongs. Drake’s
formula was to clean up the station and clear away the clutter on the
airwaves. He toned down the station’s rock image and began playing
softer—but still popular—music. His theory was if you don’t like it, don't
play it. He depersonalized the disc jockey and emphasized music instead.
Split-second timing was the key to his format, with a plethora of mini-jingles
announcing what was coming up next. Disc jockeys were instructed to talk
over both the intros and endings of records and often commercials were
spaced to allow two and three record sweeps. Time was told only with
numbers—it was 12:30, not half past the hour. And news was used to gain a
strategic advantage in the battle for listeners. Drake’s theory was that many
listeners will tune out news. If station KOMM carried its five minutes of
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news at twenty-five minutes after the hour, a Drake station would carry the
news at twenty minutes after the hour. Listeners would switch their dial
when the news came on KYA at 12:20, but switch back when KOMM news
came on at 12:25 and then stay with KYA until the next news cycle began. A
Drake trademark was 20/20 news, twenty minutes before and after the hour.

The Drake format is a superslick sound. Most disc jockeys hate it and say
that Drake is turning his back on what’s really happening in music—
progressive rock and soul. (But although the criticism may be valid, we must
remember these are the same DJs Drake told to stop talking and play more
music.) And the formula has been successful. In the early seventies there
were at least forty stations that had the Drake sound and paid the young
man more than $100,000 annually for his programming service, which
includes weekly play lists and predictions of new records. He has attained
such importance in the record industry that many recording companies
don’t feel a record has a chance to succeed if the song doesn’t appear on the
Drake play list. Drake’s success with the AM format has pushed him into
even more programming in FM, which we will talk about shortly.

Probably the one remaining important subgroup in the variety of music
formats is the country and western station, or what many people used to call
“hillbilly"” music. Following a decrease in the number of C & W stations
during the past ten years, a renaissance of sorts has taken place and new
"country” stations are popping up in many parts of the nation, including
some large sophisticated eastern urban centers such as New York City.
Country music is adult music, and its popularity might be a reaction to the
youth orientation of pop music in the past three decades. Bill Sherrill at
Columbia records calls it humanitarian music, music that talks about human
problems at a very mundane level—about love and cheating, about drinking
and the daily frustrations most people share. Rock, on the other hand,
confronts issues on a grander scale—war, ecology, and racism are popular
themes. One reason the number of country music stations have decreased
is because country and western sounds have begun to infiltrate popular
music. (At the end of this chapter, when we talk about pop music, we will try
to point out the extent of this infiltration.) The remaining "“barefoot”” radio
stations have adopted a top-forty kind of format, using C & W charts rather
than pop music play lists.

Although music remains the basic AM format, it is not the only one. In
recent years two innovations have been introduced, neither of which has
been an overwhelming success. Phone-in programming was very popular
for a while. Some stations went almost exclusively to this scheme, while
others just used it an hour or two each night. This kind of format adopts two
of America’s basic rural pastimes as its attractions—listening in on the party
line and talking at the town meeting. The premise is simple: the average
citizen probably has something to say about most issues, so let him call the
station and give his ideas over the air. A fairly glib host is required, as well as
some special tape recording equipment that permits the station to broadcast
the callers on a five- or eight-second tape delay (to give the station the
chance to censor obscenity, libel, or other noxious remarks). But the
program still retains the spontaneity of a live broadcast. With a good host
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and a good topic, this kind of programming was often popular. But after a
while listeners got tired of hearing generally uninformed people, most of
whom had a petty complaint or a plan to save the world. Also, the same
callers tended to monopolize the lines. In any case, the format began to
fade.

But it didn’t die completely. In fact, in 1973 call-in radio was given a new
breath of life when several stations shifted the flavor of the telephone
discussions from social, political, and economic issues to more earthy
subjects—mainly sex. During discussions that the radio hosts described as
’frank and honest but not dirty,” listeners were asked to give their views on
extramarital relations, premarital sex, group sex, and so forth. Many
listeners have responded favorably to a limited amount of this kind of
programming, especially when the phoned-in comments are interspersed
between records.

