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Foreword to the Second Edition

Process end Effects was first published in 1954 It did not sell
enough to make the University of Illinois Press rich, but it sold
steadily. Through it many students—and, if we can believe our
comrespondence, many teachers and researchers also—were in-
uoduced to the great questions of how communication works
and what it does. It was the sieadiness of its sale and its use
that led us o wait so long to revise it

To return to a book like this after sixteen years is an illumi-
nating experience. During that time more communication re-
search has been published than in the whole history of commu-
nication study before 1954 Perhaps the chief theoretcal
changes in that period were the demise of the so-called “bullet
theory™ (direct effect of mass communication), the rise of a new
and more realistic concept of the audience, and a revision of
the formerly postulated relationships between mass and inter-

communication. New dynamic models of communica-
tion cffect, like comsistency theory, had come into wide use.
And important inputs had been made to communication
theory and method from some of the great field laboratories
where communication is being used and studied—in political
campaigns. for example, in economic and social development,
the effect of television on children, and the like. The challenge
of revising Process and Effects was to represent adequately the
enormous outpouring of rescarch and theory during the most
productive decade and a2 half of communication study.

So this new edition is really a new book, made, in the spirit
of the old one, by 2 member of the new generation and 2 mem-
ber of the older generation of communication scholars. Only
four articles remain from the 1954 edition. Yet we have found
it neither possible nor desirable to eliminate all “classical” arti-
des in favor of new ones. For one thing, most of the new re-
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search has advanced knowledge an inch at a time along pre-
viously set paths, and it is not always easy to find recent articles
with the breadth and depth of some of the older ones. We feel
that even so venerable a paper as Walter Lippmann’s “The
World Outside and the Pictures in Our Heads,” which was
published in 1922, still belongs in the required reading of a
student of communication process and effects. The Lazarsfeld-
Merton article on “Mass Communication, Popular Taste, and
Organized Social Action,” the Lasswell paper on structure and
function (1948), the Langs’ study of the selective process of
mass communication (1952), and the Freidson paper redefining
the mass audience (1953), among others, are still worth the
close attention of communication students in the 1970’s.

The 1971 edition of Process and Effects is therefore a combi-
nation of old classics, new classics, and reports on “state of the
art” in important areas of communication study. It also looks at
some of the new media that lie just over the horizon.

We are indebted to many people who have helped make this
new edition. Chief among them of course are the scholars who
have permitted us to reprint their work. Mrs. Linda Miller has
typed quantities of manuscript with her customary skill and
care. Our colleagues in the Institute for Communication Re-
search have given freely of advice when asked. And the Univer-
sity of Illinois Press has proved itself, as usual, helpful, suppor-
tive, and pleasant to work with. Of course the only way the
editors can say thanks adequately to these persons is by making
this new edition at least as useful as the first edition. This we
very much hope we have accomplished.

Wilbur Schramm
Donald F. Roberts
STANFORD, 1971
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I

The Nature of

Communication between Humans

WILBUR SCHRAMM



IN 1952 1 WROTE A PAPER entitled “How Communication
Works™ ! which was published as the first chapter of the first
edition of this book. Now, after eighteen years during which a
great deal has happened in communication study, it seems fit-
ting to take another look at that topic.

More than half of all the research ever conducted on human
communication has become available only in the last eighteen
years. Most of the organizations now engaged primarily in com-
munication research are less than eighteen years old. Most of
the great laboratories for studying human communication—
election campaigns, the effects of television, diffusion of infor-
mation and adoption of new practices, information storage and
retrieval, and the use of mass media in economic and social de-
velopment, to name a few of them—have been worked inten-
sively only in the last eighteen years. Since 1952 there has been
added to our libraries much of the work of Carl Hovland and
his associates in the Yale study of communication and attitude
change; Charles Osgood and his associates at Illinois, on the
empirical study of meaning; Paul lazarsfeld and his associates
at Columbia, on the study of interpersonal as related to mass
communication; Festinger, Katz, McGuire, and others on disso-
nance theory, consistency theory, and other psychological pro-
cesses related to communication; Pool, Deutsch, Davison, and

So many people have contributed criticism and helpful suggestions to this
paper that it would be infeasible to thank them all by name. 1 should like to
mention especially, however, the detailed and insightful criticism given by my
colleague and former student, 'Thomas Cook, of Northwestern University. He is
responsible for many of the good things in the paper, and for none of the bad
ones.

! Wilbur Schramm, “How Communication Works,” in The Process and Ef
Jects of Mass Communication (Urbana: University of lllinois Press, 1954). pp-
3—26.
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others on international communication; Newcomb, Asch,
Sherif, Leavitt, Bavelas, and others on groups and group pro-
cesses as related to communications; Miller, Cherry, and others,
applying Claude Shannon’s mathematical theory of communi-
cation to human communication problems; Berelson, Holsti,
and others on content analysis; Miller and others on system
theory; Carter on orientation; Chomsky and others on lan-
guage; May, Lumsdaine, and others on learning from the mass
media.? During this time communication study has moved so
fast that it has seldom stood still for its portrait, but with so
much activity and so many able scholars in the field it would
be strange if the picture in 1970 were precisely the same as in

1952.
The difficulty in summing up a field like human communi-

2 Examples of the literature referred to are: C. I. Hovland, I. Janis, and H.
Kelley, Communication and Persuasion (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1953); C. I. Hovland, “The Effects of the Mass Media of Communication,” in
G. Lindzey, ed., Handbook of Social Psychology (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley,
1954); C. I. Hovland and M. J. Rosenberg, Attitude Organization and Change
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1960); C. E. Osgood, G. Suci, and P. Tan-
nenbaum, The Measurement of Meaning (Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
1957); E. Katz and P. F. Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free
Press, 1955); L. Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (New York: Har-
per. 1957); D. Katz, “The Functional Approach in the Study of Attitudes,” Pub-
lic Opinion Quarterly 24 (1960): 16§—204; W. McGuire, “Attitudes and Opin-
ions, in Encyclopedia of ihe Social Sciences, 2nd ed. (in pres); T. Newcomb,
“Attitude Development as a Function of Reference Groups: The Bennington
Study,” in Maccoby, Newman, and Hartley, eds., Readings in Social Psychology
(New York: Henry Holt, 1958), pp. 265—75; S. E. Asch, “Effects of Group Pres-
sure upon the Modification and Distortion of Judgments,” ibid., pp. 174~83; M.
Sherif, “Group Influences upon the Formation of Norms and Attitudes,” ibid.,
Pp- 219-25; H. Leavitt, “Some Effects of Certain Communication Patterns of
Group Performance,” ibid., pp. 546—50; G. A. Miller, Language and Communica-
tion (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1951); C. Cherry, On Human Communication
(Cambridge, Mass.: Technological Press and Wiley, 1957); C. Shannon and W.
Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of Communication (Urbana: University of
Ninois Press, 1949); B. Berelson, Content Analysis in Communication Research
(Glencoe, Il1l.: The Free Press, 1952); O. Holsti, “Content Analysis,” in Lindzey
and Aronson, eds., Handbook of Social Psychology, 2nd ed. (Reading, Mass.:
Addison-Wesley, 1968), vol. 2, pp. 596-692; M. May and A. A. Lumsdaine,
Learning from Films (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1958); B. Berelson,
P. F. Lazarsfeld, and W. McPhee, Voting (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1954); H. Himimelweit, A. N. Oppenheim, and P. Vince, Television and
the Child (London: Oxford, 1958); D. Lerner, The Passing of Traditional
Society (Glencoe, I11.: The Free Press, 1958).
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cation is that it has no land that is exclusively its own. Commu-
nication is the fundamental social process. This was recognized
many years ago by Edward Sapir, when he wrote an article, for
the first edition of the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, that
is still fresh and insightful.

It is obvious that for the building up of society [he said], its
units and subdivisions, the understandings which prevail be-
tween its members, some processes of communication are
needed. While we often speak of society as though it were a
static structure defined by tradition, it is, in the more intimate
sense, nothing of the kind, but a highly intricate network of
partial or complete understandings between the members of or-
ganizational units of every degree of size and complexity, rang-
ing from a pair of lovers or a family to a league of nations or
that ever increasing portion of humanity which can be reached
by the press, through all its transnational ramifications. It is
only apparently a static sum of social institutions; actually, it is
being reanimated or creatively affirmed from day to day by
particular acts of a communicative nature which obtain among
individuals participating in it. Thus the Republican party can-
not be said to exist as such, but only to the extent that its tra-
dition is being constantly added to and upheld by such simple
acts of communication as that John Doe votes the Republican
ticket, thereby communicating a certain kind of message, or
that a half dozen individuals meet at a certain time or place,
formally or informally, in order to communicate ideas to one
another and eventually to decide what points of national inter-
est, real or supposed, are to be allowed to come up many
months later for discussion in a gathering of members of the
party. The Republican party as a historical entity is merely ab-
stracted from thousands upon thousands of such single acts of
communication, which have in common certain persistent fea-
tures of reference. If we extend this example into every conceiv-
able field in which communication has a place we soon realize
that every cultural pattern and every single act of social behav-
ior involve communication in either an explicit or implicit
sense.?

3 E. Sapir, “Communication,” in Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 15 vols.,
i1st ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1930—-35).
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Thus every discipline concerned with human society and
human behavior must necessarily be concerned with communi-
cation. It is no accident that the research mentioned at the be-
ginning of this paper has involved psychologists, sociologists,
anthropologists, political scientists, economists, linguists, educa-
tors, mathematicians, and engineers, as well as the compara-
tively small group of individuals who think of themselves pri-
marily as communication scholars. This is salutary because the
methods and insights of all these disciplines can be brought to
bear on the study of communication, but on the other hand it
requires any student of communication to look in many places
for his basic material. A student of pre-Cambrian geology, to
take a contrasting example, can be reasonably sure that the
chief papers in his field will be written by geologists, that they
will be listed together and will build one on another; but a stu-
dent who wants to comprehend the sum total of existing
knowledge of human communication must search at least half a
dozen scholarly fields, and he can be fairly sure that the articles
will go off in many directions and will not all build one on an-
other. This is one of the reasons why a unified and systematic
theory of human communication has been slow to emerge.

It would be pleasant to be able to report that eighteen years
of such broadening interest and effort have coalesced into a
simpler, clearer model of communication. This is not the case.
“How Communication Works,” written in 1970, has to be
more complex, and require more qualifications, than in 1g52.
This is no reason to be discouraged with the progress of the
field: sciences often grow in an accordion pattern. Consider, for
example, the alternating simplifications and complications in
the history of natural science as it has been forced to discard in
turn the idea that earth, air, fire, and water are the basic ele-
ments, the idea of ether, the idea that atoms and molecules are
the basic building blocks of matter, and finally—so it seems—
the idea that the same physical laws that govern superatomic
relations also govern the subatomic universe. But the fact re-
mains that human communication seemed a simpler thing in
1952 than it does in 1970. At that time we felt we had a fairly
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adequate comprehension of the process and its social uses. We
counted on S$-R psychology, when the intervening variables
were properly defined, to explain most of the effects. The study
of audiences in terms of social categories promised to explain
most of the variance in response to communication. The tools
of content analysis, interviews, and sample surveys promised to
give us a good idea of what was getting through. The study of
attitudes promised to give us a predictor of action. We felt that
Shannon’s information theory was a brilliant analogue which
might illuminate many dark areas of our own field. Already, at
that time, the complicating questions were being asked: Why
did the mass media apparently change so few votes in election
campaigns? Why did people of the same social categories (edu-
cation, class, and so forth) still react so differently to the same
communication? Why was field survey data on communication
effects so different from laboratory data? Why was a change in
verbally expressed attitudes so seldom followed by observed ac-
tion in those directions? How did a man’s group relationships
enter into the way he used communication and the effect of
communication on him? Questions like these were being asked
in 1952, and tentative answers were being given, but I fear we
did not realize at that time how difficult and tortuous were the
paths down which those questions would lead us.

In the middle of change it is hard to sum up change. Yet I
should like to suggest some directions of change that I per-
ceive.

For one thing, neither the psychological nor the social model
of the communication process is any longer sufficient by itself.
Rather, they must be combined and somehow comprehended
together. The social aegis under which the message comes, the
receiver’s social relationship to the sender, the perceived social
consequences of accepting it or acting upon it, must be put to-
gether with an understanding of the symbolic and structural
nature of the message, the conditions under which it is re-
ceived, the abilities of the receiver, and his innate and learned
responses, before we can predict with any real confidence the
consequences of an act of communication. This somewhat com-
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plicates the models we were accustomed to drawing fifteen years
ago, and yet there is ample evidence that such complication is
necessary.

In the second place, communication has come to be thought
of as a relationship, an act of sharing, rather than something
someone does to someone else. So far as I know, “How Commu-
nication Works"” was the first general essay on communication
to use the concept of “sharing” information; this was in part a
reaction against the mechanistic psychology much in use at the
time to explain communication effects, and against the irra-
tional fears of propaganda being expressed in the early 1950's.
Indeed, the most dramatic change in general communication
theory during the last forty years has been the gradual aban-
donment of the idea of a passive audience, and its replacement
by the concept of a highly active, highly selective audience, ma-
nipulating rather than being manipulated by a message—a full
partner in the communication process.

