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The Future of the Mass Audience focuses on how the changing technology and
economics of the mass media in postindustrial society will influence public
communication. It summarizes the results of a five-year study conducted in
cooperation with the senior corporate planners at ABC, CBS, NBC, Time
Warner, the New York Times, and the Washington Post. The central question
is whether the new electronic media and the use of personal computers in
the communication process will lead to a fragmentation or “demassification”’
of the mass audience. Some analysts, for example, have suggested that with
the growth of increasingly specialized cable television channels and on-de-
mand electronic publishing, citizens will filter and preselect news concerning
only their own special interests and prejudices, with the result that cultural
and political life will be increasingly polarized, and the common culture and
national media will atrophy.

This study indicates, however, that the movement toward fragmentation
and specialization will be modest and that the national media and common
political culture will remain robust. The analysis draws on a detailed review
of the economics of advertiser- and subscriber-supported “narrowcast’’ media
and the psychology of media use. The author concludes that the production
and promotion costs and economies of scale for electronic media put natural
constraints on special-interest, small-audience programming. The conclusion
sets forth a policy agenda for making the most of the participatory and
democratic potential of evolving electronic communications systems.
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Terrors of the telephone (From Daily Graphic, New York, March 15, 1877).
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Preface

There is a story, apocryphal perhaps, that when the town fathers of a village
in Poland gathered after World War II to assess their ravaged community,
they realized that almost nothing could be salvaged. They would have to
build the town anew from scratch. They had the opportunity to be creative,
to design something fresh and new. They could move beyond the awkward
hodgepodge of the old village, with its narrow, winding streets that had
evolved through the Middle Ages. But, of course, they did not. Weary of all
that the war had imposed on them, they wanted desperately to re-create what
they had lost, and with art and precision they reproduced the narrow, winding
streets and medieval architecture of the old village.

Maijor technological developments present opportunities of a similar sort.
Like the town fathers of the Polish village, we see the new in the light of
the old. Our language reveals our mind-set — the terms ‘‘horseless carriage,”
“wireless telephone,” and “talkies” distinguished new technical wonders
from what was already known and taken for granted.

As this study is being completed in the early 1990s, we stand on the
threshold of what appears to be a new generation of communications tech-
nologies. We have the opportunity to design a new electronic and optical
network that will blur the distinction between mass and interpersonal com-
munications and between one-way and two-way communications. We invent
terms like “‘micropublishing” and “two-way television” because in our ex-
perience it has been the nature of publishing to be large-scale and of television
to be one-way, just as it had been in the nature of carriages to be fastened
to horses.

These new technological developments are most often characterized as an
explosion or proliferation of new media. The term “media” is plural, and
indeed most reviews of the field have proceeded listwise through the growing
array of electronic devices, identifying the special properties of each: direct-
broadcast satellites, personal computers, digital, high-definition, and inter-
active television, videotex and teletext, electronic mail and high-speed-
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computer networks, as well as a variety of enhanced services for an expanding
digital telephone network (Williams 1982; Aumente 1987; Dizard 1989). A
special irony is that, in the end, the new media will be one — a single, high-
capacity, digital network of networks that will bridge what we now know as
the separate domains of computing, telephony, broadcasting, motion pic-
tures, and publishing (Huber 1987; Gilder 1989; Garcia 1990; Egan 1991;
Elton 1991).

As a result, from the point of view of communications economics, we find
ourselves living in most interesting times. Each of these industrial sectors
currently enjoys a highly profitable tradition of business practice. The market
boundaries between these sectors are based on a series of evolved social
conventions for the repertoire of media appropriate for each category of
human communication. A single integrated electronic system for high-quality
video, audio, and printed output will make such artificial barriers less mean-
ingful. As a result, each corporation in these fields will soon face three or
four times the previous number of determined and well-financed competitors
for its business, a prospect about as welcome as an invasion of Vandals and
Visigoths.

In the tradition of the American free-enterprise system, the new media
network will be designed and promoted by the currently active corporate
players. But these players are ambivalent and conflicted. On the one hand,
they prefer the existing system and the limited market definitions that won
them, in most instances, more than adequate profit margins. If they can
prevent or even just delay the entry or interconnection of some new media,
they are likely to try. On the other hand, the prospect of investing in new
technology to take over someone else’s market, while keeping one’s own,
warms the hearts of all self-respecting capitalists. Industry strategists wonder
if a good offense will result in a successful defense. It might be necessary
only to threaten to invade a neighboring market sector to give the dominant
players there second thoughts about trying to invade one’s own. Strikes and
counterstrikes, barbarians at the gates — military analogies abound.

The American political tradition in such matters is laissez-faire. The con-
cept of a comprehensive industrial policy or even a broadly focused refor-
mulation of communications policy for the information age is political
anathema in the centers of power. The Federal Communications Commission
(FCC), the National Telecommunications and Information Administration,
and Congress’s Office of Technology Assessment occasionally sponsor a
study, but elected officials are not inclined to challenge the media giants on
whom they depend for the means to communicate with their constituents.