The other innovation was kind of a throwback to early radio as many
large-city stations went to a 24-hour all-news format. Although it sounds
exciting, public interest-oriented and all those good things, in fact it was
usually a bore. The idea was fine, but most stations refused to put out the
cash to hire enough newsmen to do the job. So listeners would hear about
the same news with maybe twenty minutes of new material, in one-hour
cycles. The first hour was great, the second hour was even okay, but by the
third hour listeners began to know the news headlines as well as the readers
at the radio station. Only large cities can support such stations, and few
all-news stations still exist.

Music remains as the staff of life for the AM radio station, and there is
nothing to suggest that this will change in our lifetimes. If we begin with the
premise that the medium of radio tends to be background rather than
foreground, music is an inexpensive, noncontroversial, and usually prof-
itable programming concept. In the years to come we will probably see
program formats play an even more significant role. The old-timers of radio
despise the format; it means a loss of freedom to them. But the younger
generation of radio hands understand it, have a feel for it. As Arnold
Passman wrote in his book, The Deejays, "It speaks their language. If they
have a sense of freedom, and they are no way near their politically active
and socially experimenting peers, it may be in the vocal furor they are asked
to create. The medium’s message (any medium’s) seems to be: Out of
passion comes chaos, and out of chaos comes order.” In contemporary
radio it is often the listener who creates the order.

FM, THE OTHER DIAL

“A poor and distant cousin,” or “broadcasting’s obstinate orphan”’—those
were the kinds of words generally used to describe FM broadcasting during
the first quarter-century of its uninteresting history. People who didn’t like
radio listened to FM, which began its broadcasting life in about 1940.
Although it had always enjoyed significant technical advantages over AM—it
has less static, better fidelity and little fading or overlapping background
noise—FM never really caught on. One reason, and a good one, was that
not many people had FM receivers, and it is impossible to pick up FM
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frequencies on standard AM radios. Also, most FM licenses were held by the
owners of AM stations who broadcast the same programming over both
frequencies. But in the mid-sixties things began to change. The number of
receivers began to increase rapidly as people bought AM-FM radios. Next,
the FCC ordered AM-FM station owners to broadcast different material on
their FM outlets at least half the time. Forced to fill time, broadcasters began
to innovate with programming that would be inconceivable on AM with its
massive audiences.

The success of FM in the past ten years has been phenomenal. About
one-third of the people who listen to radio today listen to FM. In 1962 the
FCC reported there were less than 1,000 commercial FM stations on the air.
By 1972 the number stood at nearly 2,400. The price of FM licenses
skyrocketed as people began to line up for the scarce franchises. In late 1971
it was estimated that an FM station in New York with a good signal was worth
$2.5 million. A Philadelphia FM station that was purchased for $350,000 in
1968 was sold for $1 million in 1971.

The success of FM is easy to understand. In the mid-sixties AM radio was
the epitome of commercial media. Programming was standardized and
aimed at a teenage audience. The top-forty sound with its hyped com-
mercials and screaming deejays had been around for about ten years, and
some people were beginning to tire of it all. FM was low key. It had few
commercials and tried to soothe rather than swing. Because it was not
aiming at a mass audience (it didn’t have to with its low overhead) it could
afford to do things that AM radio could not. It could specialize—aim at a
fragmented audience. Some FM stations featured jazz, or progressive rock,
or classical music exclusively—all served up, as Newsweek put it, by D]Js
who sounded as if they were drifting off to sleep.