To appreciate the magnitude of this change, one must recall
how frightening World War I propaganda, and later Commu-
nist and Nazi propaganda, were to many people. At that time,
the audience was typically thought of as a sitting target; if a
communicator could hit it, he would affect it. This became es-
pecially frightening because of the reach of the new mass
media. The unsophisticated viewpoint was that if a person
could be reached by the insidious forces of propaganda carried
by the mighty power of the mass media, he could be changed
and converted and controlled. So propaganda became a hate
word, the media came to be regarded fearfully, and laws were
passed and actions taken to protect “defenseless” people against
“irresistible” communication. This was the origin of many
propaganda studies, and one of the reasons why content analysis
of propaganda was developed to such a high point by Harold
Lasswell and his associates.

I have elsewhere called this the Bullet Theory of communi-
cation. Communication was seen as a magic bullet that trans-
ferred ideas or feelings or knowledge or motivations almost
automatically from one mind to another. Thus, for example,
the Columbia Encyclopedia has defined communication as “the
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transfer of thoughts,” even though that idea has been out of
date for many years: it is messages, not ideas or thoughts, that
pass from communicator to receiver. To sum up, then, in the
early days of communication study, the audience was consid-
ered relatively passive and defenseless, and communication
could shoot something into them, just as an electric circuit
could deliver electrons to a light bulb.

But scholars began very soon to modify the Bullet Theory. It
did not square with the facts. The audience, when it was hit by
the Bullet, refused to fall over. Sometimes the Bullet had an ef-
fect that was completely unintended. For example, in the Mr.
Biggott experiment when prejudiced people were fed anti-prej-
udice propaganda, they actually used it to reinforce their exist-
ing prejudices.*

The first major step in explaining why different people re-
acted so differently to the same communication was taken when
sociologists developed what might be called the Category
Theory. Advertisers can be chiefly thanked for this, because the
need to measure audiences and tailor commercial messages for
them led to impressive financial support for audience studies,
and it became necessary to find a simple and usable way of clas-
sifying audiences in terms of the media content they selected
and the goods they were interested in buying. It became
quickly apparent that most college-educated people had differ-
ent tastes from those of elementary-school graduates, young
people from old, males from females, city people from rural
people, rich from poor, and so forth. As the theory became
more subtle, it was found that people who held different clus-
ters of attitudes or beliefs would choose differently and react
differently from those who held different clusters. As the
theory was examined still more carefully, it became apparent
that the groups people belonged to had something to do with
their communication habits, and these memberships led them
to choose and react to messages in such a way as to defend the
common norms of the groups they value. A great deal of inter-
personal communication was seen to be involved in any change

4E. Cooper and M. Jahoda. ““The Evasion of Propaganda.” Journal of Psy-
chology 23 (1947): 15-25.
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of taste, values, or opinions. For example, people would con-
sult other members of their groups as to how they should inter-
pret, or respond to, messages they received. Finally, this line of
thinking led to some devaluation of the power of the mass
media, and to a resurgence of the belief that personal commu-
nication was responsible for most social control. This position
was developed powerfully by Paul Lazarsfeld and his pupils
and associates at Columbia.

Trying to explain the differences in what people learned
from communication, psychologists who were studying commu-
nication and attitude change—notably Carl Hovland and his
associates at Yale—began to isolate the active variables in the
process. They found that experience and personality differ-
ences in members of an audience were extremely important.
For example, the 1.Q. of a receiver, his authoritativeness or
permissiveness, and the responses he had learned to make, were
even more powerful than the categories he belonged to, in pre-
dicting his reactions to a message. Hovland and his associates
also isolated many of the content variables in a message—for
example, twosided vs. onesided presentation, or primacy vs.
recency—and when these were set against individual difference
variables it became possible to make some sharp predictions of
effect.

Thus by the middle 1950’s the Bullet Theory, if you will
pardon the expression, had been shot full of holes. If anything
really passed from sender to receiver, it certainly appeared in
very different form to different receivers. And the audience was
far from a sitting target.

Raymond Bauer gave a name to the frustration of psycholo-
gists and sociologists in trying to apply the old mechanistic
theory of communication when he wrote about “The Obsti-
nate Audience.” ® The Zimmerman-Bauer experiment contrib-
uted further to the idea of an obstinate and active audience by
showing that what people select from communication, and
what they remember, often depends on the use they expect to

S R. Baucr, “The Obstinaic Audience,” American Psychologist 19 (1964):
319—28.
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have to make of the content. The audience simply would not
act like a target!

In recent decades, therefore, we have come to believe that
the intervening steps between communication stimulus and re-
sponse are less simple than they had generally been considered.
We had been concerned with “getting the message through,”
getting it accepted, getting it decoded in approximately the
same form as the sender intended—and we had undervalued
the activity of the receiver in this process. We had tended to
undervalue the importance of the psychological processes that
might be triggered by present and stored perceptions of social
relationships and role patterns, in such a way as to enter into
the response to any communication. Without such complicat-
ing concepts we could never explain why the anticigarette
campaign was not initially more effective, why adoption of new
practices proceeds as it does, why violence on television some-
times may and sometimes may not stimulate violence in the be-
havior of its viewers, and why a failure in prophecy might have
the effect it does on members of a cult.

Thus we have come 180 degrees from a theory of the passive
audience to a theory of an active audience. I shall suggest, later
in this paper, that it is now necessary to think of the communi-
cation process as two separate acts, one performed by a commu-
nicator, one by a receiver, rather than as a magic bullet shot by
one into the other.

Since 1952, we have a renewed interest in dealing with the
communication process as a whole. We have gained new in-
sights into audience behavior. We have new linguistic and con-
ceptual tools for dealing with the message, as well as computers
for simplifying the drudgery of content analysis. We have a
greater interest in learning why communicators do what they
do, as well as a beginning of systern models to describe how a
society, organization, or other group affects the performance of
its communicators at the same time as it is affected by them.
This concept of mutual causation has helped us to understand
many communication patterns. For example, the mass media
contribute to changes in taste, and audience feedback contrib-
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utes to changes in program policy; policies change public opin-
ion and public opinion changes policies; persuasion changes at-
titudes, which can change behavior, which reinforces attitude
change; economic development brings about increases in com-
munication and communication facilities, which bring about
increases in economic development; and so forth. These ideas
of communication as a relationship (rather than a target-shoot)
and an interaction (rather than an action) now require us to
fill in some neglected areas in the process.
So much for changes. Now, where do we stand?

What Is Communication?
Here are some representative definitions:

Communication—the imparting, conveying, or exchange of
ideas, knowledge, etc. (whether by speech, writing, or signs).
—Oxford English Dictionary.

Communication—the transfer of thoughts and messages, as
contrasted with transportation, the transfer of goods and per-
sons. The basic forms of communication are by signs (sight)
and by sounds (hearing). —Columbia Encyclopedia.

In the most general sense, we have communication whenever
one system, a source, influences another, the destination, by ma-
nipulation of alternative signals which can be transmitted over
the channel connecting them. —Charles E. Osgood, 4 Vocabu-
lary for Talking about Communication.

The word communication will be used here in a very broad
sense to include all the procedures by which one mind may af-
fect another. This, of course, involves not only written and oral
speech, but also music, the pictorial arts, the theatre, the ballet,
and in fact all human behavior. In some connections it may be
desirable to use a still broader definition of communication,
namely one which would include the procedures by means of
which one mechanism (say automatic equipment to track an
airplane and to compute its probable future positions) affects
another mechanism (say a guided missile chasing this airplane).
—Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver, The Mathemalical
Theory of Communication.
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The mechanism through which human relations exist and
develop—all the symbols of the mind, together with the means
of conveying them through space and preserving them in time.
—~Charles Cooley.

Each of these definitions has its own strength and its own
usefulness. The first two are based on the idea of transfer of in-
formation; they distinguish between the transfer of ideas,
knowledge, thoughts, and messages, and the transfer of more
material things. The third and fourth definitions rest on the
idea of influence or effect, rather than a transfer of anything.
Notice that they do not limit the nature of the message to any-
thing but “signals.” The fifth definition is noteworthy for its
empbhasis on human relationship.

Today we might define communication simply by saying that
it is the sharing of an orientation toward a set of informational
signs.

Information, in this sense, we must define very broadly. Ob-
viously it is not limited to news or “facts” or what is taught in
the classroom or contained in reference books. It is any content
that reduces uncertainty or the number of alternative possibili-
ties in a situation. It may include emotions. It may include
facts or opinion or guidance or persuasion. It does not have to
be in words, or even explicitly stated: the latent meanings,
“the silent language,” are important information. It does not
have to be precisely identical in both sender and receiver—we
doubt that it ever is, and we are unlikely to be able to measure
that correspondence very completely anyway. The ancient idea
of transferring a box of facts from one mind to another is no
longer a very satisfactory way of thinking about human com-
munication. It is more helpful to think of one or more people
or other entities coming to a given piece of information, each
with his own needs and intentions, each comprehending and
using the information in his own way.

Communication is therefore based on a relationship. This re-
lationship may exist between two persons, or between one per-
son and many. In the sense that Sapir talked of groups and or-
ganizations in the passage we quoted, communication may take
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place between a group and an individual, a collective society
and an individual, or a society and a group or organization.
Animals communicate (although, as we shall point out later, in
a somewhat more limited way than do humans), and communi-
cation takes place between humans and animals. Humans com-
municate quite successfully with machines (e.g., computers);
and machines, as Shannon points out in his definition, can
communicate effectively with each other within the limits of
capability designed into them. The essence of this relationship
is being “in tune” with each other, focusing on the same infor-
mation. This central element of the communication relation-
ship is usually embedded in certain social relationships that
contribute to the use and interpretation of the information. A
lover and his lass, sitting under a full moon, are in a social rela-
tionship which is likely to contribute certain emotional content
and meaning to anything that is said. An audience in a theater
is likely to engage in a willing suspension of disbelief in a way
that it would never do if it were face to face with the same
actor over a business deal. A man reading his newspaper is
likely to come to this relationship each day with certain expec-
tations and a certain degree of confidence different from those
he would bring, let us say, to a letter from a stranger. A teacher
and a student, a father and a son, an employer and employee,
members of a football team, two nuns from the same order—all
these are obviously in a social relationship that will in some
way color any communication between them.

This relationship does not have to be face to face. Cooley’s
definition speaks of the means of conveying symbols through
space and preserving them in time. Thus the mass media make
communication possible over great distances: they are simply
machines put into the communication process to duplicate
man’s writing (the printing press) or to extend his senses of
sight and hearing (television, films, radio). Similarly, signs and
symbols from the past may result in communication, as all of us
know who have experienced Chartres cathedral, or the Iliad, or
the third symphony of Beethoven. But it is obvious that there
is a difference in quality between the communication relation-
ships that are close and direct, and those that are removed in
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time or space. There can hardly be two-way communication
with Homer, and the feedback even to a local newspaper or
television station is very faint. Given the right situation, these
distant communications may have very powerful results; in-
deed, one of the reasons great books survive and mass media
continue to exist is that they have the power to “tune in™ with
audiences at a distance. Communications of far lower power,
and far lower cost. can be effective when two people are
together interacting. Other things being equal, if we want to
persuade, or teach, or understand, or reach an agreement with
someone, we are more likely to be able to do it face o face.

But whether face-to-face or mediated, whether immediate or
removed in time or space, the communication relationship in-
cludes three elements and two kinds of action. The elements
are the communicator, the message, and the receiver.

It is no longer necessary to defend the idea that the message
has a life of its own, separate from both the sender and re-
ceiver. If anyone questions this, let him remember how he feels
when he has put a letter into the mailbox and wishes he could
recall it to make a change. But it is out of his control, just as
though he were a general who had semt his army into baule
without him and had o wait for reports from the front to find
out whether they had followed his commands, how the oppos-
ing army had reacted, and what had been the result of the bat-
tle. The message exists as a sign or a collection of signs with no
meaning of their own except that which cultural leaming ena-
bles a receiver to read into them. Thus the Rosctia Stone,
Cretan Linear B, and certain Mayan records were all meaning-
less until scholars could recreate the culwre sufficiently o be
able to read them. Furthermore, the meaning is probably never
quite the same as interpreted by any two receivers, or even by
sender and receiver. The message is merely a collection of signs
intended to evoke certain culturally leamed responses—it
being understood that the responses will be powerfully affeaced
situation of any receiver.

The communicator constructs, as best as he can, the signs
which he hopes will call forth the desired respomses—whether



16 THE PROCESS AND EFFECTS OF MASS COMMUNICATION

verbal or nonverbal, auditory, visual, or tactile. That is the first
act of the communication process. A receiver selects among the
stimuli available to him, selects from the content of the mes-
sage he chooses, interprets it and disposes of it as he is moved
to do. That is the second act of the process. The acts are sepa-
rate, separately motivated, but brought together by the collec-
tion of signs we call the message.

If we want an analogy to this process, we can find something
much closer than a communicator shooting a magic bullet into
a receiver, or a mass medium spraying magic bullets into an au-
dience. It is possible to think in the more homely terms of a
wife cooking dinner and placing it on the table for her hus-
band. He takes what he wants. He may not like something she
cooks. He may be feeling ill or tired, and consequently eat lit-
tle or nothing. The situation being what it is, he will probably
eat a good dinner. But the point is, ke is in control of the situa-
tion after the food is set out for him. It takes both the act of a
cook and the act of a diner to make a dinner party.

Let us call up a similarly homely analogy for what happens
in mass communication.

I know a baker in southern Asia who gets up at dawn every
morning to bake goods for sale. He can’t force them on anyone
—there is no parallel to the Magic Bullet here! All he can do
is display his wares. He chooses a place where he knows crowds
will pass. He bakes things of a kind he has found many people
like. He tries to display them attractively. Then it is up to the
patrons. The crowds move past. Some passersby will see the
cakes and breads; some will not. Some will be hungry and look-
ing for food; others, not. Some will be looking specifically for
cakes or bread; others, not. Some, because they have bought
good wares from this specific baker in the past, will be looking
for his stand especially; others, not. Some will see the cakes,
find their appetites stimulated, and reach in their pockets for
coins; and they may or may not find any. And if they buy, they
may or may not eat any or all of what they buy; they may or
may not eat it with jam; they may or may not taste it and
throw it away.
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This is a closer analogy to the way we see the process of com-
munication now.