We face a fascinating set of strategic issues. The corporate players have
the first move. The federal establishment and the marketplace can respond.
Some corporate players have succumbed to delusions of grandeur about pub-



Preface xi

lic demand for their latest electronic gizmos. If from the aggregated business
plans, one adds up all the time that the average citizen is predicted to spend
each day on new video games, electronic newspapers, on-demand movies,
and the like, it exceeds a 24-hour day, leaving no time for sleep or work.
Clearly, not all of these visions of the future will be realized. The early and
rather dramatic market failures of the videophone, videodisc, and videotex
systems for home electronic information retrieval and entertainment have
put the industry on notice. Although some battles may have been lost, the
war is still on.

I have spent much of the past 10 years as a sort of war correspondent
among the corporate strategists of the communications industries. As an
academic research specialist on new media technology from the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, I was asked how the existing research literature on
media use and economics might inform their strategizing. The key questions,
reasonably enough, were which of the new technologies would succeed in
the marketplace and how soon they would arrive. Our research team analyzed
past attempts to predict the adoption of new media (Lazarus and McKnight
1983) and designed computer models, dubbed MEDIACALC and TELE-
CALC, that allowed us to vary the assumptions about the costs and demands
for new media and estimate the impact on the existing media (Feldman 1985;
Frechter 1987; Elkington 1988). Later, in cooperation with the MIT Media
Laboratory, we designed and tested prototype systems for interactive tele-
vision (Neuman and Cader 1985), advanced imaging systems (Neuman et al.
1987), and home shopping (Gagnon, Neuman, and Kosloff 1988). The re-
search program was supported by Capital CitiessABC, CBS, and NBC, by
the New York Times Company and the Washington Post Company, and by
Time Inc. and Warner Communications, which at the time were separate
companies. Support for supplemental research was provided by Polaroid,
GTE, the Markle Foundation, and the Center for Advanced Television Study.

The program was a success; we learned a great deal, and the sponsors
seemed pleased and occasionally found our models and research reports of
some practical use. We formulated a generic game plan for corporate warriors
that was dubbed the ‘“Upstream Strategy.” The idea is straightforward: We
argue that current profits are relatively high in the media industries because
competition is artificially constrained by federal regulations as a result of a
perceived spectrum scarcity and a related set of economic factors tied to the
production and marketing of informational and cultural goods. Entrepreneurs
who wish to produce and sell new informational goods generally find it
advantageous to work with the existing oligopolists who dominate the down-
stream marketplace, the final connection to the paying customer, such as the
major motion-picture studios, large publishers, the television networks, and
the local telephone company. A review of these factors is developed in Chapter



xii Preface

5. The changing technologies of communications (Chapter 2), however, will
increasingly erode the bottleneck situation and the corresponding profitability
the firms currently enjoy. “Upstream migration’” will mean vertical integra-
tion and heavy investment in the creative community, because value will
increasingly reside in creation rather than in delivery of media content. Thus,
a newspaper needs to promote its identity not as ink-on-paper delivered in
the morning but as a unique and reliable information package and a con-
tractually exclusive source for well-known journalists, commentators, car-
toonists, and reviewers. If new means of electronic communications start to
compete with the existing newspapers as alternative forms of delivery, and
they will, the upstream creative resources will have all the bargaining power
and will increasingly derive the profits from the value they create. The same
dynamics will bring increasing pressures to bear on radio and television
stations, cable systems, movie theaters, and ultimately even telephone sys-
tems. We are now seeing the beginning signs of this process in global media
mergers, joint ventures, and a massive six-year battle over program ownership
rights between Hollywood and the television networks.

Ironically, in all our industry meetings and reports, a broader question
kept getting lost in the market predictions and the military metaphors. This
was the question of how the evolution of this rather perverse chess game
might affect the quality of human communications and the scope of public
information and popular culture. The longer-term social impacts of the new
media are, as the economists might say, simply externalities, artifacts of how
the marketplace works. Artifacts or otherwise, such issues provide the sub-
stance and focus of this book. I find myself strongly drawn, at this point,
toward trying to answer the questions I was not asked.

Just underneath the surface of the conflicts among broadcasters, cablecas-
ters, and telephone companies lies a decision about how to design the conduits
of human communications for perhaps the next century. We face in the realm
of public communications what Piore and Sabel (1984) have identified in the
realm of manufacturing as a great industrial divide: a new opportunity to
reconceptualize the scale and character of public communications, but only
if that opportunity is recognized.

So my purpose here, in part, is to try to draw the spectators into the fray.
The academic community, the regulatory establishment, and the general
public generally watch with some interest as the media titans do battle. If
the issue of the new media is narrowly defined in terms of who invented
what technology or who will dominate which market, then spectators can
watch from the sidelines or, if so inclined, bet on winners and losers in the
stock market. If the issue of the new media is how to design an entirely new
national infrastructure for both personal and public communications, we
move from the domain of private business strategy to public policy.
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As a result, I have written a book with four audiences in mind: commu-
nications professionals, who are primarily interested in the fate of their in-
dustries; social scientists, who by nature focus more on the longer-term
impacts of media institutions on political and cultural life; the communica-
tions policy community, which is still debating whether or not there is any
role at all for government policy in shaping the new media environment; and
interested general readers. The dominating perspective, reflecting my training
and the history of this particular research project, is that of the social sciences.
I argue, following Rice and Williams (1984) and McQuail (1986), that the
challenge of the new media productively draws our attention back to a set
of fundamental questions about the social order in industrial society that go
to the roots of sociology and political science as disciplines. Perhaps many
researchers in this field share such views, but it is rare in this growing
literature that one finds an explicit connection between the new media and
traditional theoretical concerns.