But the “good”’-music, less-chatter, and fewer-commercials format was
not FM’s only advantage. Because it was programmed for a small audience,
it could afford to offend others and could be ideological. In Boston, for
example, WBCN gained new popularity during the campus turmoils by
disseminating information about anti-war meetings and rallies. And KMET in
Los Angeles provided listeners with a community switchboard service that
gave callers advice about solving problems—Ilike what to do when you're
busted or where to take someone with a drug overdose. A chain of stations
under the Pacifica banner began broadcasting heavy intellectual and politi-
cally left kinds of programming to the delight of students and others as well.
An AM station, hung up on ratings, would have a difficult time with that kind
of programming, but the small FM stations are generally not burdened with
such problems. FM has become a kind of cult medium for the counter
culture, whatever that is. It is also attractive to minority groups who find that
they can afford to get into FM, whereas AM radio remains out of reach. (One
estimate is that an FM outlet costs about one-fifth as much as a comparable
AM station.) So today much of FM is programmed for fragments rather than
for the whole of society.

It is much more difficult to make generalizations about FM programming
than AM programming. The spectrum of difference is wider in FM. Some
stations attempt to appeal to the standard audience that seeks a background
medium. Lots of music, much of it on tape, is the format. Bill Drake, whom
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we discussed earlier in connection with AM formats, has found similar
success in peddling FM formats—"'Solid Gold Rock” and "’Hit Parade 74"
(75, 76, 77)—to FM stations. The Drake package comes on stereo tape with
shortened commercial times, rapid-fire station breaks, and a depersonal-
ized disc jockey all included. The station fills in the commercial slots, plugs
in news and weather on the hour if it chooses, and rolls the tape. It can be
broadcast with no more studio personnel than an engineer. Other program-
mers have jumped on the format bandwagon as well, and the automated FM
station is becoming fairly common with “Music Only for a Woman,"”
"’Nashville Sounds,” and other programming creations competing with the
Drake sound.

Classical music still can be found on FM, as can jazz and the hard
underground rock. Some FM stations attempt information formats or call-in
formats or discussion formats. Imagine almost any other kind of program-
ming schemes and you can probably find an FM station that uses it. With low
overhead, low production costs, and virtually no promotion costs, these FM
stations are making it.

Strangely, the very success FM is enjoying carries with it the seeds of
destruction of the medium as we know it. Flush with its phenomenal
success, FM could become giddy and foolish and attempt to gild the lily by
increasing commercial time, by seeking a wider audience, or by becoming
less controversial. All this of course would only create high-fidelity, static-
free AM service—of which there is already more than enough. The reasons
people like FM are the reasons it has not, until recently, been very
successful. It tends to be amateurish on occasion; it is not seeking everyone
as a listener; it carries few commercials (and those that it does carry tend to
be delivered—sans jingles—as though the audience barely passed the
eighth grade). A slick commercialized FM would probably die.

A more encouraging trend in FM is the movement by a handful of stations
toward financing by subscription. Radio in general is a commercial medium.
Although newspapers get fifteen to twenty-five percent of their revenue
from subscriptions, radio and television get all of their money from
advertising. Recently some FM stations have attempted to supplant some or
all of their advertising money with subscription revenues. These stations
appeal to the members of their audiences to subscribe to the station for,
say, $25 per year. An FM station can survive on a fairly small budget once its
initial capital expenditures have been paid off, since radio costs tend to be
people costs. There are a certain amount of material costs—equipment must
be maintained and replaced—but nothing like the material and delivery
costs that a newspaper has. There is no paper or ink to buy. There are no
trucking or delivery costs to get the product from the plant to the home.
Radio uses the free airwaves. Although no one will get rich, a small FM
station that uses volunteer labor, of which there is often plenty, can exist on
a budget of perhaps $35,000 a year. It doesn’t take a great many subscribers
at $25 or $50 a throw to accumulate this amount.

While it's often hard work raising the money, subscription financing
brings with it many advantages. The radio station is free from commercial
pressure. Its audience is fairly well identified—the people who gave
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money—so programming can be designed to cater to their interests. An
audience that pays to support a station will have greater listener involve-
ment in it and may perhaps even participate in some ways in its operations.

Subscription financing remains a small venture at present. These FM
stations probably do a better job in serving the basic information needs of
their listeners than any other broadcasting medium. Whether such a
scheme is practical for larger radio stations or for television is highly
questionable. But even its limited success could stimulate experimentation
in other means of financial support that might portend a different future for
at least FM radio.