Let us understand clearly one thing about it: communication
(human communication, at least) is something people do. It
has no life of its own. There is no magic about it except what
people in the communication relationship put into it. There is
no meaning in a message except what the people put into it.
When one studies communication, therefore, one studies
people—relating to each other and to their groups, organiza-
tions, and societies, influencing each other, being influenced,
informing and being informed, teaching and being taught, en-
tertaining and being entertained—by means of certain signs
which exist separately from either of them. To understand the
human communication process one must understand how peo-
ple relate to each other.

What Does It Do?

What people do with communication is not easy to catalog
or classify. Let us take a few examples from everyday communi-
cation.

(1) A professor thinks over what to say in tomorrow’s lec-
ture. He reviews the topic. What points should he be sure to
make? What items should he select to mention? What position
should he take on one of the disputed questions included in
the topic? He weighs the arguments on each side. Is this com-
munication, even though two parties are not involved? It is
very hard to say that it is not. An individual is talking to
himself—and listening to himself. Much of the life of the mind
is lived this way.

(2) An individual says “Good morning!” to another. He is
communicating nothing about the quality of the morning, but
rather a message of friendliness. Beyond that, he is following an
accepted ritual which reaffirms that he and the person to whom
he speaks both belong to the same culture and that the mores
are being observed. He is saying, in effect, “9 A.M. and all’s
well!”

Surry Community College Llbrary
Oobson, North Carolina 27017
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(3) Am imdivwidual reads the morming paper. He is imforming

hmmdlfahnmnhcdnngmmhnmummmLMngm

from editors amd colummists as be s willing w ac-

crpt,, being emtertaimed by the cartooms and some of the feature

stomies. Butt that s mot all. As Bereksom bas shown, he may be

performimg 2 rimmal dhat heips prepare him to face the day,
paper 10 kerp from having w talk $

(4) A youmg mam says t0 a pretty girl ar 2 cocktail party,
“Cigarette?” On the surface he is inviting ber to smoke one of
his chparettes. Beyond that he is commumicating interest, and
imwitimg her to respond im the same way. If she responds favora-
bly, the mext step is likely to be some such question as,
“Havemt 1 scem you somewihere?” wihich also indicates litle
comcerm over wihether be has seem her but more interest in
witether this casual grouping might booome a longer lasting one.

(5) “Go get "em, team!™ 2 coach shouts as his foothall players
run owt for the kickoffi This might be dassificd a5 persuasion
or instruction, but really it is intended to recall o them the
morms of their fundctioning group: 0 run hard, 1ackle hard, win
the game if possible for old So and So.

(6) “Dangerous curve—3o miles an hour,” the sign reads
The motorist siows down to 35. An agency of the government
has commumicated to him some advioe and 2 conoern for his
saffety; be has responded in 2 way that shows the degree of con-
fidemce learned from previous experience with such advice. If
there & a radar camera around, it commumnicates that expres-
siom of comfidemce back to the state highway department.

(7) The reading lesson in the third grade is the story of
cated 1o the pupils? The countless liutde feedbacks, corrections.
and imstructions that help them 10 leamn the skill of reading.
Beyond that, some facts in history, and the enjoyment of 2 good

SR Bodsom, “What “Mising thr Newspapor”™ Meass,” im P. F. Lazawsfcld
and F. Stameom, Commuonrattiony Reseomth, ig9p¥—g9 (New Youk: Hawper, iggm).
PP DOE—29.
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story. Beyond that, the mommes of patriotism amd selffsacrifice.

Evem this hamdifil of examples willl smgpest that messages wery
scldom have a single purpese, and that wery offitem the mmifest
content 1 not the important content 2t all. I is mor emtirely
fiippant to say that commumication does wihat zm imdividual or
group or socicty moeds at amy given time 6o relate sl o pars
of its emvimomment. Commumication is the great relming wool.
It reates imdiividuals w0 each other, makimg it possible for
groups o funchon and for sodietics o live topether hammoni-
owsly. It relates am artist or emtertsimer wo his andienoe, 2
teacher w his stndents, 2 leader w his poople. Wherever oppon-
tumity offfers or danger threatems, thore we fimd 2 great imorezse
im commumication. Recall the emormmons flow of commumics-
tion genevated by the Gold Rush, the great wars off dhis cem-
tury, the asasimation of President Kemmedy.

Bearing im mimd thar the basic fumotion off most commumica-
tioms s relating people w0 cach othar or to gromps, and
their latemt comtent may be more sigmificamt tham whar ey
manifest, sull we can dassify 2 wery Lnge part of social aommmo-
nication under a few headimgs like dbese:

from the SExDER’s wiewpeimt firom e EECEWER'S WMo
the objoctive of commumication mmay be wo:

.. Hmffommm .. U/ medkemsitamd
2. Teadh 2. Leamm
8- Please 3 Emjoy
4 Propose or persudie 4 Diipose or dodide
These are mot far from Harold Lasswell's catalog 7 of dhe
funcions of sodial commumication—smrweilllamoe, comsemsms,

pount of sodiety s comtrasted wiith whae of imdiiwiduals:

7 HL. Lawwwelll, * Tl Soradiure amd Famtion off Commumiiciiion iin Seiisty,,” i
L. Buopsom, adl., Vhe Commuensativon of hédeos (New Yanik: Banpen., B, pp.
B7—H0..
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viewed SOCIALLY viewed INDIVIDUALLY
the objective of communication may be to:

1. Share common knowledge of 1. Test or expand picture of re-
environment ality, learn of opportunities
and dangers

2. Socialize new members of so- 2. Acquire skills and knowledge

ciety to play their roles and necessary to live comfortably
abide by norms and customs in society

3. Entertain members, distract 3. Enjoy, relax, sometimes escape
them from troubles and dis- from real problems, some-
satisfactions, create artistic times gain oblique insight into
form them

4- Gain working consensus on 4. Reach decisions where choice

policy, win allies or followers, available, take action on in-
control behavior and disperse formed basis, behave in so-
resources in desired direction cially desirable way

I do not mean to suggest that the sender’s and the receiver’s
objectives, or the social and the individual goals, are always so
neatly parallel as they may seem to be in the preceding charts.
Actually the uses to which the same message is put may vary
greatly from person to person, and any message may have mul-
tiple functions for the same receiver. Thus, for example, not all
the audience will use an entertainment message simply for en-
joyment. The women who listened to radio soap operas, it was
discovered, made widely different uses of the content.8 Some
used it to identify with the heroine and draw vicarious plea-
sure from her strength and fine character; others, to reinforce
their view of woman’s hard life and man’s weakness and per-
fidy; still others, for advice as to how to solve some of their own
problems. Thus any message may be functional in different
ways, a concept that helps us especially to understand the var-
ied effects of mass media.

8H. Herzog, "What We Really Know about Daytime Serial Listeners,” in
P. F. Lazarsfeld and F. Stanton, eds., Radio Research, 1942—43 (New York:
Duell, Sloan, and Pearce, 1944). pp. 3—-33-
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Mass media came into the patterns of communication when
science and industry created machines like the printing press,
the camera and the motion picture, radio and television, to ex-
tend man’s senses and expand his ability to duplicate signs. So-
ciety built around these new machines and around centers of
information like the school and the government a number of
very large social institutions to carry out many of the tasks
which used to be handled by individuals. These new institu-
tions have not replaced interpersonal communication; they

MODERN MODERN
COMMUNICATION TRADITIONAL SOCIETY SOCIETY
TASK SOCIETY Interpersonal Mass Pattern
1. Share knowl- Watchman Informed News media
edge of en- person
vironment
2. Socialize Parent or Parent, older  School system,
new tribal elder  children, publishing, edu-
members professional cational media
teacher
3. Entertain Dancer, Storyteller, Entertainment
ballad artists of all industry,
singer, kinds including
storyteller entertainment
media and
publishing
4. Gain Tribal chief Influential Government,
consensus, or council leader, sales- and all the
persuade, man, agitator organizational
control and media

structure for
forming public
opinion and
exerting social
control, includ-
ing advertising
and propaganda
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have merely supplemented and extended it. Thus, when so-
ciety consisted of primitive tribes struggling against the cold
and the dangers of the environment, a watchman would be sta-
tioned on the hill 10 send back word when food animals or hos-
tile warriors were in sight. In modern society much of this task
has been delegated to the news media, with their staffs of re-
porters, correspondents, editors, wire services, and facilities for
printing and broadcasting—but much information still travels
interpersonally. This development is outlined on p. 21.

From the watchman on the hill to the color television news-
cast relayed by a satellite, however, the tasks of human commu-
nication have remained essentially the same. Basically commu-
nication remains the instrument of human relations, the
remarkable device which makes it possible for organisms to live
and work and play together; and also, unfortunately, sometimes
for groups to malfunction and societies to destroy themselves.

How Does It Work?

Essentially the communication process consists of informa-
tion-processing organized around a shared orientation to cer-
tain signs. Ordinarily this requires two or more participants,
but as we have pointed out it can take place within the
thought processes of an individual. However, most writers
about communication have chosen to concentrate on the situa-
tion in which one individual processes information in the
forms of signs which he hopes will come to the attention of an-
other individual. This has typically been diagrammed in this
way:

A m B

and we can accept it as a time analogue of the process, if we
keep in mind that nothing really passes from A to B, but rather
that A encodes a message as best he can in signs, and that B
reads a message into those signs. In other words it is just as
meaningful to say that B acts on the signs, as that they act on
B, and it might be better to diagram it thus:
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A - m - - B

Similarly, we might represent the successive acts that constitute
the interaction in this way:

A

Shannon,® in his engineering model, represents the interac-
tion, with the aid of a feedback link, in this manner:

Source — -mcssageﬂ Decoder +—Destination

? (feedback)

This has a sound basis in electronics, and is a useful analogy to
what must happen when information passes between humans,
which Wendell Johnson describes in this way:

1. An event occurs . . .

2. which stimulates Mr. A through eyes, ears, or other sensory
organs, and the resulting

3. nervous impulses travel to Mr. A’s brain, and from there to
his muscles and glands, producing tensions, preverbal “feel-
ings,” etc,,

4. which Mr. A then begins to translate into words according
to his accustomed verbal patterns, and out of all the words
he “thinks of”

5. he “selects,” or abstracts, certain ones which he arranges in
some fashion, and then

6. by means of sound waves and light waves, Mr. A speaks to
Mr. B,

9C. Shannon and W. Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of Communication
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1949).
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7. whose ears and eyes are stimulated by the sound waves and
light waves respectively, and the resulting

8. nervous impulses travel to Mr. B’s brain, and from there to
his muscles and glands, producing tensions, preverbal “feel-
ings,” etc.,

9. which Mr. B then begins to translate into words, according
to his accustomed verbal patterns, and out of all the words
he “thinks of”

10. he “selects,” or abstracts, certain ones, which he arranges in
some fashion and then Mr. B speaks, or acts, accordingly,
thereby stimulating Mr. A—or somebody else—and so the
process of communication goes on, and on. . . .10

Osgood has preferred to schematize the process like this, em-
phasizing that each participant both receives and sends mes-
sages, encodes and decodes messages and interprets them: !!

encoder _— @ — - decoder
interpreter L interpreter )
decoder -— E] -— encoder

Another useful model of this general kind is that of Westley
and MacLean.!2 But rather than proliferate models, let us talk
about the process for which they are shorthand.

However we may choose to draw a diagram of human com-
munication, we must remember that the process itself is more
complicated than any picture or description of it which we are
likely to put down. Most of the communication process is in
the “black box” of the central nervous system, the contents of

10W. Johnson, “The Communication Process and General Semantic Princi-
ples,” in W. Schramm, ed., Mass Communication (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1960) pp. §07-15.

11 See C. E. Osgood, A Vocabulary for Talking about Communication (Ur-
bana, 1L, nd.).

12 B. Westley and M. MacLean, “A Conceptual Model for Communications
Research,” Journalism Quarterly 34 (1957): 31-38.
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which we understand only vaguely. When we describe commu-
nication, we are therefore dealing with analogies and gross
functions, and the test of any model of this kind is whether it
enables us to make predictions—not whether it is a true copy
of what happens in the black box, a matter of which we cannot
now speak with any great confidence.

Two other notions get into most of these analogic descrip-
tions of the communication process: feedback, and noise. To
talk about these we must say something about the nature of the
message.

As we have noted, a remarkable characteristic of all commu-
nication (except that accomplished by physical contact, such as
a handshake or a pat on the head) is that the message is at some
point in the process quite separate from either sender or re-
ceiver. Of course, the verbal signs in our writing or in our
speech are more easily separable from us than the natural signs
we make by gesturing or with a facial expression, although
these too can be separated by recording them on film or video-
tape. As a matter of fact, the ability of man to create signs that
will be portable throughout space and time is one of the char-
acteristics that sets human communication apart from most ani-
mal communication. With relatively few exceptions, even the
more intelligent animals are limited to communications signs
that are inseparable from the situation in which they are used.
A dog growls over a particular bone at a particular place, and
thus communicates the information that he will defend that
particular bone at that particular time; he has no way of com-
municating that he will defend all bones of a certain kind in
certain conditions, or of writing a history of his defense of
bones, or any of the acts of abstraction which human language
permits us to do. We, too, use natural signs: we pound the
table to emphasize a point, or smile at a particular young lady,
but we can also encode a message that may be read and inter-
preted hundreds of miles or hundreds of years away, and we
can deal with highly abstract notions that apparently are be-
yond the capability of the nonhuman animals. To develop this
idea, however, requires us to talk about language, which is too
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large a subject for this paper. Here we need only illustrate the
fact that the message is, at some point in the process, separate
from both the sender and the receiver.