The Introduction and Chapter 1 develop this thesis further. Chapter 2
focuses primarily on the technology, the emphasis being not on specific media
or market trials but on the fundamental properties of the integrated electronic
network. Chapters 3 and 4 assess how new forms of communications interact
with both the ingrained habits and the unmet needs of the mass audience.
Chapter 5 draws a series of economic and institutional issues into the analysis.
Chapter 6 draws the accumulated evidence together with a special eye to how
such findings might contribute to the communications policy debate.

I suspect that some specialists may be drawn only to those chapters that
reflect their specific backgrounds and experiences. Such an approach is not
recommended. The literature in this field is dominated by subdisciplinary
studies that adhere closely to their home domains of classic cases and pre-
dictable conclusions. The whole, I contend, provides quite a different picture
than would a simple sum of the parts.

In addition to the research sponsors listed earlier, many of my colleagues
and numerous specialists in academe, government, and industry were most
generous with their time and counsel as this project progressed. Without
trying to thank them all, I would like to acknowledge the help and advice
of Wally Baer, Dan Bell, Jim Beniger, Don Blackmer, Nolan Bowie, Terri
Cader, John Carey, Ben Compaine, Barry Cook, Ann Crigler, Peter Cukor,
Henry Elkington, Rich Feldman, Allen Frechter, Diana Gagnon, Bill Gam-
son, Manny Gerard, Ross Hamachek, Phil Harding, Terry Hershey, Harvey
Jassem, Charles Jonscher, Gail Kosloff, Bill Lazarus, Peter Lemieux, Andy
Lippman, Sean McCarthy, Scott McDonald, Lee McKnight, Bob Maxwell,
Michael Maynard, Ron Milavsky, Richard Montesano, Marvin Mord, Ni-
cholas Negroponte, Suzanne Neil, Eli Noam, Shawn O’Donnell, Tony Oet-
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tinger, Bill Page, Pepper, David Poltrack, Lucian Pye, Michael Robinson,
Dan Roos, Bill Rubens, Steve Schneider, Bill Schreiber, Dorothy Shannon,
Al Silk, Marvin Sirbu, Richard Solomon, Jim Sorce, Alan Spoon, Jules
Tewlow, John Thompson, and Joann Wleklinski. The frontispiece graphic
is a favorite of Erik Barnouw and was used in several volumes of his history
of American broadcasting. It strikes me as particularly apt given the themes
of this book and seems worth reprinting here in a new context. I would like
particularly to express appreciation for the guidance and encouragement at
the early stages of the work provided by the late Ithiel de Sola Pool. With a
list so long, it may seem odd not to note all the friends and colleagues who
have contributed to this project over the years, but my debts are numerous.



Introduction

Perhaps the mass media and the mass audience will prove to be historical
anomalies. What we have come to take for granted in the nature of news-
papers, television, books, magazines, and their audiences may, in retrospect,
come to be seen as curious artifacts of the primitive communications tech-
nologies that arose in the early stages of industrialization. The modern nation-
state encompasses a socially and culturally diverse citizenry numbering in
the tens or hundreds of millions and a productive industrial base whose yearly
output, in billions of dollars, is difficult for the human mind to grasp. These
are truly mass societies. Their unprecedented scale is spanned and coordi-
nated by high-speed printing presses and television and telephone networks.
We stand at what would appear to be the pinnacle of the industrial age.

But is it possible that the engine of technology will spin out social and
political effects anew? Perhaps we shall walk back down the other side of
the industrial peak and return to a scale of human organization and com-
munication more natural to participatory democracy. Sometimes the social
effects of technological developments are cyclical rather than one-directional
in character. That would be something new indeed, a postindustrial society
that would self-consciously use technology to return to smaller-scale insti-
tutions and a renewed commitment to the traditional norms of civic partic-
ipation. Declining audience shares for television networks and growing
economic pressures on mass magazines may set the stage for the growth of
more individualized desktop publishing, two-way video telephony, and elec-
tronic mail. Perhaps just as the cotton gin and the assembly line symbolized
the onset of industrialization and mass society, the personal computer may
come to symbolize the onset of deindustrialization and the decentralization
of information processing.'

The term “postindustrial society” and its associated theories of social
change are closely linked with the studies that Daniel Bell published through
the 1960s, culminating in The Coming of Post-Industrial Soctety in 1973.
“Postindustrialism’’ is a curious term. It posits a grand sweep of history from
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2 Introduction

the agricultural to the industrial and then the postindustrial age. The term
tells us only that the new era is significantly different from the preceding
ones. It lacks a central concept such as agriculture or industry to define its
character.

If there is a single concept that captures the thrust of postindustrial society,
it is, no doubt, the explosion of information. Indeed, the terms “information
age’” and “communications age” frequently are used interchangeably with
“postindustrialism.”

Whither postindustrial society?