AND THE MUSIC GOES ROUND AND ROUND

Because music is the basic element of most radio programming today, we
should perhaps take a glimpse at the record industry during our odyssey
through the airwaves. Record producers and artists are probably more
aware of the interdependence between the two media than the broad-
casters are. Jac Holzman, president of Elektra Records, recently said, "'The
bulk of radio is irrevocably wedded to the music industry. We need each
other desperately. We both have a story to tell. We both tell our story with
the aid of the other.” From our discussion of radio programming, it should
be fairly obvious why radio needs the record industry—it is the basic wheat
for radio’s bread of life. But perhaps the reverse—the record industry’s
dependence upon broadcasting—is not so clear.

At about the time network radio was in its death throes and AM radio was
discovering the disc jockey, the structure of the recording industry was
dominated by a handful of very large record companies such as RCA,
Columbia, Decca, Mercury, Capitol, and so forth. They controlled the
business to the extent that it was nearly impossible for a performer to
succeed as a recording artist if he was not under contract to one of these
giants. Certainly many smaller record companies did exist, especially in the
South, but the success of artists on these labels was minimal. For example,
Elvis Presley recorded several sides for Sun Records in Memphis early in his
career, but he did not attain national popularity until RCA purchased his
contract. The recording facilities provided by the large company, its
supporting talent base (guitarist Chet Atkins supervised the early Presley
recording sessions), its promotion and distribution capabilities, and, finally,
its legitimacy among both record buyers and radio stations, were important
factors in Presley’s stardom. The legitimacy factor cannot be overlooked and
might even be the most important one. To busy radio station program
directors or even disc jockeys, the promotion man from RCA had a far
greater chance of having his record auditioned than the man from Sun
Records. The airplay for Presley’s songs was the key to success.

So the recording business wasn't really very democratic in those days. All
performers had to pass through a fairly narrow funnel—the recording
companies—on their road to success. And only a small number would fit
through that hole. If you were blacklisted, unloved by the industry, or
trying to do something a little different, you were out of iuck. A great many
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talented performers never had a chance to do their thing on records but
were confined to performing in saloons or on long and unrewarding
one-night concert tours.

Today the recording industry is structured far differently and has the
appearance of being a good deal more democratic. Success, however,
remains as elusive as ever. A contract with a major record company is not a
prerequisite to success in the recording business in the seventies. Records
on hundreds of labels have become popular in the past few years. Today
anyone with a little cash can make a record and stands a chance, however
slim, of hitting the big one, the million seller. With the needed capital—
maybe $1,500—you and your three best friends can rent a recording studio
complete with engineering staff and make a tape recording of your version
of “Moon Over Miami.” You can then have the tape transferred to a master
disc. You might form your own production company and pay someone to
press as many copies of your record as you think you can sell. Then you
might form your own distribution firm and set out to peddle your disc to the
world.

Make no mistake;this kind of system always existed. A performer could
have done the same thing in 1954. But the independent recording and
production facilities were not so common, and it just wasn’t done. So the
business looks more democratic today than ever before, and we can be
assured that any young person with talent—if he can scratch together the
few bucks he needs to make the record—will be given widespread public
exposure and stardom will follow. Right? Wrong, dead wrong.

The neck of the funnel is still there—except today it isn’t disguised by the
large record companies. In 1954 the big companies would produce only
what they could get on the radio and sell. That was the real gate for the
performer, the potential popularity of the product. It is the same today. But
the person the recording artist must convince is not the record studio man,
it’s the radio station man. Few records enjoy any success at all if they do not
receive widespread airplay. It's true that there are exceptions to this rule.
Classical recordings still seil, a small amount, without airplay. And at least a
couple of rock groups, Grand Funk and Black Sabbath, have become very
popular without the benefit of major broadcast exposure. Both groups have
built their success on live concert performances. Grand Funk, for example,
is popular enough to sell out Shea Stadium for an evening performance.
(Even the Mets can’t do that often.) The electric excitement generated by a
typical noisy Grand Funk concert has created a vast appea! that has resulted
in the sale of more than twenty million albums and singles. But this group is
a fluke. In the real world, success for a record is virtually impossible without
airplay, continued broadcast on the radio. Carole King's album Writersold
only about 6,000 copies until she received massive exposure on radio and
television because of her Tapestry album. In a few short months the sales of
Writer jumped to 300,000. “The album didn’t get better—it got exposed,”
said Jac Holzman. The Elektra Record executive adds that it often takes time
to condition broadcasters that a recording company has a superstar—
sometimes as much as two years, sometimes never. Holzman pointed to
such "’stars’’ today as James Taylor and Carly Simon who recorded for a long
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time before they became “overnight” successes—the success being
brought on by sudden exposure on the air.