At that time the sender can look at it with new eyes, so to
speak. He can wish, as all of us have, that he had used another
word, or emphasized another word, or said something more
nicely or more nastily or more persuasively. The kind of infor-
mation that comes back to the sender from seeing or hearing
his own message is one kind of feedback, by means of which he
can guide his further communication and try to repair the
damage, if any. A still more important kind of feedback comes
to him from the receiver. Perhaps the receiver will say, “I don't
understand,” or “I get it,” or “This bores me,” or “I don't like
what you have just said.” More likely he will wince, or look
blank, or yawn, or nod his head in agreement. Such feedback
tells the communicator how his message is being received. We
might diagram feedback links in this manner:

_ - feedback _

~ T~ ~
(— o -(®)
______ feedback ~

A message may become contaminated. This is the concept
usually calleéd noise, which was introduced from electronics and
has an exact meaning as electronic noise but has been used to
cover a multitude of phenomena in human communication. It
is usually defined as anything in the communication channel
which the sender did not intentionally put there. This may be
actual physical noise (a jet plane that comes over just as a
young man tries to whisper to his girl), distracting elements (a
bad accent or an unsuitable costume), competing elements
(someone else calling to the intended receiver, a big headline
or a picture elsewhere on the page to attract a man away from
the newspaper story he is reading), or any one of many other
things. It is a useful idea, though not a very tight one, because
it calls attention to the fact that a message (which is usually less
than perfect when it is encoded) is likely to suffer further dete-
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rioration before it is decoded and interpreted by a receiver,
and that in human communnication as well as electronic, a high
signal-to-noise ratio is to be desired.

_ feedback _ noise

ra ~<
@ = m A
\\\ P

\\\ //

S——— feedback

We have not yet introduced the framework of social relations
in which we said all communication necessarily functions.
These euter into the communication process on at least four
levels. First, there is the physical communication situation it-
self. Deutschmann '3 has usefully classified commuurication situ-
atious iu this way:

Private Face-to-face
communication (e.g., conversation)
Interposed

(c.g., telephone call, letter)
Publication Face-to-face Assembled
communication (c.g.. meeting, theater)
| Non-assembled
(c.g.. individual using
| radio, television, or
| newspaper)

He points out that different kinds of signs are likely to be used
in different situatious; for example, orthographic sigus in a let-
ter, spoken words and gestures in face-to-face and audio-visual
media situations, aud so forth.

He might also have said that the particularities of the situa-
tion themselves coustrain to some extent the kind of communi-
cation that goes on there, and the response that is likely to be
made to it. For example, a boy who wants to propose marriage
is more likely to do so in a private face-to-face situation than a
public meetiug or ou television. When he hears a political

'3 P. J. Deutschmann. *'The Sign-Situation Classification of Human Communi-
cation,” Journal of Communication 7. no. 2 (1957): 63—73.
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speech on radio in his apartment, he is unlikely to jump to his
feet, clap his hands, and shout, but this is exactly how he might
respond to the same speech at a political rally. Being with an
audience at such a rally would have an effect on his own re-
sponse. But consider the situation on a less global level. We
have already said something about the social setting of commu-
nication. One is unlikely to communicate, looking at a burglar
over a gun barrel, in the way one might communicate looking
at a pretty girl over a martini. One is unlikely to communicate
with one’s father in the same way as with a stranger, or with a
trusted friend in the same way as with a distrusted competitor.
In any of these cases, the very act of communication sets up a
functional group. The purpose of the group (e.g., to borrow a
cigarette or discuss marriage), the situation (a convertible in
the moonlight or a crowded subway car), and the relationship
which the participants bring into the situation (friends, ene-
mies, lovers, strangers) necessarily set up certain role patterns
of behavior.

In the third place, there are certain relevant groups whose
norms and role patterns are likely to have something to do
with what goes on in the communication process. We live in
groups (such as families and work groups), and many of our
most satisfying experiences occur in groups. We cherish and de-
fend the norms and beliefs of the groups we value, and we try
to follow the role patterns they give us to play. That is, if we
value church membership, we try to live according to the code
of the church; if we value our family life, we try to play the
part of a good father, or husband, or son, as we understand
those roles. It is only natural that when communication enters
an area where it touches one of our group memberships, we
should recall the norms and roles of the group and check the
communication against them. For example, a good church
member is unlikely to respond favorably to an attack on reli-
gion. A good family man is unlikely to respond favorably to
criticism of his children. In some cases a participant is likely to
check a communication directly with members of his valued
groups before he acts on it. Studies of adoption, for example,
have found that physicians are very likely to ask one of their
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good friends in the profession what his experience has been
with a new drug, and farmers are likely to ask other farmers
they admire for advice on adopting a new agricultural prac-
tice. 14

In the fourth place, the norms and constraints of the society
as a whole inevitably impinge on the communication process.
In any society there are things one does and things one simply
does not do, things one believes without challenge and ideas
one doesn’t entertain, because of the society one has grown up
in. Some figures and traditions can be challenged with impun-
ity; others, not. And not only the content, but the ways of com-
municating differ among societies. Many Latin Americans like
to talk to you from a distance of about eight inches, and they
feel very uncomfortable if they are forced to speak, say, from
the other side of a desk. A North American, on the other hand,
feels it is unnatural (except at a cocktail party) to talk much
closer than thirty inches, and there have been comical scenes
when a man from one continent has retreated all the way across
a room to keep what he regards as a respectable distance, all
the time followed closely by a man from the other continent
trying to keep his idea of a respectable distance. If you are in-
troduced to a girl in Germany, you can shake her hand; in
Spain, you can kiss her hand. In some countries there are re-
strictions on the freedom of children to play with other chil-
dren. In some countries you can start a conversation with any
stranger on the street; in other countries, an attempt to do so
will be scornfully rebuffed.

It may be well now to turn from the situation in which a
communicator displays signs which he hopes to share with a re-
ceiver, and talk about the signs themselves.

We have already spoken of the separateness of the message at
one point in the process. This is the case whether it exists as
the variations in air pressure which we hear as sounds, varia-
tions in light frequencies and intensities and patterns which we
see as print and pictures and movement and color, actions

4 See, for example, H. Menzel and E. Katz, “Social Relations and Innovation
in the Teaching Profession,” Public Opinion Quarterly 19 (1955): 337-52; E. M.
Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1963).



30 THE PROCESS AND EFFECTS OF MASS COMMUNICATION

which we perceive as touch, or chemicals in the air which we
smell. These physical manifestations have a separate existence
into which a receiver, according to his cultural background and
resources, will read some meaning or other. Meaning is thus a
cognitive and emotional thing; it exists within the participants.
It is the response a receiver makes to the signs that embody the
message.

Let us emphasize that meaning is more than a dictionary def-
inition; it is both cognitive and emotional, connotative as well
as denotative—the response of a whole personality to a set of
signs. A person learns these responses by associating signs with
referents (the things they refer to). He sees a dog, hears it,
touches it, smells it, observes how it behaves. Someone calls it a
dog, and after a time the word dog evokes from him some—not
all—of the responses he made to the experience of meeting an
actual dog. As he meets more dogs, he generalizes the word dog
to cover all these experiences. Thus his response to the sign
will not be precisely like his response to any particular dog—
especially if the dog is growling at him, or brushing affection-
ately against his leg—but it serves as a code for his stored mem-
ories of all these experiences. This is the way he learns most
signs, but he learns also from other signs. For example, many a
child who has never seen a wolf still learns to respond to the
word wolf by being told that it is like a big, fierce, wild dog—
or by seeing a picture of a wolf.

Thus the meaning anyone is able to read into signs depends
on his experience with them and their referents. The word air-
plane will mean nothing to a native of central New Guinea
who has never heard of or seen an airplane. A man who
knows only Russian and a man who knows only English would
have the greatest difficulty communicating in words, although
they might get messages through by gesture, pictures, or num-
bers. An Eskimo who has never seen any dogs other than husk-
ies will probably make a different response to the sign dog than
a city matron whose experience with dogs has been mostly with
poodles.

The similarity of meaning which Mr. A and Mr. B will per-
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ceive in a message depends on finding an area where the
experience of the two people is sufficiently similar that they
can share the same signs efficiently. If we think of the circle
around A and the circle around B in the following diagram as
their frames of reference, by which we mean their fund of usa-
ble experience, then the areas where they can communicate ef-
ficiently with each other are represented by the overlap of the
two circles:

A message is not as simple as it looks. Much of its potential
meaning lies outside the spoken words. Think of the cues that
accompany the words even when A says such a casual thing to
BB as, “Have a cigarette?” There will be information in the tone
and quality of the voice, the accent, the emphasis, the speed (is
the question drawled or spat out? said in a relaxed way, or
tensely?); in the gesture that accompanies the offer; in the fa-
cial expression; in the clothes (the advertisers have alerted us
all to “sincere” ties); in the stance (slouching? upright? close
and confidential, or far away?); in the place or the situation
chosen for this message (a candle-lit restaurant, a business of-
fice, a party?); in the associated odors (does he smell after li-
quor?) and touch (an arm around the girl?). These and other
cues—including the word signs actually spoken—make up the
total message to which the receiver responds. Compared to the
number and variety of cues that come with a face-to-face mes-
sage, certain media messages—a newspaper story, for example
—seem rather bare, because receivers concentrate on the
printed words. But the size and face of type will contribute
some additional meaning; the length of the story, size of the
headline, position on the page, and page on which the story is
printed will provide cues as to the importance of the item; the
picture that may accompany the story, the caption on the pic-
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ture, and the author’s by-line, if any, will tell us more. Thus
even in this case the message contains a considerable number of
nonverbal cues which contribute to the meaning.

In addition, a message has dimensions in time or space. It
has some structure. It has a balance and some distribution of
emphasis and weight. It may have a form that communicates
beauty and makes it pleasant to read or listen to or look at.
These qualities, too, contribute to the total response a receiver
makes to it.

Mr. A codes this message as well as he can, considering his
abilities, his resources, and the social constraints upon him. He
brings it out of its privacy and turns it loose, hoping that it
will meet the needs that led him to encode it. To this message
comes Mr. B. He has the same kind of resources as Mr. A—
certain skills for encoding and decoding; a set of learned re-
sponses to signs; certain beliefs and values, some lightly held,
some which he is prepared to defend stubbornly against any
change; certain loyalties to persons and groups, a sense of the
behavior expected of him as a member of those groups, and a
keen sense of the possible social consequences of going against
the norms of the groups he values. Mr. B comes to the message
asking, “What is it? Is it interesting enough to pay any atten-
tion to? What does it mean to me?” If he decides it is interest-
ing and promising enough, he selects some or all of the cues it
offers, interprets them according to his frame of reference, and
disposes of them according to his needs, his values, and the so-
cial imperatives and constraints he feels.

A number of years ago I suggested that a “fraction of selec-
tion” was probably operative at the time when a receiver made
a selection of messages. This, somewhat modified at the sugges-
tion of some of my colleagues, is perhaps worth repeating here:

likelihood of selection =
(perceived reward strength) — (perceived punishment strength)

(perceived expenditure of effort)

The fraction, of course, can be made larger either by increasing
the upper term, or decreasing the lower. It helps to explain
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why home television made so much dent in movie attendance
(less effort needed to enjoy programs at home), why jamming is
not entirely sufficient to stop the listening to foreign shortwave
broadcasts (some people want very badly to hear them), why
public library use falls off so sharply after the teen years, and so
forth. The reservation I have about this idea, however, is that
it implies a rationality that does not really bulk large in the
process of selection. Much selection must be accidental: a per-
son “just happens” to be where he can attend to a given mes-
sage. Much is impulsive. On the other hand, over the years a
person tends to seek the kinds of communication that have re-
warded him in the past—his favorite television programs, his
favorite columnists, the advisers he trusts. He has, therefore, a
built-in expectation of reward from looking in certain places.
Beyond that he tends, other things being equal, to select the
cues that are close at hand and easy to find in the glut of com-
municatioln.

social situation and relationships

frame of reference frame of reference

A
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This section began with several models of the communica-
tion process. We might conclude it with another model which,
though overly simplified, I have sometimes found useful in ex-
plaining how communication works. It is shown on the preceding

page.

Patterns of Function and Process

It would be inappropriate to deal at length with the effects
of communication at this point, because that topic will receive
major attention later in this volume. However, it may be worth
suggesting here that the goals of communication are related to
what goes on within the process. The four main types of
communication—informational, instructional, persuasive, and
entertaining—each require slightly different patterns of infor-
mation processing, and we may find it useful to set out some of
those differences in tabular form.

Let us be clear that these communication functions are not
often separated so clearly as the outline on pp. 36—47 might
suggest. Advertising is a combination of persuasion and infor-
mation, and in many cases it tries to attract attention and good
will by means of a strong entertainment component. A good
teacher tries to combine a little entertainment with his instruc-
tion, and he may try to persuade students to adopt a certain set
of values—at least to value learning. Any of us may try to give
information in an entertaining way, and an increasing number
of novels, dramas, and poems have persuasion as a secondary
goal.