According to the evolving theory, the key elements of postindustrialism are
as follows:

» the expansion and increasing importance of the service sector of the econ-
omy relative to manufacturing and agriculture,

» the growth in the numbers of managerial, professional, and technical
occupations within all sectors,

 the increasingly central position in the society and economy of education,
theoretical knowledge, research, and the manipulation and communica-
tion of information,

e continuing economic affluence and material productivity through auto-
mation, especially new forms of automation based on computer-aided
information processing and artificial intelligence,

« new flexibility, and possibly smaller scale, in computer-controlled man-
ufacturing, allowing for more customization and responsiveness to indi-
vidualized consumer needs, and

+ new postmaterialist values that increasingly emphasize individual self-
actualization, rather than the accumulation of material goods, as a measure
of status and achievement.’

Most analyses of postindustrialism have focused on broad trends in em-
ployment, manufacturing technologies and structures, and economics. Rel-
atively few have attempted to extrapolate from those trends to understand
their impact on political and cultural life. Huntington (1974, 164), for ex-
ample, in reviewing one prominent list of fifteen characteristics of postin-
dustrial society, found only one that was even vaguely linked to the political
sphere.

Among those who have speculated on such matters, most of their predic-
tions have been quite sanguine. Masuda (1980), for example, stresses indi-
vidualism and the increasing ability of citizens to control their own
environments and to find information and education on issues of specialized
interest conveniently and inexpensively. As the strictures of the industrial
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mass-production—~mass-consumption cycle are lifted, a new individualism will
flourish, and a natural diversity of life-styles will emerge. He emphasizes
three central themes: (1) computerization and computerized industrial au-
tomation, freeing individuals from manual and clerical tasks, (2) new “vol-
untary communities” of individuals, not necessarily living near each other,
but emerging out of shared special interests and increased interconnectedness
through the new electronic media, and (3) self-actualization, with achieve-
ment increasingly measured against personally determined goals and special
interests, rather than occupational accomplishments. It is an intriguing uto-
pian vision, for it would allow the individual to return to the self-reliance
and individualism of the small towns and villages of the eighteenth century,
but with all the technical trappings and material wealth of the twentieth
century.

Martin Ernst (1981) takes the historical scenario a step further by linking
such social and economic changes to a fundamental evolution in human
psychology. Basing his thesis on Maslow’s well-known hierarchy of human
needs, Ernst contrasts the prominent role of basic industrial production in
recent history with the increasing emphasis on higher-order needs in postin-
dustrial society. Thus, barring a significant recession or political upheaval,
he predicts continued growth and expansion in the information, cultural,
and leisure sectors of the marketplace. Ernst’s theory is, in effect, a theory
of affluence. There is evidence that households with more discretionary in-
come spend a much larger proportion of that income in the leisure sector in
pursuit of self-esteem and self-actualization. Ernst projects that finding onto
the course of history.

Huntington is less sanguine. He is concerned that the politics of postin-
dustrial society may strain the capacities of the political institutions that
evolved in earlier times. He worries, for example, that ‘“‘the mass media make
it possible for ‘magnetic and attractive personalities’ to command the attention
and mobilize the support of ‘millions of unorganized citizens.” On the one
hand, the citizen is drawn into politics; on the other, his feeling of impotence
and the futility of politics escalate.” As in the case of the transition from
agricultural life to industrial society, he posits that the changes may occur
too fast and in too disconnected a manner for political institutions to adjust.
When that happens, just as in the earlier age, each group acts in its own
interest with its own weapons: “the wealthy bribe, the students riot, workers
strike, mobs demonstrate and the military coup.” Furthermore, social strata
that are in decline and are not integral to the new information economy may,
as did the middle class of shopkeepers and small businessmen during the
preceding transition, support extremist movements in a desperate attempt
to reverse the economic changes. Or new cleavages, such as a standoff between
the executive bureaucracy and the media, may lead to political paralysis.
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Social cohesiveness will be threatened by the enthusiasms of the newly em-
powered as they come into conflict with the bitter and increasingly intense
neotraditionalism of those strata they supplant (Huntington 1974).

Rethinking postindustrialism

Postindustrialism is a broad historical concept that draws its strength and
emotional resonance from its intellectual breadth. The original clarity and
forcefulness of the concept, however, have mellowed with use and receded
a bit in the face of criticism. Many of the trends identified by Bell and others
continue in the trajectories originally identified, but overall the processes of
change have turned out to be more gradual, more complex, and more prob-
lematic in the resulting balance of social gains and losses. One way to char-
acterize the more mature and still-evolving theory of postindustrialism is that
it has focused more on the problem of keeping social forces in balance in
times of sweeping changes than on just trying to grasp the enormous scale
of the forces involved.

Some of the changes may turn out to be more accurately characterized as
long-term cycles, or long waves, rather than radical shifts (Miles 1985).
Numerous critics warn that although the service sector has expanded, one
must remember that “manufacturing matters” (Cohen and Zysman 1987).
Advanced industrialism cannot be seen as a development independent of an
increasingly global economy, in a world the great majority of whose citizens
still live outside of the industrialized arc of Europe, North America, and
Japan. Some forms of technological advance lead to a deskilled work force
and a dual economy, factors that could increasingly polarize political and
economic disputes (Berger and Piore 1980). The data on changing socioeco-
nomic values reveal multidirectional patterns that are much more complex
than can be captured by a term such as “postmaterialism’’ (Inglehart 1977).
Although there has been a most intriguing move toward the adoption of
Western market and electoral norms within the Second World nations, the
notion of an end of ideology appears, in retrospect, to have been quaintly
hopeful (Lipset 1985). Even the fundamental presumption that advanced
information technology would lead to productivity gains equivalent to those
that came with automation in manufacturing has met with highly qualified
empirical support (Jonscher 1983, 1986). Further, the postmodern movement
would have us turn to a deeper set of issues about maintaining individual
and cultural identity and a sense of purpose in an increasingly homogenized
global culture (Kariel 1989; Giddens 1990).