"The Beatles had plenty of records before [their songs received airplay].
It's not the public that turned them down. The public never heard them.
Radio ears are a lot farther behind record ears, which they should be. But |
don’t know if they should be that far behind,” Holzman added.

It is rare, then, for a performer to succeed without radio exposure. And
with about 500 single releases and only a few less albums cut every month,
the competition to catch the ear of the radio station is keen. Couple this
with the tightening top-forty formats, or the trend in the early seventies of
playing the oldies—well, it can be very discouraging to the young per-
former. Radio tends to be a good deal more conservative than recording
companies. Recording companies have a kind of obligation to put out
material the artists (established artists) might want to expose. But radio has
no obligation to air it. The capital investment in radio is far greater (AM
stations in major markets are worth millions) than the relatively small
investment of the record maker and the artist. Radio also is regulated by the
government—the Federal Communications Commission—and the record
companies are not. This fact came home clearly a few years ago when the
FCC warned stations about playing songs whose lyrics were drug-oriented.
Although the structure of the recording industry encourages experimenta-

James Taylor was an “overnight
success’’ who worked for many
years to win his fame and for-
tune. Featuring the soft sound,
programmed into radio by Bill
Drake and others, and sought
after by record buyers seeking
an alternative to the loud and
often raucous rock that repre-
sented both the music and the
social scene of the late sixties,
"Sweet Baby James” joined art-
tists like Carole King and the
Carpenters to mark new musi-
cal milestones in the seventies.
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tion, the tightening formats of radio tend to limit this freedom. And finally, a
radio station makes no money by selling records, despite the fact that it
does a good job of it. A radio station is paid for the advertisements it carries.
Frequently, playing lots of new and different songs can interfere with its
ability to sell advertisements. (The old rating game.) Stan Kaplan, owner of
two “‘contemporary’ stations in the South, wrote recently that what the
record companies don’t understand about “that great, unwashed audience
out there is that they have a choice. They can turn that dial and tune you out.
And I'm not about to take a chance.”

So there is a kind of continual warfare between the industry and the artists
and the radio stations. Record companies want the radio station to play new
material; broadcasters want to play established hits. One record promotion
man said he would rather that the station play a new song on any label than
an established hit, even on his label. An established song is already selling.
The recording company wants to move new sounds. Record companies
would like the radio stations to increase the length of their play lists, to play
more records. Broadcast management likes to keep the play list short,
maybe sixty records total.

Today the recording industry is seeking new ways to promote records to
avoid the bottleneck at the radio stations. Many companies are subsidizing
concert tours for their artists, in hopes of duplicating the success of Grand
Funk and Black Sabbath. Some recording artists are writing and scoring
films. Isaac Hayes, for example, scored the movie Shaftand the album of the
film score received wide publicity even before the title song became
popular through airplay. Television appearances are also being used, as are
promotional tours to universities and colleges. At a baser level, record
companies are using advertising on radio and in underground and campus
newspapers in an effort to sell records. And then there is the good old
record store promotion.