It is noteworthy also that any of the communicators referred
to in the outline can function either on the professional or the
amateur level. For example, anyone can transmit information,
but a foreign correspondent is a highly trained and specialized
collector and transmitter of information. All of us engage in
persuasion, but certain people—advocates, advertisers, and po-
liticals, among others—do it professionally. A teacher may be a
highly trained and long-experienced graduate of a professional
college or school, or a mother helping her child learn to tie a
shoe. Any of us may tell a joke, but Bob Hope is a professional
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at it. And consequently, each of the functions has been institu-
tionalized in the mass media as well as in interpersonal dis-
course.

Nevertheless, the outline makes it clear that the intended
function of communication has something to do with what hap-
pens in the process.

Perhaps the part of the outline most in need of comment is
the concept of contract. Our role patterns and cultural value
systems make certain expectations of persons who enter into
communication relationships, and these requirements vary ac-
cording to the goals of the relationship. If it is to transmit in-
formation, then the communicator is expected to be knowl-
edgeable, accurate, and fair in his interpretations. The receiver
is expected to pay attention. If either one fails to live up to
these expectations, then the relationship results in disappoint-
ment or indignation. Similarly, both the teacher and the pupil
are expected to behave in certain ways. In return for attention
and obedience, the teacher is expected to know his subject and
present it well. An actor is expected to give a skilled perfor-
mance; in return, the audience is expected for the time to sus-
pend disbelief—not to apply reality tests to the drama, but to
live for a while in its world of imagination, and use its ambigu-
ities to stimulate their own imaginations. All these are
contracts—seldom expressed but nevertheless operative, and fa-
miliar to all of us. We act as though we had actually signed a
contract to behave in the expected way. In contrast, there is
really no contract involved in a persuasive situation. The re-
ceiver enters with his guard up; the communicator is restricted
only by anticipation of what might happen if his arguments or
promises were later proved false. Obviously, therefore, the per-
suader enters a communication relationship with certain handi-
caps that other communicators do not have, and it is not sur-
prising that a good advertiser, lawyer, or politician tries to
introduce other elements into the situation—entertainment,
for example, or a reputation for solid information along with
his persuasion.

Let us now add a few notes on what happens in each of these
four types of communication situations.



INFORMATIONAL INSTRUCTIONAL PERSUASIVE ENTERTAINING

COMMUNICATOR Any knowledgeable Teacher Any “support-seeker”  Professional or
person or change agent amateur per-
former

GOAL OF RELATIONSHIP

1. Communicator Transmit information  Transmit information; Bring about “yielding” Bring about enjoy-
stimulate further or other control of ment and some-
learning activity attitude or behavior times deeper

understanding

2. Receiver Test reality —usually  Learn what he is re- Hear the argument Pleasant or moving

in short-term con- quired to or wants or “sales pitch” emotional
text to learn — usually arousal —some-
for long-term use times a quest for

new insights

CuLTUrRAL CONTRACT

1. Communicator Expected to be good  Expected to be skilled  None Expected to be artist
reporter and well-informed or skilled per-
teacher former
2. Receiver Expected to be Expected to be atten-  None Expected to
attentive tive and studious, “willingly suspend
and follow disbelief,”” accept

directions ambiguity



SETTING

1. Interpersonal

2. Media

Anywhere

News media

Schools, or other
instructional group

Textbooks, ETV, etc.

Anywhere

Opinion or advertise-
ments in media

Theater, concert
hall, or other ap-
propriate social
setting

Entertainment media

EFFECTS

1. Reaction

2. Changes

Variously interest or
disinterest, grati-
tude, doubt

Storage of new and

relevant information,

to be absorbed in
cognitive bases of
behavior

Sometimes interest and
related learning
activity

Storage of the informa-
tion perceived as
relevant—emphasis
on storage for long-
term use in
problem-solving

Concern or rejection

Cognitive or behav-
ioral processes to
alleviate concern

“Arousal”

Few; sometimes new
repertoire for
social interaction,
or new under-
standings of en-
vironment

* This table owes something to Leonard Doob’s brilliant analysis of Communication in Africa (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1961), and still more to a table made for me by Professor Thomas Cook, of Northwestern University, who
has already been mentioned.
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The process of informing

Mrs. A. looked suspiciously at her husband, who had buried
his nose in a detective story while she was telling him the
neighborhood news. She concluded her story abruptly: “And
the horse ate up all our children.”

“That’s fine, dear,” he said, after a moment.

“Henry, did you hear a word I said?” she demanded indig-
nantly.

“No, dear,” he said, turning the page.

In this sad little story, the process of informing failed to
clear the first hurdle. It did not get attention.

We all go through life surrounded by a glut of messages.
These are far more than our senses can attend to, far more than
our nervous systems could handle. For example, when I drive
to work in the morning I pass through a city but perceive little
of it. I am busy selecting the cues that let me drive safely and
directly to my office. Only when I stop at a traffic light and
have a chance to look around for a minute do I appreciate how
much I am missing because of my selective attention and per-
ception.

The process of informational communication requires four
steps—four hurdles to be cleared: (1) to attract attention to it,
(2) to have it accepted, (8) to have it interpreted and—so the
communicator hopes—(4) stored away for later use.

How does one select the cues he attends to? We have dis-
cussed this in terms of the “fraction of selection” and have
pointed out that much selective exposure is accidental or im-
pulsive, rather than rational, but that nevertheless habits de-
velop out of long experience to make it more likely that a
given individual will select a given kind of communication
than another kind. It should be noted that the research on
selective exposure is by no means clear, and that in many cases
the experience of practitioners is as useful as the findings of
scholars.1%

News editors, advertisers, and other professional communica-

'3 Schramm, “How Communication Works,” in The Process and Effects of
Mass Communication.
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tors try to make the message appear more rewarding by appeal-
ing to the needs and interests of their intended audience—
some of them, like the beauties who advertise soft drinks, quite
remote from the rewards their users are likely to get from
accepting the product. They try to make it easier to get by
making their messages stand out with large headlines or color
or pictures, and by saturating the channels.

They tiy also to encode it and present it so as to eliminate
noise and interference as far as possible. One way to do this is
to build in redundancy where necessary. In school composition,
we are generally taught to avoid redundancy; in practical com-
munication, redundancy is cultivated to combat noise and in-
terference. Repetitions and examples are introduced where it
may be hard to get a point. In sending international news ca-
bles, important words are often repeated so that there will be
as little chance as possible of garbling them in transmission:
“WILL NOT—REPEAT NOT—ACCEPT TERMS,” the cable reads, and
no editor ever upbraids a correspondent for that kind of redun-
dancy.16

Once the message has been encoded as well as possible and
offered where it is likely to attract attention, then the sender
can do little more except be alert to the feedback from the re-
ceiver. A skilled speaker, for example, can “read” his audience
and adjust his communication to them. It is no longer possible
to do anything with the message that has gone, but he can still
add to it or correct it. And there is always next time.

Then it is up to the receiver. If he decides to give attention
to the message, then he must decide whether to accept it, and

'8 As a matter of fact, redundancy is built into all languages. It has been cal-
culated that if a reader of English is given the first, the first two, the first three,
or the first four letters of a large number of assorted words in an English pas-
sage, he is likely on the average to be able to predict the next letter in about
50 percent of the cases. Therefore, if he misses a letter or even a word, or if the
printer makes a typographical error, the reader has a good chance of getting the
meaning anyway. Incidentally, to illustrate the importance of a redundancy
figure such as we have just given, it is estimated that if English were as much as
8o percent redundant it would no longer be fun to work crossword puzzles, be-
cause the answers would come too easily. On the other hand, if the language
were only go percent redundant, then it would be easy to make three-dimen-
sional crossword puzzles.
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he must make his own interpretation. Acceptance will depend
largely on the face validity of the message itself, and on his
judgment of the sender’s credibility or prestige. A well-known
experiment in attitude change once used a series of messages
about the president of the United States, varying from very fa-
vorable to very unfavorable. One of them said that the presi-
dent was in favor of communism. The audience laughed and
refused to accept that message because of its lack of face valid-
ity.!7 On the other hand, many persons would tend to accept a
rather shocking news item in a distinguished paper like the
New York Times, because of the newspaper’s reputation for ac-
curacy.

If he accepts the message, then he will give it such interpre-
tation as his stored-up experience and his built-in values lead
him to give it. As we have said, he can only interpret in terms
of the responses he has learned. But one tends to interpret new
experiences, if possible, in ways that fit with old experiences
and accepted values. This sometimes leads to distortion, and
often to selecting the parts of a message that fit comfortably,
discarding the rest.

The use a receiver makes of any message depends on what he
needs from it. I remember a sad example of how well-intended
communication went awry when a certain educational adminis-
trator was subjected to very serious charges by a local newspa-
per. A distinguished academic committee was appointed to in-
vestigate the charges. They reported that the charge was
without foundation; there had merely been, they said, a “fail-
ure of communication” in the administrator’s department.
They saw their report as a vindication of the administrator
(after all, what department has not sometimes had “communi-
cation failures”?). But the newspaper paid very little attention
to the acquittal on the serious charge, and it trumpeted for
weeks the fact that the committee had found a “failure of com-
munication” involving the administrator. Ultimately, the ad-
ministrator resigned. The chagrined committee realized that
what had happened was that they (senders) and the newspaper
(receiver) had come to that communication with entirely differ-

17 Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum, The Measurement of Meaning.
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ent purposes. T'hey had thought to explain the trouble that
had occurred, and indicate that it was not too serious. The
newspaper, however, was out to get the administrator and sim-
ply seized upon the part of the message that would further its
purpose.

The process of informing people, then, is not as simple as it
might seem. In fact, it is beset by so many problems and pit-
falls that the constant flow of relatively accurate information in
human society may seem almost miraculous. That information
is shared in a usable fashion is a tribute both to the communi-
cation skills we learn and to the flexibility and adaptiveness of
the human organism.

The process of instruction

In Colombia, where the use of television for in-service train-
ing of teachers has been studied by a Stanford research team, it
was found that teachers learned a great deal from a televised
course on the new mathematics. But if they viewed the course
in groups, and discussed each lesson, they learned considerably
more than if they viewed alone; and they learned still more if
their groups had supervisors who directed the discussion.!®

The chief difference between the process of communication
used for teaching and for information is that it is necessary to
build some learning activities around the receiving end of the
chain. This is what the Colombia educators were doing when
they arranged for group discussion of each television lesson,
and the result they obtained has been proved out in many
other places.

Learning is an active thing. It comes from practicing re-
sponses. Lectures or textbooks alone are not enough. All teach-
ers become aware that progress in their classrooms comes about
not so much from what they teach as from what their students
go about learning: the skills they practice, the problems they
solve, the answers they seek.

For years teachers have built practice and discussion around
textbooks. The coming of instructional television provided a

8 This research was done by N. Maccoby and G. Comstock. A report is now
in press.
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stricter test of this proposition, because television could pro-
vide everything the classroom teacher could except personal in-
teraction with the pupils. In fact, it could do some things bet-
ter than most teachers (furnish excellent demonstrations and
teaching aids, for example), and it could share the best teach-
ing. And indeed it was found that pupils learned a great deal
from television courses. But they learned a great deal more
when a program of practice, discussion, and individual activity
was built around the television in the local classroom.

Therefore, a characteristic of instructional communication is
that it must provide for individual learning activities. The
same hurdles must be leaped as in any other kind of communi-
cation: attention, acceptance, interpretation, storing. But the
messages must be encoded in such a way, also, as to encourage
the pupil to rehearse the responses he is expected to learn, and
if possible active study and practice must be organized. Almost
nowhere in the world is one of the mass media being asked to
carry the whole burden of instruction alone. In the “outback”
country of Australia, where families often live several hundred
miles from the nearest town or school, both elementary and sec-
ondary education are offered by radio, but the radio lectures
are combined with correspondence study which requires the
pupils to submit lessons regularly and maintain contact with a
teacher by mail, and wherever possible the pupils are brought
together in groups of five or six every day to study together
under a supervisor. In Italy, where thousands have been taught
by television to read and do simple arithmetic, the process does
not work very well unless the pupils are brought together to
practice their new skills under supervision. In India, rural
adult education has been found to result in more learning and
more action if rural programs are piped into a discussion
forum.1?

Instructional communication presupposes a kind of contract
between teacher and pupil, just as does informational commu-
nication. On his part the teacher contracts to give the pupil a

19 See W. Schramm, P. H. Coombs, F. Kahnert, and J. Lyle, The New Media:
Memo to Educational Planners (Paris: International Institute for Educational

Planning, 1967).
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systematic view of useful knowledge, and to give him opportun-
ities to practice what he must learn. The pupil contracts for a
certain amount of trust in his teacher’s guidance, and a willing-
ness to engage in a certain amount of learning activity. Suppos-
edly, he comes wanting to learn. One of the teacher’s jobs is to
keep up this motivation, and if necessary increase it. If the
pupil is not motivated to learn, then, in effect, he does not sign
the contract, and the instructional communication is likely to
be wasted.

Like the informing process, instructional communication,
then, must achieve attention, interest, acceptance, an adequate
interpretation, and learning, and it is built upon a special con-
tract between sender and receiver. But it has a long-range
rather than a short-range learning goal, and it is expected to in-
corporate or stimulate certain additional activities on the part
of the receiver, in which respect it bears certain resemblances
to persuasive communication, as we shall now see.