Thus, although the term “postindustrialism” may have receded somewhat
behind the expansion of such similar summative terms as the “knowledge
economy’” and the “information society,” its central concerns remain very
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much with us. Perhaps in the Kuhnian sense, the paradigm has been set,
and work proceeds apace on the elements of the puzzle and the relationships
of forces we still do not understand.

This book focuses on one element of the puzzle: a set of institutions and
social spheres caught up in the turbulence of change but not fully addressed
in the original formulations. We focus on the changes in the nature of the
technologies, practices, and institutions of mass communications and their
effects on political culture. The central question is how significant changes
in the mass media may affect the day-to-day functioning of the democratic
process.

This study is a continuation of earlier efforts to try to understand the
complex dynamics of communications between political elites and the mass
citizenry (Neuman 1986). That earlier work relied heavily on survey research
data; in this study, both the methodologies and the historical focus have been
broadened. The purpose of this introductory section is to set the stage, to
put a few props in place and block out the positions and movement of the
primary heroes and villains. The hero of the piece is communications tech-
nology, or at least its increasing capacity to enhance communications and
empower the individual to control the communications process. There is no
villain per se. There are, however, social, economic, and political forces that
threaten to constrain, to limit, and perhaps to pervert the new technology’s
potential for intellectual diversity and openness. But if there are to be heroes,
powerful oppositions are required for a true test of their mettle.

The following sections will identify key themes, the strategy of analysis,
and underlying theories of social life and politics in which this study is
grounded. Further sections will attempt to clarify what this book is not, as
well as to set some distance between the present study and those that portend
to predict the future or to argue that if technology is to determine our future,
it will do so independently of the human values and institutions of the present.

The social effects of the new media

The hypothesized social effects of the new media have come to compose a
long list.> Popular authors such as Toffler (1980) and Naisbitt (1982) have
drawn on the understandable concern of individuals caught in the process
of change and have developed best-selling lists of key changes and hints for
keeping a step ahead of the competition. Also, numerous scholarly studies
have attempted to assess the impacts of individual trends. But the collection
of prophecies and assessments is inchoate, unwieldy, and full of contradic-
tions. It has been argued in various quarters that the new media have

e begun to overwhelm the individual with a paralyzing overload of
information
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diminished the importance of political parties in the American political
system

increasingly displaced general-interest, mass-audience media with more
specialized narrow-interest media

enhanced the effectiveness of education and instruction through the use
of computer-aided, graphically enriched instruction that is individualized
to meet the needs and learning style of each learner

given governments and security agencies the ability to closely monitor
the behavior of citizens, including what they read and see in the media,
what they say through electronic media, and every economic transaction
they conduct involving a bank or credit card

freed the individual from having to rely on news and information provided
by big media conglomerates

changed the fundamental economics of commercial communications from
an indirect, advertiser-supported, mass-audience orientation to a new
audience-oriented system in which special-interest audience segments pay
the producers directly for what they want to see and hear

shrunk long-distance communications costs and time delays, to recreate
a ‘“‘global village”

shifted the balance of power toward the executive and away from the
legislative branch of the American political system, as a result of the
president’s singular visibility and many more resources for subtly ma-
nipulating the media agenda

increased the international influence of American economic interests by
reinforcing American cultural imperialism and American dominance of
commercial entertainment around the globe through the dramatic expan-
sion of satellite- and videocassette-delivered television

pushed the cultural expectations for information and interpersonal cor-
respondence to a frenzied pace of instantaneous facsimile and next-day
delivery

pushed the cultural expectations for economic transactions to a frantic
clamor for instant cash and telephonic purchases

created a new “information underclass” that cannot afford the high costs
of information: the computer-based equipment needed to access it and
the training necessary to operate the complex equipment

created a new, powerful class of executives and technicians who control
and have expertise in the utilization of the information technologies and
the evolving network

opened up the possibility of a direct, plebiscitary democracy not practiced
since the days of tribal councils and small town meetings, in which even
minor decisions of governance and public welfare can be determined by
the electronically tabulated views of the mass populace.*
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Although it is widely recognized that something important is afoot, the social
meanings of these changes in the technologies of human intercourse are
matters of diverse and contradictory speculation. What is missing, I would
propose, is a historically grounded linkage between the broadly based analysis
of postindustrialism and this loose collection of propositions about the role
of the media. The frustration of a list such as this is that although each
proposition has some promise of significance, they focus on quite different
aspects of media institutions and technologies and would require very dif-
ferent approaches for meaningful empirical analysis. How might we bring
together the diverse results from different research methods and levels of
analysis for an integrated assessment? Is there a hidden, underlying theme
that could guide such a task?