Some artists have been successful in selling records these ways; others
have found that certification by a semi-professional publication like Rolling
Stone also promotes record sales. But for most, the commonest route is still
through the swinging doors at the local radio station, and this will probably
remain true for some time. A recording artist doesn’t make much money
unless he hits it big. An artist gets about 4.5 cents per single copy sold and
the writer gets 2 cents. So a performer who writes his own music gets 6.5
cents per record. So selling 100,000 singles, which sounds like a lot, only
brings in $6,500. And if this is split up by four or five people after all costs are
deducted, there isn’t much to go around. The million seller not only brings
in a great deal more money directly, but results in related benefits such as
lucrative television appearances and concert tours. The purist in music can
sit back and be content to just make a living, forget the popularity bit, and
sell a few thousand “good” albums. But the temptations toward riches are
real and often overpowering.

Both record companies and radio stations vehemently deny that they in
any way dictate the public taste in music. Jac Holzman said: “We provide a
delectable smorgasbrod for the public to choose from and the public makes
the choice. But we may push the tuna fish.” This is probably true to a large
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extent for the recording industry today. But one would have to be naive to
believe it about radio stations. By limiting the public’s exposure to fifty or
sixty records per month, the popular tastes tend to be shaped by radio
station play lists. Radio does influence our musical likes and dislikes. And as
long as the medium remains the neck of the funnel through which most
popular music must pass, it will continue to shape tastes.

I'D GIVE IT A 65. THE TUNE’'S NOT MUCH, BUT | LIKE THE BEAT

Because music is the primary component of most radio programming today,
and because it is an effective means of communication—a kind of mass
medium itself—there should be a place for a discussion of modern music in
a book on masscomm. But even if there weren’t a good reason to include
material about it in this book, we’d probably do it anyway—because it's
something that’s fun to talk about.

Most people like music. Of all our cultural or artistic forms, it is the one
most people are involved in, either as performers or patrons. There are a lot
of theories as to why people like music. There are even quite a few different
ideas about why people enjoy popular music. It touches on actual needs
and concerns in people, some say. Songs that become popular play on a
deeply felt need all of us have for a feeling of community with other people.
Although we may listen to popular music by ourselves, we nevertheless
have the assurance that the isolated and individual feelings we experience
with a song are in fact experienced by many other people as well.
Sociologist David Riesman, author of The Lonely Crowd, goes even further
and suggests that when we listen to popular music, we listen in a context of
imaginary others: our listening is a reaching out, an attempt to find some
connection with other people. Writer-critic Greil Marcus approaches the
subject in a similar way, but begins with the assertion that no two people
ever hear the same song in the same way or connect it with the same things.
Still, a kind of communication exists. The song holds all the truth of the
moment for both listeners. They both know it, Marcus says; they both
accept the validity of the metaphor. The truth of these theories about the
popularity of music remains a mystery that will undoubtedly trouble
mankind for ages. One of the occupational hazards facing people who write
about popular music, especially rock music, is the danger of taking both the
music and the audience too seriously.

One of the serious problems that has long plagued popular music is that it
has come to us with so few defined standards. Today, as in the past, an
artist’s worth tends to be defined by how many single records or albums he
can sell. This is not a standard at all, probably; it's a cop-out. But it's the
yardstick that most people use. And the music that approaches the status of
a mass medium, either on its own or through radio, is the music that is
successful when measured by this yardstick. We can knock it, we can try to
come up with something else, we can form cults around true artists—but we
can’t ignore the notion that the best definition of popular music is music
that is popular. With that caveat in mind, let’s proceed.
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SING THE SONG, MAN

While you can look at the evolution of music during the past twenty years in
a number of ways, it is most interesting to focus on what the songs were
saying and what kind of music was being recorded.

The popular music being produced in the early fifties was still post-war in
nature. Song lyrics tended to be concerned with love, lovers, and kind of an
unreal fantasy world. It was natural that the yearnings of the thirties and
forties, periods of depression and brutal war, would reflect the desire for a
simpler, more pleasant world. But as normalcy returned in the Eisenhower
era, the music began to heat up. The real world with all its warts became a
topic dealt with regularly in contemporary songs. In the early sixties folk
songs and folk singing became the rage, and many of the labor songs of the
thirties caught on again. Soon the drift toward realism found its way into
more popular music, and songs about civil rights, war, drugs, and sex (not
love) began to appear on the popularity charts. According to historian
Robert Rosenstone, the portrait of America painted in many of these kinds
of songs, which are still being written today, is that of ’a repressive society,
one which places little value on personal freedom; a nation whose institu-
tions and values are debased and crumbling, and can probably be saved
only through some kind of cultural and/or spiritual revolution.”