The process of persuasion

About twenty years ago a series of delightful cartoons was
prepared to make fun of racial prejudice. It was thought that
this would provide a way to penetrate the defenses of preju-
diced people, and perhaps get them to laugh themselves out of
some of their rigidity on the subject of race relations. But the
most prejudiced people completely misinterpreted the cartoons,
and considered them to be really justifications of their own po-
sitions. For example, after looking at one cartoon that showed
a woman in a hospital refusing to accept a transfusion unless it
was “blue blood,” a prejudiced person said, *T'hat’s a very good
idea. I must warn my doctor to be careful about that if I ever
need a transfusion.” 20

The essential difference between instructional or informa-
tional, and persuasive, communication is that the former two
stress learning; persuasion stresses yielding. Each type of com-
munication must get the message over the several hurdles men-
tioned earlier. But for persuasion that is not enough. It is nec-

20 T'his is the " Mr. Biggoll” study. See Cooper and Jahoda, “The Evasion of
Propaganda.”
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essary also to set in motion some psychological dynamics by
which the receiver may bring himself to yield to the point of
view advocated by the persuader.

Of course, it is not so hard to implant new attitudes or en-
courage new behavior in a new area. For example, if our first
contingent of astronauts had come back from the moon with an
account of hostile and dangerous little green men, earthlings
would have been easily persuaded that they should view with
alarm this new threat. After all, we now have very little in our
mental files on the subject of moon men. But if we already had
long-time knowledge and strongly held attitudes toward moon
men, then it would not be such a simple matter to change
those. When a strong area is attacked directly, the message is
likely to be rejected or distorted as in the case just described.

Think of the situation in which persuasion takes place. We
have noted that there is no contract (as in entertainment or in-
struction) between sender and receiver (although skilled per-
suaders try to make use of other contractual norms—for exam-
ple. the door-to-door salesman uses social norms of politeness to
hold his audience at least for a little while). The sender is on
his own. He can choose the information and package it to fit
his goals. He can attract attention by entertainment (the pro-
grams accompanying the commercials), by saturating the per-
ceptual field (big type, loud commercials, parades, rallies), by
big names and big events. He can advance arguments, make
threats, offer rewards. He can even reward us on occasion for
role-playing the position he wants us to adopt. Caveat emptor!

As for the receiver, he comes with his defenses up (to the ex-
tent, at least, that he perceives the persuader as manipulative).
He is prepared to be skeptical. He has faced persuasion before.
He asks, “What is there for me in this message?” He comes
with a set of needs he wants to satisfy, and with a set of beliefs
and attitudes, some relatively flexible but many of which he is
prepared to defend stubbornly. He comes with a set of personal
relationships and loyalties, and he feels deeply dependent on
many of them. He comes with a set of perceptions of opportu-
nity and threat in the environment, which he is not prepared
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to change without seeing good evidence. On balance, the per-
suasion situation is a buyer’s, not a seller’s, market.

Probably the closest we have come to the kind of change that
might be brought about by discovery of dangerous little moon
men is the notorious panic caused by Orson Welles's broadcast,
in 1938, of a dramatization of “The War of the Worlds.” 2!
The more susceptible people believed the broadcast was real,
and that the invaders were actually sweeping everything before
them. Suddenly all their environmental support seemed to be
crumbling, and with it all their confidence in law and order,
and national power. Their need for self-preservation took con-
trol, and without bothering to check up on the broadcast they
took to the hills. Fortunately, this kind of persuasion has not
often been used, but the Welles incident illustrated dramati-
cally (1) the importance of not being perceived as manipula-
tive; (2) the effect of vague threat for which many receivers
could think of no defense; and (3) the use of a contractual cul-
ture norm—trust in radio as a disseminator of news.

The process of persuasion, so far as it is primarily a commu-
nication process (as distinguished, let us say, from the use of
force, or a training process like operant conditioning) consists
of introducing some information which leads the receiver to
reappraise his perception of his environment, and through that
to reappraise his needs and ways to meet them, or his social re-
lationships, or his beliefs and attitudes.

Suppose that the goal is a reappraisal of needs. One tactic is
to encourage a new social need (who felt a need for a hula
hoop before the fad was promoted?). Another is to make an old
need salient; for example, skillful enough advertising can make
us aware that we are hungry, and then it is relatively easy to
implant the idea that the client’s product might be just what
we are hungry for. Still another is to present a new way to sat-
isfy an old need (Brand X tastes better).

If the picture of reward and threat in the environment can
be changed sufficiently, then we can expect that this change

2! See H. Cantril, The Invasion from Mars (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1940), and article in this volume.
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will be reflected in a receiver’s estimate of his urgent needs at
the time and consequently in his attitudes and behavior. This
is one kind of change process on which communication might
have some effect.

A similar process can be triggered by changing a receiver's
percept of his social relationships. Every salesman, of course,
tries to establish himself as a friend and well-wisher of the pro-
spective buyer, so that his persuasion will be trusted. Many of
the most successful evangelists put a new convert at once into a
group of believers so that his decision will be socially rein-
forced. Many advertisements hold out the implied hope of
being able to join an admired group—for example, "men of
distinction,” ov the sponsors of a particular cause, or “the
Pepsi-Cola generation.”

One of the patterns which some nations have been reported
to use in attempts at “brainwashing” involves simultaneously
removing old social support and providing new support. A mil-
itary captive is removed from his officers (the authority struc-
ture) and ultimately from his fellow P.O.W.'s (friendship
group). He is allowed to receive no mail from home, and is
told that other captives have informed on him. These are all
steps to take away the sociai support for the values and behav-
ior patterns it is desired to change. Then he is put into a small
group where people are studying communist doctrine and writ-
ing “confessions” of their former "errors.” He is rewarded and
socially supported for every step he takes in the desired direc-
tion, and encouraged to build up new friendships among con-
verts. Obviously, such a radical change as persuading a soldier
to give up his loyalty to his country is not accomplished very
often, but the process is nevertheless clear: (1) undermine con-
fidence in existing social relationships, (2) offer new ones that
(3) reward a person for desired opinions and behavior.

Another tactic is to build up cross-pressures on a target. If a
person can be convinced that two groups he values, or two ad-
visers he trusts, disagree completely on the point at issue, then
he will be vulnerable to a suggestion that seems to offer a way
out of the inconsistency.

One of the most powerful processes that seems to be accessi-
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ble to persuasive communication is what we might call the
strain toward consistency. A great deal of research has been
done in the last ten years on consistency theory, which is based
on the premise that people are motivated to establish consist-
ency and will try to make their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors
consistent with each other. Heider was one of the first social
psychologists to make prominent use of this concept, and an
early example of a consistency theory was Newcomb’s A-B-X
model. Since that time, Festinger, Osgood and Tannenbaum,
Rosenberg, McGuire, and others have made important contri-
butions to consistency theory, which will be discussed and, in
some cases illustrated, later in this volume.22

When communication is used for persuasive purposes, then,
there are strong defenses against change in any attitudes and
beliefs that really matter to the holder—defenses that would
ordinarily reject a suggestion for change or distort it as the car-
toons we described at the beginning of this section were dis-
torted. It is necessary to breach those defenses in some way—to
implant information that will start a process of reappraisal and
reorganization.

The process of entertaining

“What do you think T. S. Eliot really meant by "The Hol-
low Men'?” asked Miss A, who is a high school senior.

“I don’t know,” her brother said. “Why doesn’t he write so
there’s no question what he means?”

“It wouldn’t be any fun if he did,” said Miss A.

The essential difference between the communication process
used for entertaining and other versions of the process is that
they operate under different ground rules, which are illus-
trated by the little exchange just quoted.

Entertaining requires the same steps as the others. The mes-
sage must be coded so as to be interpretable within the experi-

22 F, Heider, The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations (New York: Wiley,
1958); T. Newcomb, “An Approach to the Study of Communicative Acts,” in
Hare, Borgatta, and Bales, Small Groups (New York: Knopf, 1955). See also Fes-
tinger, 4 Theory of Cognitive Dissonance; McGuire, “Attitudes and Opinions";
Hovland and Rosenberg, Attitude Organization and Change.
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ence of the audience, it must appeal to audience needs and
interests, and it must so far as possible be designed to avoid the
hazards of noise and interference. It must gain attention, it
must be accepted, and it must be interpreted. Feedback is at
least as important in an entertainment situation as an informa-
tion one; in the case of live entertainment it is a crucial
element—if the artist cannot fit his act to his audience, he is a
failure—and in the case of media entertainment it is so impor-
tant that broadcasters spend millions of dollars each year on
learning about their audiences.

The chief difference lies in the unwritten contract between
sender and receiver. Entertainment requires of the receivers a
certain “willing suspension of disbelief.” Instead of requiring
full and accurate reporting and remaining skeptical of anything
that checks poorly with their picture of reality, the entertain-
ment audience must be willing to let down their defenses, go
along with a story or a spoof or a good joke, often agonize and
rejoice with a character who never lived or could live. Instead
of expecting simple, clear, unambiguous writing, they expect a
certain kind of artistic ambiguity and a host of latent mean-
ings.23 Poetry, for example, often uses figures of speech and in-
cidents that can be interpreted variously according to what a
reader finds in them, as Miss A recognized in the incident with
which we began this section.

The entertainer is expected to have more concern with form
than is the informational communicator. The way he writes or
speaks or moves is itself expected to give pleasure. He is ex-
pected to be imaginative rather than utilitarian, to write richly
rather than clearly, to tell a good story, to do an expert job of
turning a phrase or building a scene. In other words, whereas
informational communication asks for the skill of the reporter,
entertainment asks for the skill of the artist. Even on the level
of entertainment represented by the luncheon club joke, still a
good storyteller must be skillful at imitating dialects and know-
ing where to put the punch line. And he must be alert to audi-
ence feedback so that he knows how long to build up the story.

The receiver, on his part, is expected to be willing to iden-

23 See C. Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity (New York: Meridian, 1g55).
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tify with one or more of the characters, to put himself in their
places, to feel with them. In poetry and modern painting, he is
expected to enjoy ambiguity, rather than to let himself be frus-
trated by it. 'The question, “What did the author mean?” is
shunned by most modern writers and many modern teachers,
who prefer the question, “What does it mean to you?" In fact,
it is in works of art that we can appreciate the true separable-
ness of messages. For nearly three thousand years people have
enjoyed the /liad and the Odyssey without ever really knowing
much about who Homer was. For four hundred years viewers
of La Gioconda (the Mona Lisa) have enjoyed the portrait
and read their own interpretation into it, without knowing or
much caring what da Vinci thought it meant.

The intended effect of entertainment communication is also
different from that of the other types. Each of these, and nota-
bly instruction and persuasion, is basically concerned with a
long-term effect—storing information, continuing learning ac-
tivity and problem solving, attitude or behavioral change. En-
tertainment communication, on the other hand, is usually
aimed at an effect on the audience while it is exposed to the
entertainment. This does not mean that there are no long-term
effects of entertainment communication. We know, for exam-
ple, that children often imitate for a long time afterward what
they have seen on television. A fine drama may contribute in-
sights or change attitudes that will remain for a long time with
members of the audience. Aristotle developed a theory that the
effect of fine poetry or drama was to purge audiences of unwor-
thy sentiments, and all of us have seen that entertainment often
serves to reduce tensions. But the basic effect occurs during the
communication, and it is an emotional and aesthetic arousal,
quite different from the effects of any of the other kinds of
communication we have discussed.

A Note on Mass Communicalion

A question remains. Is the process of mass communication
any different from the process of interpersonal communication?
Mass communication is more complicated. A large organiza-
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tion is inserted into the communication chain, with its own in-
ternal communication, and its own need to inform itself, to ar-
rive at and carry out policy decisions, and to socialize its new
employees to roles and norms. Westley and Macl.ean have
spelled out some of these complications.??

This organization operates around a machine, and therefore
can duplicate messages and send them in great numbers
through space and time, and to a very large audience. Instead
of having to deal with a single receiver, or a small face-to-face
group, mass communication has an audience many of whom it
never sees or hears from. Feedback is weak, and the audience is
usually heterogeneous in abilities and interests.

Choosing the content is therefore more difficult than in in-
terpersonal communication, where the relationship is direct
and feedback is usually immediate. The mass medium has to
decide whether to program for the largest possible audience or
for segments of it, and how to divide time and energies if it de-
cides to program for different segments.

Furthermore, social demands and social controls on the mass
media are louder and stronger than on the individual. Any so-
ciety usually has rather definite ideas of what it wants its mass
media to be and do. It may exercise control on them through
law, executive action, economic support, or otherwise. This
further complicates the job of the media.

But on the whole the similarities between the processes of
mass and interpersonal communication are far greater than the
differences. Mass communication faces the same defenses. It
must jump the same hurdles: attention, acceptance, interpreta-
tion, and disposition. It requires the same kinds of contract be-
tween sender and receiver for entertainment and instruction. It
must depend on activating the same kinds of psychological dy-
namics if it is to persuade.

As we have said, the fashion was for a number of years to
worry about the great and awful power of mass communica-
tion, because of the enormous number of hours people gave to

24 B. Westley and M. MacLean, “A Conceptual Model for Communications
Research.”
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media entertainment and the size of media audiences for politi-
cal information. But the more scholars looked into the effect of
the media, the more they found that the same resistances to
change applied there as in person-to-person commurnication—
in fact, more strongly. People come to the media, as to other
messages, seeking what they want, not what the media intend
them to have. Because there are so many media and media
units, they have a considerable choice. They still have their de-
fenses up; they still defend their strongly held positions. Be-
cause of their distance from the media, and the relatively
isolated way of reading, viewing, or listening, they tend to
put even greater reliance on their social groups and their
advisers.