Pool’s thesis and time’s arrow

What I refer to as Pool’s thesis was never a fully articulated theory, but rather
a body of speculation and observation that arose during the course of other
work (Pool 1978, 1983 b,c). Ithiel de Sola Pool died before he was able to
return to the issues involved and develop a coherent theory. His ideas might
be paraphrased as follows: Within the time frame of human life on earth,
such creations as large-scale social institutions, vast cities, and mass media
must be recognized as quite recent developments. Imagine a 24-hour-long
stage play starting at midnight and continuing to the next midnight, scaled
to represent the million years of human existence. The invention of speech
(which occurred about 100,000 years B.C.) does not take place until 9:30 in
the evening, and writing is not invented until eight minutes before midnight.
The ability to store and transmit speech and writing electronically, by means
of the telegraph, telephone, phonograph, radio, and television, comes only
at the denouement, for the inventors of those devices do not begin to appear
on stage until 11 seconds before midnight. The developers of digital elec-
tronics and the computer make their grand entrance only 2 seconds before
midnight.

The first truly mass medium did not arise with Gutenberg’s printing press,
but rather with the steam-driven cylindrical press of the 1830s, and for the
next 90 years it provided inexpensive printed material, primarily newspapers
and magazines, to the increasingly literate mass populace in industrializing
societies. Beginning in the 1920s, print was joined by film, radio, and tele-
vision as competing mass media, spanning the cities and nation-states with
a common culture and similar sets of interpretations of the day’s events.
Never before, from the earliest civilizations of Mesopotamia and the Far
East, to Greece and Rome, through the Renaissance, to the edge of the
industrial age, had there been anything similar to this new capacity for im-
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mediate, unfiltered, direct communication from the centers of power to the
entire population.

For those of us who grew up surrounded by books, newspapers, radio,
and television, taken for granted as part of the environment, it may be difficult
to grasp the concept that mass communication, as such, is a historical anom-
aly, the exception to the rule. Now, because of the proliferation of digital
networks and user-controlled, horizontal, person-to-person communications,
we may find ourselves returning to an earlier dynamic of communication:
public and private discussion and interpretation of ideas in a manner more
akin to that of the preindustrial age than to that of the age of mass com-
munications. This is an attractive and romantic notion — a return to a com-
munal society, or at least a community-centered society, while still retaining
the affluence, pluralism, and cosmopolitan culture of the industrial city.
When humans had only the primitive technologies of early writing and un-
mediated human speech, the reach of an idea was limited by the energy of
the scribe, the cost of papyrus, and the maximum volume of the speaker’s
voice before the milling crowd (Innis 1951). In the exciting but brief age of
mass communications, artificial barriers of advertising economics and a lim-
ited electromagnetic spectrum have kept the number of public voices to a
minimum. By their nature, these media have discouraged two-way com-
munication, interpretation, marginal notation, and group discussion. They
have been strictly one-way, vertical conduits of information and interpretation
from the elite among politicians, journalists, and ordained experts to the rest
of us.

The new developments in horizontal, user-controlled media that allow the
user to amend, reformat, store, copy, forward to others, and comment on
the flow of ideas do not rule out mass communications. Quite the contrary,
they complement the traditional mass media, a factor of central importance.
Today, centralized vertical communications and decentralized horizontal
communications and interpretations can find their own balance as they reflect
the human energies and cultural inclinations of the populace across the range
of public issues of the day.

Pool’s thesis is that the new media will permit us to return to the political
dynamic of an earlier time. One thinks of the Committees of Correspondence
in the 1770s that disseminated ideas and kept the spirit of the American
revolution alive. One thinks of the tradition of the town meeting and the
vibrant diversity and engagement of nineteenth-century American culture
based on the overlapping identities of church, school, workplace, and neigh-
borhood, as captured in de Tocqueville’s notebooks (1856).

The unique promise of the new communications media has been captured
graphically by Tetsuro Tomita of Japan’s Ministry of Posts and Telecom-
munication (1980). He plotted out the currently dominant mass media (and
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more limited person-to-person media) in terms of audience size and the
immediacy of communications. An adaptation of his model is reproduced
here as Figure I.1. The horizontal axis organizes media by the size of the
typical audience, and the vertical dimension shows the delay between the
time the information is composed and the time it is received. The payoff
from his effort was the discovery of a special zone, a curious gap in the
structure of the personal and mass media at the critical intermediate level of
the small interest group or the community organization. No doubt most
citizens have not been acutely aware of this gap,’ but it draws attention to
the possibility that subtle patterns in communications flows can, over time,
have significant effects on the nature of our habits and expectations of public
and political life. The “media gap” identifies an area in which small-group
and special-interest-group communications are precisely suited to the
strengths of the new media — to mention but a few examples, broadcast
telephony,® computer discussion groups, electronically filtered news, and
community-produced cable television.

Figure 1.2 reformulates the Tomita model slightly by emphasizing the
dynamics of human communications rather than the media of communica-
tions. In this iteration, the special properties of the new media come into
sharper focus. Clearly, both the number of people involved and the delay in
communication will affect how reactive each participant can be to what others
have said and thus how meaningful and viable the deliberative process can
be. A central historical symbol of community participation in the United
States has always been the town meeting, but there are times when citizens
may not wish to participate on all issues under consideration, may not be
able to participate at the scheduled time, or may wish to participate actively
on other than local issues. The evolving electronic network offers rich promise
of new forms of quasi group activity that can easily respond to each of those
concerns. If the subtle chemistries of technological change and social norms
can be harnessed, we may develop a new format for bridging the gap between
public and private life (Habermas 1989).