Why these kinds of themes emerged is hard to say. And it is dangerous to
generalize for the millions of Americans that made Bob Dylan’s "World War
111 Blues” and Pete Seeger’'s "Where Have All the Flowers Gone” popular
also made Barry Sadler’s "’Ballad of the Green Berets”” a big hit. There tends
to be a built-in cultural lag in most media—film and music probably have the
least. Music can help young people define and codify mores and standards
of their own transiet subculture. The message songs of the late sixties and
early seventies—and let's remember other traditional themes remained
popular as well; in fact, they tend to be growing stronger today—put to
music the themes of popular intellectualism that were in vogue during the
period; that is, the rat race, the lonely crowd, white-collar frustration, and
so forth.

But the revolution in music in the fifties involved more than song lyrics.
The music as well, the basic form of the song, underwent important
changes. Many of the rules of the past were forgotten by people such as
Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly. “The new music,”” as one critic wrote,
”swung free, embraced chaos, and laughed at the notion that there could
be anything more worth celebrating than the present.”” There were few
encumberances from the past. The rules that had existed became guide-
lines, not strictures. Both the lyricist and the song writer found a new
freedom. But we are getting ahead of our story. For this new freedom just
didn’t descend one day on a shaft of light from heaven. The new concepts in
music that emerged weren't really new at all, but had been submerged
under a layer of conventionalism and propriety.

The "new music’ of the fifties had in fact existed for some time as rhythm
and blues in the black ghettoes of the urban sprawls. Small record
companies had put this music on plastic and they were known as "race
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records” in the business. While many whites enjoyed and respected this
music, broadcasting these tunes was never considered. That is, until 1954
when disc jockey Alan Freed, nicknamed “Moon Dog"” by his Cleveland,
Ohio, fans, began playing these records to audiences of primarily white
teenagers. His success was immediate: he had struck a nerve that was ready
to vibrate. Suddenly groups with “outlandish’’ names like the Moonglows,
the Penguins and the Chords began edging their songs onto the popularity
charts—not just the black-oriented rhythm and blues charts, but the straight
top-fifty charts in Billboard and Variety. The major record companies, still
unsure of this new development, contented themselves with putting out
“cover” records of the black songs by groups such as the McGuire Sisters
and the Crew Cuts. These generally bowdlerized versions of the rhythm and
blues songs like “Sincerely,” “/Earth Angel,” and “’Sh-Boom,” were stripped
of their true basic essence and presented in a scrubbed and polished
fashion more in tune with middle-American ears. Sometimes the lyrics were
changed radically, as with Hank Ballard and the Midnighter’s version of
“Work with Me Annie.” The song was a big hit in the rhythm and blues
market with the phrases like, “Work with me Annie, let’s get it while the
gettin’ is good.” Prudish white folks, mainly broadcasting executives, found
such lyrics disgusting. So a major record company took the catchy tune,
changed the lyrics, and Georgia Gibbs recorded it as “Dance With Me

W
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Bo Diddley featured a kind of
bump and grind shuffle rhythm
that was very popular in the fif-
ties. While Bo Diddley enjoyed

a modest success, his in-
fluence—both musical and
otherwise—on other artists was
probably more important. Elvis
Presely watched Bo Diddley
perform at the famous Apollo
Theater, learning how to move
on stage.
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Many people think that Richard
Penniman, known to music fans
as Little Richard, is still the King
of Rock and Roll. With a career
spanning more than two dec-
ades (several lifetimes for the
average pop musician), Rich-
ard’s performances today are as
exciting and electric as they
were in the fifties.

Henry”” and made it a national hit. It was fairly common for the cover record
(the white copy) to be a far bigger hit than the original version.