Katz, Lazarsfeld, and others discovered a phenomenon they
called the “two-step flow,” by which they meant that much of
the influence and information from the mass media reaches the
public through opinion leaders or influentials, who are great
users of the media and filter them for retransmission by inter-
personal channels.?> Later and longer looks at the “two-step
flow” lead us to think that it might be better called an “n-step
flow,” for the influentials have their own influentials to whom
they go for advice and information. However that may be, the
point is that interpersonal channels of information are func-
tioning side by side with the mass media channels, and these
interpersonal channels are exerting much of the influence in
society.

This is not to say that close and influential relationships may
not be built up between someone in the mass media and peo-
ple in the audience. Father Coughlin had the ability to build
such a relationship, and many dictators of our time have felt
that control of the media was essential to their power and con-
tinuing influence. The birthday and “get well” cards that some
people in the audience send to entertainers they do not know,
and even to cartoon or fictional characters who have never
lived, are other evidences of personal attachment. But there is

25 E. Katz, "The Two-Step Flow of Communication,” Public Opinion Quar-
terly 21 (1957): 61—78.
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good reason to think that the media in a democratic society, as
Lazarsfeld and Merton argue, are more likely to contribute to
the status quo than to great change; 26 and the less control on
the media, the less uniformity that is enforced upon them, the
more likely that they will not be able to impose any single pat-
tern of belief or conduct on their audiences.

It is the long-term effects—which are hardest to study—that
most concern us. Is the picture of environment that is being
presented by the mass media accurate and sufficiently com-
plete? In a sense, what the media do not carry might concern
us more than what they do carry. And what effect on tastes and
behavior can be predicted from the long hours now devoted to
television? There is evidence that television and films serve as a
model for much behavior.2” McLuhan has argued that the act
of carrying on so much of human communication through lines
of printed type signs reading horizontally may have a deleter-
ious effect on personality and culture, but this is not proven,
and in any case the whole trend in the last fifteen years has
been to devote more and more communication time to televi-
sion and films which McLuhan, contrary to many other critics,
regards as a salutary change.?8

Among the long-term effects, the most potent may well turn
out to be the less dramatic ones—not the gross anti-social ef-
fects, but the gradual building up of pictures of the world from
what the mass media choose to report of it; the gradual homo-
genization of images and behaviors over large populations, as a
result of the universality of the mass media; the granting of sta-
tus to persons who have access to the media. I once described
this effect as resembling the gradual building up of a stalag-
mite in a cave, from the constant drip-drip of calcareous water
upon it, each drop leaving a residue so small as to be invisible
until the dripping had continued for years. And not until

26 p. F. Lazarsfeld and R. K. Merton, “Mass Communication, Popular Taste,
and Organized Social Action,” in Schramm, ed.. Mass Communication, pp.
492-512, and in this volume.

27 For example. see A. Bandura. “Imitation of Film-Mediated Aggressive

Models,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 66 (1963): $—11.
28 M. McLuhan, Understanding Media (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1465).
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hundreds of years later could visitors see that the stalagmite
had grown and altered its shape. This kind of effect, rather
than quick and dramatic change, may be the chief impact of
the mass media on human society.






A. MEDIA AND MESSAGES OF MASS COMMUNICATION






INTRODUCTION

Media as Communication Institutions

As LONG As THERE HAS BEEN human communication, there
have been persons, organizations, and places that have served as
centers for the input and output of information. The traveler,
the scholar, the teacher, the merchant, and the gossip have
been such persons. The bazaar, the social club, the govern-
ment, in our time even the barber shop and beauty parlor,
have been such organizations. The rocks along the Oregon
Trail on which names and messages were scratched, the stone
on which the Roman Senate inscribed its decisions, and the
college bulletin board have been such places. All these have
shared the ability to auract information and distribute it
widely.

When mass media came into being—that is, when we
learned how to insert a machine into the communication pro-
cess, and print or film or broadcast the signs of communication
—the principal differences between the new media and the
more traditional media were in scale and in operation. Be-
tween the rock on the Oregon Trail and sixteenth-century
printing there is a quantum jump in the power to multiply
and distribute messages. Between the traveling minstrel and a
network news operation there is a quantum jump in the ability
to scan environment and distribute information about it. Be-
tween the village gossip and the news or documentary film
there is a quantum jump in the ability to share “what really
happened.” The enormity of these differences, the startling
power of the mass media to leap space, telescope time, and
make information portable and preservable, gives them a kind
of social impact that the more traditional media never had.

A second difference is that the mass media require an organi-
zation to operate them. Behind a newspaper or a news broad-
cast stand thousands of professionals and technicians. The mak-
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ing of a book or magazine or film requires a large capital
investment, sophisticated equipment, and many highly trained
persons working skillfully together. Consequently, the mass
media have taken on many of the characteristics and social con-
straints of other large social institutions and organizations. As
Dekleur makes clear in the paper immediately following, they
form a social system which is tightly integrated with the whole
of the American economic institution, and closely related also
to the political system.

Looked at from the media side, therefore, communication
through mass media channels seems considerably different from
communication through the more traditional channels. l.ooked
at from the university classroom, the two processes seem differ-
ent, too, because students of communication note at once that
there is a fundamental difference in feedback from receiver to
sender of messages. In personal communication, feedback is
usually quick and extensive; in mass communication, usually
slow and weak. But when the process is looked at by the mem-
bers of society at whom mass communication is chiefly aimed,
these differences seem less sharp and less significant.

Communication flows constantly through society, touching
every member. Some of it comes through personal channels,
some through mass media. To a user, it makes really very little
difference through what channel it arrives; he is concerned,
rather, with what use he can make of it and how much he can
rely upon it. Any message from the mass media enters into a
flow of communication that is already in progress. In most
cases, therefore, it does not retain its identity. It is picked up
and relayed through personal channels. It is reinterpreted, re-
told, redirected. If it represents any significant suggestion for
change, it is sure to be discussed and debated. If the discussion
is of broad enough interest, it is likely to be continued in the
media—an interview, quotation, statement, letter, public
speech, panel discussion. If anyone in the audience decides to
make a significant change as a result of the communication that
has come to him, he is likely to return to the media for reassur-
ance and confirmation.

Thus mass and personal communication interact and supple-
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ment each other. The rural sociologists studying diffusion of
innovation discovered that different kinds of communication are
more likely to be used at different points in the adoption pro-
cess: for example, the mass media to bring about awareness,
personal channels during the period of evaluation and deci-
sion, and both mass and personal communication when confir-
mation is desired.

We have not included in this volume an article on the two-
step flow of communication, although that is perhaps the
best-known concept of the relationship of mass to personal
channels. We made this decision because the theory is pres-
ently in flux, and a succeeding theory has not yet clearly
emerged. A reader who wants a summary of late thinking on
this topic can look at Everett M. Rogers’s volume, Communica-
tion of Innovations: A Cross-Cultural Approach (Glencoe, Ill.:
The Free Press, 196q).

The concept of the two-step flow arose out of a classic study
of the 1940 presidential election by Lazarsfeld and others,
which was published in 1944 as The People’s Choice. The re-
search team found, somewhat to their surprise, that almost no
votes seemed to have been directly influenced by the mass
media. Rather, the evidence appeared to indicate that “ideas
often flow from radio and print to opinion leaders and from
these to the less active sections of the population.”

This two-step flow model was highly useful, both in sparking
a number of field research studies and in casting doubt upon
the long-held “hypodermic needle” or “bullet” theory of mass
media effect. The two-step model turned attention to the im-
portance of personal influence, as distinct from media influ-
ence, and to the interactive process among communication
channels.

Therefore, the concept of a two-step flow has proved fruitful;
but the more research that has been done, the clearer it has be-
come that the model as stated is too simple to represent reality.
Later campaign studies showed that many voters do not seek
any personal advice at all. Many nonleaders are not followers of
opinion leaders. The process of personal influence itself is
much more diffused and complicated than the model suggests.
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There is no very general dichotomy between leaders and fol-
lowers, and leaders have others who influence them, who in
turn have others, and so forth. Opinion leadership, as Rogers
has pointed out, is a continuous variable. Rogers, Katz (who
has written perhaps most definitely about the two-step flow),
and others including the present authors have concluded that
the two-step flow model must be reconceptualized in terms of
an “n-step” or “multi-step” flow, in which there are many relay
points from channel to channel and a much more complex pat-
tern of influence than was previously assumed.

In other words, the communication institutions we call mass
media sometimes reach a member of the audience directly with
their information and ideas, sometimes second-hand, or third-
or fourth-hand, and sometimes in a form considerably different
from the original. In some situations the media may have a di-
rect effect, but more often the effect of mass communication, if
any, must derive from whatever the media contribute to the
ongoing flow of personal communication, and their interaction
with the patterns of influence, norms, and learned behavior
that exist in society.

But even though the process of effect may be complicated,
and effects often hard to prove, still it is hard to doubt the po-
tency of the media as social institutions. In the following pages
Lasswell analyzes their functions from a political base, but in a
way that makes it easy to generalize far beyond political process
to the functioning of the social system as a whole. The last four
papers, in different ways, deal with the significance of the fact
that so much of society’s information now necessarily comes
through the mass media. McLuhan postulates an effect from
the nature of the medium, regardless of the content; he argues
that it makes a difference in human life whether environment
is seen through personal communication, or print, or televi-
sion. Boorstin, Rivers, and the Langs, however, are concerned
more with content, and with the performance of media person-
nel, than with the physical nature of the medium per se. They
recognize the social constraints upon media performance, but
they are not happy with the clarity and balance of the picture
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of environment being provided through media channels. The
enormous power and responsibility delegated to a social insti-
tution when it is assigned to act as the eyes and ears of society
becomes clearly evident upon a reading of these papers.






MELVIN L. DEFLEUR

Mass Media as
Social Systems

When we say that the mass media constitute a social institution or a
social system, precisely what kind of system are we talking about?
How does it work? And why has the system been able to resist, as
well as it has, continuing attacks and criticism? These are questions
that DeFleur takes up in this chapter. He advances the provocative
idea that the “low-taste” content of the media is the key element in
their social system, because it caters to the taste of persons who
make up the largest segment of the market and thus maintains the
financial equilibrium and stability of the media system. This is one
reason why mass media have been so secure in the face of attack.
Dr. DeFleur is chairman of the department of sociology at Washing-
ton State University. The following paper is a chapter from his
book, Theories of Mass Communication, published and copyrighted
1970 by David McKay Company, New York. It is printed here by
permission of the author and the copyright holder.

WHILE THE mass communication research and theory of the
recent past and of the contemporary period has almost uni-
formly stressed “effects” as the major object of explanation, it
has been repeatedly suggested in the present volume that there
are other, and possibly equally important, aspects of the media
that deserve theoretical and empirical attention. One of the
most challenging of such issues concerning these media is their
ability to survive and for long periods of time provide their au-
diences with content which the more artistically sensitive elite
has regularly condemned as being in bad taste or even down-
right dangerous. There has been a continuous dialogue carried
on between the more educated and conservative elements of so-
ciety and those who are either in control of the media or who
serve as their spokesmen. This issue of “elite culture” vs. “mass
culture” has on some occasions stirred debate in the highest po-
litical, educational, religious, and legal circles of the nation. A
long series of court battles has been fought over books, maga-
zines, and other forms of print which their publishers claim are



64 MEDIA AND MESSAGES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

“artistic” but which public prosecutors maintain are “porno-
graphic.” Attempts to censor motion pictures at the community
and state levels have also provided occasions for extensive legal
actions. The freedom of speech principle vs. statutory prohibi-
tions of lewd, lascivious, or salacious portrayals provide ample
grounds for lively discussion. Even Congress periodically enters
this controversy when it investigates television content, comic
books, or other media to determine if they are causally related
to juvenile delinquency or cause some other form of deviant
conduct.

In these encounters, the media seldom or never emerge un-
scathed. At the very least, they nearly always evoke strong criti-
cism. Whether the situation is a formal hearing before a con-
gressional committee, or simply the reflections of some
well-known literary figure giving his views on the worth of
media content, the ordinary fare of the mass media of commu-
nication has been universally and roundly condemned by socie-
ty’s political, educational, and moral leaders.

Such hostility has deep historical foundations. Plato may
have provided the opening round in the controversy long be-
fore the mass media themselves were ever invented. In his com-
mentary on the training of the children who were to become
the leaders of his ideal Republic, he saw the mass culture of his
day as posing a threat to the minds of the young:

Then shall we simply allow our children to listen to any sto-
ries that anyone happens to make up, and so receive into their
minds ideas often the very opposite of those we shall think they
ought to have when they are grown up?

No, certainly not [replies Glaucon].

It seems, then, our first business will be to supervise the mak-
ing of fables and legends, rejecting all which are unsatisfactory;
and we shall induce nurses and mothers to tell their children
only those which we have approved. . . . Most of the stories
now in use must be discarded.!

' The Republic of Plato, trans. Francis M. Cornford (London: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1954). pp. 68—69.
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This theme—popular entertainment is harmful to the minds
of the young—has been a consistent one from the very begin-
nings of mass communication. It has been claimed from time to
time that such charges can be validated by scientific evidence,
but repeatedly this evidence has turned out to be less than con-
vincing.? Social scientists insist that any important conclusions
about the effects of the media be supported by solid evidence.
Because of such insistence upon data rather than emotion, they
sometimes find themselves in the awkward position of seeming
to defend the media when actually they are simply refusing to
accept the inadequately supported claims of critics. Most social
scientists today are quite wary of any simple answers or unveri-
fied conclusions concerning causal relations between media
content and undesirable conduct.