It is important to add a caveat so that Pool’s thesis will not be misconstrued
as some sort of romantic conservatism or a call for a return to nineteenth-
century politics, a danger he understood well (Pool 1977). I rely on the notion
of “time’s arrow” to make my meaning clear (Hartz 1955; Huntington 1968):
There is no prospect of resurrecting the technologies, life-styles, and values
of the small town and rural society to have a reborn industrial political culture;
time’s arrow does not suddenly reverse course. The nature of the small-scale
media, if they continue to thrive in the years ahead, will bear the stamp of
a century and a half of mass-media-based politics and culture. This book is
an exploration of precisely that process.

Our future will not necessarily be determined by the new technologies;
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Figure I.1. Tomita’s discovery of the media gap. (Adapted from Tomita 1980.)

they will not force a change. They offer an opportunity, but only if we are
able to grasp its meaning. Pool’s thesis helps to center this discussion and
clarify its relevance to the postindustrialism debate. The central question for
the future of the mass audience is one of balance, a balance between the
forces of cohesive central authorities and shared values, as opposed to the
diversity and pluralism of the changing mass population.

The exhaustion of mass society theory

The enterprise I propose would be much more straightforward if somehow
amid the hubbub of the social sciences a theory of how communications
institutions affect social and political life had evolved that could serve as our
foundation. Does such a theory already exist?

This is a particular irony: The answer is yes, such a theory exists, but it
has all but been abandoned as a quaint artifact of the 1950s and 1960s. I
refer to the theory of mass society and its close kin — systems models of
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political communications, pluralist theory, and political development theory.
The demise of mass society theory would seem to offer a new model for
Thomas Kuhn to consider in his characterization of the dynamics of para-
digmatic change and scientific progress. Kuhn’s model of scientific revolu-
tions would posit that if one theory declines and falls into disuse and
inattention, some new theory with a new generation of adherents has arisen
to push it aside and take its place. However, no new theory of media and
democratic politics has emerged and demonstrated itself to be more parsi-
monious, realistic, or historically appropriate.

Mass society theory and pluralist theory have been criticized for being
incomplete and less than fully developed, but such criticisms could as easily
be addressed to any social science theory of equivalent breadth. This tradition
has also been criticized for being inherently conservative in its nature, but
such criticism mistakes a part for the whole. Although these perspectives
may have been embraced by some conservative thinkers, I am skeptical that
there is anything inherent about that. Many elements of mass society theory
have also been embraced by the left as explanations for public acquiescence,
false consciousness, and the weakness of protest movements. In any case,
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neither of these criticisms has contributed significantly to the demise of the
mass society perspective.

Apparently, through the complex process of scholarly fads and fashions,
attention has simply turned to other issues — Gunnell (1983) refers to a
theoretical diaspora, and Bell mentions that such notions have the aroma of
being out of date and obsolete as analysts search for fresh insights (Bell 1973).
Perhaps the best characterization is simply theoretical exhaustion. Such ex-
haustion reflects the fact that the problems of mass media and mass democracy
have not been resolved, and the models and hypotheses derived from the
1940s to the 1960s have not lost their relevance, only their youthful exuber-
ance. The theoretical movement simply ran out of steam (Beniger 1987;
Neuman 1991).

That exhaustion is certainly understandable. The imagery of Hitler and
European fascism had faded, along with the worry that through some perv-
ersion, such as McCarthyism or neofascism or some sort of mass media,
demagoguery would again subvert the political process. The end-of-ideology
component of the theory became a particular embarrassment of overreaching
and wishful thinking (Lipset 1985). It is particularly ironic that three decades
later, some elements of the predicted weakening of ideological polarizations
have come to pass as Japan and Europe have developed elaborate state bur-
eaucracies for long-term industrial planning and coordination, whereas the
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe have embraced market incentives and more
open borders. It may simply be that the theory will find better success at
explaining longer-term social trends than immediate events from the day’s
news.

The next chapter will develop the argument that the tension between
centralized authority and the pluralism of public interests continues to be a
relevant and revealing analytic dimension for understanding the impact of
the new technologies on social and political institutions. Perhaps Kuhn’s
model needs to be expanded to incorporate cycles of fashion and rediscovery,
in addition to the invention of new paradigms.

The central themes of this book

The impact of electronic integration

The quintessential characteristic of the new electronic media is that they all
connect with one another. We are witnessing the evolution of a universal,
interconnected network of audio, video, and electronic text communications
that will blur the distinction between interpersonal and mass communications
and between public and private communications.

On first consideration, one is likely to imagine such a development as an
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imminent political and social disaster. The imagery is of “Big Brother” elec-
tronically monitoring everything, from what the citizen watches on television
and says on the digital phone to when the microwave oven is turned on.
Indeed, it is technically possible for centralized authorities to determine what
information and entertainment will be made available to the public, but that
has been true since the first days of royal control over the printing industry
in Europe.