The music itself was different. It was a remnant of a particular potent strain
of urban blues that had swept the nation in the late thirties. The black
groups emphasized the beat with electric rhythm and bass guitars, piano
and drums, and then featured solo performers who worked way out front
with the lyrics. Although it was an old and radically racial sound that Freed
was playing for his listeners, the kids loved it. And as if to signify its
acceptance by the new audience, Freed dubbed it “'rock and roll.”

Numerous performers made the era significant musically. Chuck Berry,
hammering out his Chicago bar blues style on tunes like “Maybelline,”
Richard Penniman—better known as Little Richard—with his delta blues
boogie chords on the piano, and Bo Diddley, whose style was later
successfully copied by other artists, are just three that come to mind.

It was some of the worst of this new music that put rock and roll over the
top. A fairly mundane country and western musician named Bill Haley
recorded two songs—'‘Shake, Rattle and Roll” and "Rock Around the



Radio, or “Come On, Let Me Show You Whese It's At” ]59

i

As popular today as he was ‘
when he emerged as the first
white hero of rock and roll, |
Elvis Presley made rock and roll
self-sufficient. Considering the
on-stage antics of contempo- l
rary groups such as Alice Coop-
er, it is hard to imagine that
Presley created such a stir be-
cause he wiggled his hips when
he sang. When he appeared on
the Ed Sullivan TV Show, the
cameramen had orders to show
him from the waist up only.

Clock”—and they really caught the nation’s fancy. "“Shake, Rattle and Roll”
had been a fair hit in the rhythm and blues market for Joe Turner. But again,
because of bawdy lyrics, radio stations wouldn’t play the Turner version. It
wasn’t until Haley changed lines about getting out of bed and washing face
and hands into lyrics about getting into the kitchen and washing pots and
pans that the song became acceptable.

Although there could be no mistaking the popularity of groups and artists
such as these, it wasn't until a country boy named Elvis Presley came along
that the new music gained stability—and respectability. Presley began with
Sun Records in Mempbhis. He brought to the recording studio traditions as
diverse as the gospel sounds of the revivalist religious sects, the country
sounds of the deep South and the delta blues. Agents of the Radio
Corporation of America saw him performing at a disc jockey convention in
Miami in 1955, bought his contract, and launched the singer on a phe-
nomenal career. Presley’s success with songs like ““Heartbreak Hotel,”
“Hound Dog,"” and “All Shook Up”’ proved that rock and roll—theoretically
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a fusion of country and western, nop, and rhythm and blues—could appeal
successfully to audiences of all three. His recognition by a major record
company as well as his appearances on the Jackie Gleason and Ed Sullivan
Shows gave needed respectability to the new music. His later career,
through films, personal appearances, television, and records is one of the
remarkable episodes in American entertainment history. He is a phenome-
non—nothing more, but nothing less.

Presley’s success and popularity convinced the other major record
companies, who had been sitting on the sidelines, that there was money to
be made with rock and roll. For example, Capitol Records found Gene
Vincent and successfully recreated the Presley sound in Vincent’s only hit
release, ‘‘Be-Bop-a-Lula.” Dot Records signed and promoted Pat Boone in
its attempt to show that you didn’t really have to be greasy looking to dig
rock and roll. But the first creative genius of the new music was a young man
from the Southwest named Buddy Holly. Holly and a group called the
Crickets had a tremendous string of hits that included ‘’Peggy Sue,” “Maybe
Baby,” ““Rave-On,”” and ““That'll Be the Day.” But Holly was more than a hit
maker; he was the developer of many innovations in recording that are still

danceable beat.

The most original and creative
of all the early rock and roll
performers, Buddy Holly cre-
ated an entirely new way of
making music. Holly became
appreciated more after his
death, when serious musicians
saw the real importance of his
innovations. At the same time,
his music is loved and remem-
bered by tin-eared rock fans
whose criterion for judging a
song is whether or not it has a



STARRING

LANG  MARI GEORGINE
JEFFRIES - BLANGHARD - DARCY

BN CiAROL | LA

<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>