The special character of the new media is that they can as easily be extended
horizontally (among individuals and groups) as vertically (in the more tra-
ditional connection between the centralized authorities and the mass popu-
lace.) Thus, although in some political cultures attempts no doubt will be
made to try to disable and constrain horizontal connectivity, the explosive
growth in the volume of communications and the ease of personalized en-
cryption will make such restrictions increasingly difficult to enforce. Such
efforts would be like trying to design a telephone network that would allow
the citizen to call only the government bureaucracies, never another citizen.
Such a network is technically possible, but neither economically nor politi-
cally viable anywhere but in the most extremely authoritarian political
culture.

Furthermore, because of the proliferation of channels, the lowering of
costs, and the increasing computer-based intelligence of the digital network,
the individual is increasingly empowered to retrieve information from diverse
sources and to confirm its veracity from multiple sources. The ultimate result
of electronic integration into a single integrated system, paradoxically, will
be intellectual pluralism and personalized control over communications.

The counterforces of mass society

A second theme is that although the thrust of the changing communications
technologies is important in its character and significant in its scope, its net
effects will be relatively modest. We can identify three forces in tension. The
first is the push of the new technologies and the network that connects them
toward individualization and pluralism. This “technology push” will be met
head-on by two countervailing forces that will constrain and shape its effects.
One countervailing force is the political economy of the American com-
munications system. It turns out that the economies of scale in print and
broadcast production generate strong counterpressures toward mass-
produced, common-denominator, mass-audience media. These economies
of scale in production and promotion will not be changed by the new technolo-
gies. The other force is the psychology of the mass audience, the semiatten-
tive, entertainment-oriented mind-set of day-to-day media behavior.
When, for example, individuals are offered sophisticated interactive
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media for electronic information retrieval in the home, they are not always
enthusiastic.

Thus, I argue that although the technology of mass communications will
change dramatically, the mass psychology and commercial economics of pub-
lic communications will not. At the moment, most of what is found in news-
papers, on television, and in bookstores focuses on general-interest and
entertainment content. Politics, in the grand sense of the word, and matters
of specialized or community interest make up a very small part of the overall
flow of public communications. This is not likely to change suddenly with
the advent of new media; personal computers and optical fibers will not
reshape social life and political culture overnight. The gradual changes that
will evolve from the interactions of new communications technologies and
new social institutions, however, will be significant, even if less sudden and
dramatic than some early prophets had predicted.

A strategy of analysis

The best-known works analyzing social changes are those that identify a
single determining mechanism, usually a phenomenon that the author sees
as having previously been misunderstood or ignored. I use the term “monist”’
in characterizing this intellectual tradition to emphasize the characteristic
singularity of the causal focus.” This study stands in pronounced counterpoint
to the monistic tradition, and because monistic work dominates this field of
inquiry, I would be remiss not to try to make my strategy clear.

The lure of monism

In the competition for the most influential monistic theory of the past century,
we have strong contenders, but there is a clear winner: Karl Marx’s analysis
of the evolution (and predicted decline) of the capitalist political economy.
Marx’s key explanatory mechanism is the ownership of the means of pro-
duction, and both the analysis of history and the prediction of future trends
are singular and deterministic. Such distracting and complicating factors as
the possibility that the Communist party apparatus might come to exercise
the same kind of centralized, self-serving political power previously exercised
by capitalist robber barons lie outside of the theory’s monistic focus. Gen-
eralizations and modifications, such as Dahrendorf’s thoughtful expansion
and qualification of Marxist theory (1959), rarely receive the attention or
exercise the influence of the original. Over time, monistic theories tend to
lose their punch, with their focus being broadened and their causal structure
elaborated to include multiple explanatory variables.

Not to pick on Marx. Adam Smith, the intellectual godfather to neoclassical
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economics, and certainly the béte noire of the Marxist tradition, shows a
similar flair for monism in his singular emphasis on the “market mechanism”’
as the solution to all problems of social scarcity. Likewise, Freud’s concen-
tration on infantile sexuality and its influence on adult psychodynamics earned
him a central position in psychological theory.

These were tremendously influential, creative, and thoughtful analysts.
They stand out because each developed a new idea and pushed it to an extreme
to test its limits. To win attention for new and potentially threatening ideas,
the spokesperson must make a powerful case. Among the many students and
teachers who follow in the footsteps of the great masters, attention tends to
be focused on the seminal works themselves and the vitriolic critiques they
provoked, not on evenhanded and qualified reformulations. It is more exciting
to follow the original debate between monists of different callings than to
plod through a careful weighing of the evidence for each constituent point
in a theory. In Kuhn’s view, this is the natural sociological process of scientific
evolution.

Balance theories

There is a contrasting style of social theorizing, one that emphasizes multiple
variables and the interactions of multiple social domains and levels of analysis.
Neither unicausal nor deterministic, such theories assess the balance of op-
posing and overlapping forces and pursue a more complex teleology of mul-
tiple means and ends. I use the term “balance theory” to characterize this
tradition of analysis.®

Pluralist democratic theory is a characteristic example of a balance-theory
orientation. The works of Dahl, Huntington, Lipset, Coser, and Moore,
among others, emphasize the importance of counterbalancing forces and
an open and dynamic equilibrium of competing elites and interest groups.
The Federalist papers provide the classic statement of this balance-of-
powers approach in American political history. In historical analysis, one
thinks of the cyclical theorizing of Spengler, Toynbee, and, more recently,
Paul Kennedy in this tradition. In their analyses, forces that are out of balance
are continually altering the military and economic dominance of successive
political centers and coalitions. In soci