However, the insistence that conclusions be based upon ade-
quate evidence has never deterred the literary critic from
charging the media with a deep respousibility for society’s
problems. Most nineteenth-century American writers at some
point in their careers took time to criticize and condemn the
newspaper for superficiality and distortion. The following ex-
cerpts from the pens of well-known and influential literary fig-
ures are samples of the climate of opinion prevailing among
the literati during the time when the mass newspaper was dif-
fusing through the American society:

Henry David Thoreau (written just prior to 1850):

The penny-post is, commonly, an institution through which
you seriously offer a man that penny for his thoughts which is
so safely offered in jest. And I am sure that I have never read
any memorable news in a newspaper. If we read of one man
robbed, or murdered, or killed by accident, or one house
burned, or one vessel wrecked, or one steamboat blown up, or
one cow run over on the Western Railroad, or one mad dog
killed, or one lot of grasshoppers in the winter—we never need

2 Examples of such claims are Herbert Blumer and Philip Hauser, Movies,
Delinquency and Crime (New York: Macmillan, 1933), and more recently Fred-
erick C. Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent (New York: Rinehart and Com-
pany, 1954). (The latter is a bitter denunciation of comic books.)
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read of another. If you are acquainted with the principle, what
do you care for a myriad instances and applications? To a phi-
losopher all news, as it is called, is gossip, and they who read it
and edit it are old women over their tea.3

Thomas Carlyle (written about 1860):

But indeed the most unaccountable ready-writer of all is,
probably, the common editor of a Daily Newspaper. Consider
his leading articles; . .. straw that has been thrashed a
hundred times without wheat; ephemeral sound of a sound
. . . how a man buckles himself nightly with new vigor and in-
terest to this thrashed straw, nightly thrashes it anew . . . this
is a fact remaining still to be accounted for in human physiol-

ogy.*
Samuel Clemens (written in 1873):

That awful power, the public opinion of this nation, is
formed and molded by a horde of ignorant self-complacent sim-
pletons who failed at ditching and shoemaking and fetched up
in journalism on their way to the poorhouse.®

Stephen Crane (written about (1895):

A newspaper is a collection of half-injustices
Which, bawled by boys from mile to mile,
Spreads its curious opinion

To a million merciful and sneering men,
While families cuddle the joys of the fireside
When spurred by tale of lone agony.

A newspaper is a court
Where everyone is kindly and unfairly tried
By a squalor of honest men.

A newspaper is a market
Where wisdom sells its freedom
And melons are crowned by the crowd.

3 Henry David Thoreau. Walden, or, Life in the Woods, vol. 2 (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1854) pp. 148-49.

4 Thomas Carlyle, Critical and Miscellaneous Essays, vol. 2 (London: Chap-
man and Hall, 1899), p. 77.

5 Samuel Clemens, Mark Twain's Speeches (New York: Harper, 1923), p. 47.
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A newspaper is a game
Where his error scores the player victory,
While another’s skill wins death.

A newspaper is a symbol;

It is a feckless life’s chronicle,

A collection of loud tales
Concentrating eternal stupidities,
That in remote ages lived unhaltered,
Roaming through a fenceless world.®

As each of the remaining media arrived on the American
scene, they too were denounced for their assault on the morals
and intelligence of the nation, or at least for bringing about a
deterioration of public taste. The motion picture, popular
music on radio, comic books, and of course violence on televi-
sion have all been the subject of accusation, claim, and counter-
claim.

But in spite of the intensity of this exchange, and in spite of
the respectability, power, and authority of those who have been
most vocal in their criticisms, the media continue year after
year to deliver to their audiences the same popular and superfi-
cial fare! There may be minor fluctuations in the acceptability
to the elite of the content of a particular medium during any
given period, but in the long run, from their point of view,
media content is showing no impressive indications that it is
raising its cultural level.

The tenacity and stability of the mass media generally in the
face of such a long history of criticism by powerful voices needs
explanation. 'The problem at first seems deceptively simple.
One tempting answer is that the media appeal to the masses
and the masses want the kind of content they get and so the
media continue to give it to them. Such a conclusion is, of
course, correct as far as it goes, but it does not account for the
relative ineffectiveness of the critics, who are often, in fact, per-
sons of substantial influence. Unfortunately, also, it is tautolog-

8 Quoted in Milton Ellis, Louise Pound, and George W. Spohn, 4 College
Book of American Literature, vol. 1 (New York: American Book Company,

1939), p- 704.
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ical as well as superficial, and it is more a description than an
explanation.

A promising approach to understanding the relationship be-
tween mass media content and public taste, and for accounting
in part for the remarkable continuity in the (low) cultural
level of media content, is provided by viewing the media as so-
cial systems which operate within a specific external system—
the set of social and cultural conditions that is the American
society itself.

General sociological theory has become increasingly preoccu-
pied with the nature of social systems. Of particular interest are
the functional relationships prevailing between parts of such
systems, and the consequences that particular items occurring
within the system have in maintaining the stability of the sys-
tem as a whole. In certain respects, this rise of interest in the
analysis of social phenomena as occurring within the bounda-
ries of social systems represents a renewal of interest in the the-
oretical strategies of the past. A more complex terminology has
replaced the outmoded organic lexicons of Spencer and Ward,
but there remain many similarities between the sociological an-
alyses of the two periods.

One of the major dissimilarities, however, is that the analysis
of social systems concerns itself with the patterns of action ex-
hibited by individuals or subgroups who relate themselves to
each other within such systems. (The older organic analogies
were less specific.) A social system is, for this reason, an
abstraction—but one not too far removed from the observable
and empirically verifiable behaviors of the persons who are
doing the acting.

The actions of any given human being generally follow the
expectations imposed upon him by the cultural norms of his
society and of those who interact with him. Cultural norms,
then, in the form of the expectations regarding conduct that
people in a group have of each other, are an inseparable part of
a social system in reality. Yet, by concentrating not upon such
expectations, but upon the visible conduct of people attempt-
ing to fulfill these expectations, stable systems of social action
can be mapped out, various parts or components of such sys-
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tems can be identified, and the contributions toward stability
made by a given repetitive form of action in a system can be in-
ferred and, hopefully, verified.

We might add that it is clearly recognized that individual
human beings who are acting out their roles within a system
(or any other stimulus field) have internal feelings, thoughts,
attitudes, and other value orientations that are in some part de-
terminants of their action. These internal psychological behav-
iors in reality play important parts in shaping the manner in
which individual actors in a given system of action play out
their parts. However, within a particular social system (a given
family, community, factory, etc.) the range of variation of these
psychological influences cannot be too great or the system
would disintegrate. As one leading group of social scientists has
put it: “Indeed, one of the most important functional impera-
tives of the maintenance of social systems is that the value-ori-
entations of the different actors in the same social system must
be integrated in some measure in a common system. All ongo-
ing social systems do actually show a tendency toward a general
system of common cultural orientations. The sharing of value-
orientations is especially crucial, although consensus with re-
spect to systems of ideas and expressive symbols are also very
important determinants of stability in the social system.” 7

The social system, then, is a complex of stable, repetitive,
and patterned action that is in part a manifestation of the cul-
ture shared by the actors, and in part a manifestation of the
psychological orientations of the actors (which are in turn de-
rived from that culture). The cultural system, the social system,
and the personality systems (of the individual actors), there-
fore, are different kinds of abstractions made from the same
basic data, namely, the overt and symbolic behaviors of individ-
ual human beings. They are equally legitimate abstractions,
each providing in its own right a basis for various kinds of ex-
planations and predictions. Generally speaking, it may be diffi-
cult or nearly impossible to analyze or to understand fully one
such abstraction without some reference to the others.

7 Talcott Parsons and Edward Shils, eds., Toward a General Theory of Ac-
tion (New York: Harper and Row, 1962), p. 24.
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But, granted that the term “social system” is a legitimate sci-
entific abstraction, how does this general conceptual strategy
help in understanding the mass media of communication? To
answer this question, we need to understand in greater detail
exactly what is meant by the term social system, and what type
of analysis it provides. To aid in providing such understanding
we turn briefly to several ideas that are important aspects of
the study of social systems. One of the most important of these
ideas is the concept of the function of some particular repeti-
tive phenomenon (set of actions) within such a system. For it
was with questions about a particular repetitive phenomenon
(the continuous production and distribution of media content
in “low” cultural taste) that the present chapter began. The
fact that such content has long survived the jibes of influential
critics was said to require explanation. One form of explana-
tion will be provided by noting the “function” of such a repeti-
tive phenomenon within some stable system of action. The
term function in the present context means little more than
consequence. To illustrate briefly, we might hypothesize that
the repetitive practice of wearing wedding rings on the part of
a given married couple has the function (consequence) of re-
minding them as well as others that the two are bound together
by the obligations and ties that matrimony implies. This prac-
tice thereby contributes indirectly to maintaining the perma-
nence of the marriage—the stability of that particular social
system. The practice is in a sense “explained” by noting its
contribution to the context within which it occurs. A compari-
son of a number of such systems with and without this particu-
lar item (but in other respects matched) would test the asser-
tion.

In the above example, the social system is a relatively simple
one. There are only two “components,” and each of these hap-
pens to be an individual. Their patterns of action are derived
both from the individual psychological make-up of the partners
and from the cultural norms concerning marriage prevailing in
their community, social class, and society. It is a miniature sys-
tem in equilibrium, although it would not remain long in
equilibrium unless the “needs” of the system remained satis-
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fied. For example, such a system requires that the partners per-
form roles that meet the expectations each has of the other and
the expectations the community has of married couples. This
can be thought of as a “need” for adequate role performance,
without which the equilibrium of the system would be endan-
gered. Other “needs,” related to economic matters and emo-
tional satisfactions, could be cited.

More complex illustrations of social systems can easily be
pointed to, where the “components” of the system are not indi-
vidual persons, but subsystems. A department store, for exam-
ple, is a complex social system consisting of the actions of man-
agerial personnel, buyers, sales persons, the clerical staff,
customers, transportation workers, stock boys, a janitorial team,
and security employees. Each of these components is a smaller
system of action within the broader system of the store itself,
and it in turn is a complex system of action carried out within
the context of the external social conditions of the community.
In spite of the complexity, any given set of repetitive actions
might be analyzed in terms of its contribution to maintaining
the system in equilibrium, or even as contributing to its dis-
equilibrium. The granting to employees of the right to buy
merchandise at cost could have the function (consequence) of
maintaining their morale and loyalty, and thus such behavior
would contribute fairly directly to the maintenance of the sys-
tem. Rigid insistence on the observance of petty rules, such as
docking the pay of an employee who on rare occasions was late
for work, might be disruptive of such morale and loyalty, and
by contributing to labor turnover it could be dysfunctional. In-
stead of contributing to the maintainance of the system, it
could cause disruptions and disequilibrium. Such inductively
derived conclusions would be subject to testing for validity, of
course, but the functional analysis would have generated the
hypothesis to be tested (an important role of theory).

A “functional analysis,” then, focuses upon some specific phe-
nomenon occurring within a social system. It then attempts to
show how this phenomenon has consequences that contribute
to the stability and permanence of the system as a whole. The
phenomenon may, of course, have a negative influence, and if
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so, it would be said to have “dysfunctions” rather than “func-
tions.” The analysis is a strategy for inducing or locating hy-
potheses that can be tested empirically by comparative studies
or other appropriate research methods.

The analysis of social systems is extremely difficult. In fact,
this strategy for the study of social phenomena is at the fore-
front of general sociological theory. There are no infallible
rules that specify precisely how to locate and define the exact
boundaries of a given social system, particularly if it is rela-
tively complex. There are as yet no completely agreed upon
criteria for establishing the linkages between the components
of a system, and there are no standard formulae for uncovering
the precise contribution that a given repetitive form of action
makes to the equilibrium of a system. A functional analysis of
the contribution of some item to the stability of a system, then,
is a procedure that is somewhat less than completely rigorous.
But in spite of this source of potential criticism, this strategy
for studying and understanding complex social phenomena
seems to hold a great deal of promise.

The basic logic of functional analysis has been described by
Hempel with clarity and precision: “The object of the analysis
is some ‘item’ i, which is a relatively persistent trait or disposi-
tion . . . occurring in a system s . . . and the analysis aims to
show that s is in a state, or internal condition, ¢; and in an en-
vironment presenting certain external conditions ¢, such that
under conditions ¢, and ¢, (jointly referred to as c) the trait {
has effects which satisfy some ‘need’ or ‘functional require-
ment’ of 5, i.e., a condition n which is necessary for the system's
remaining in adequate, or effective, or proper, working
order.” 8

How can this type of analysis be applied to the mass media?
First, as has been suggested in the previous paragraphs of the
present chapter, the portion of the content of the mass media
that is in “low™ cultural taste or provides gratifications to the
mass audience in such a manner that it is widely held to be po-
tentially debasing can be defined as “item i’ (in Hempel's

8Carl G. Hempel, “The Logic of Functional Analysis,” in Llewellyn Gross,
Symposium on Sociological Theory (New York: Harper, 1959), p. 280.
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terms, above). It is fully recognized that there are very serious
problems with such a conceptualization right at the beginning.
It would be difficult in practice to construct a set of calegories
under which to analyze the content of the media so that mate-
rial of “low” cultural taste can readily be identified. It would
be difficult, but actually it would not be altogether impossible.
Excessive violence, the portrayal of criminal techniques, horror
and monster themes, open pornography, suggestive music, and
dreary formula melodramas are typical categories of content
that arouse the ire of critics. There would probably be consid-
erable disagreement as to the exact content that should be in-
cluded in any given category. There would also be debates over
the number of categories to be used. Nevertheless, it is theoret-
ically possible to identify the content of any given medium that
is most objected to by the largest number of critics.

We will not actually carry out the exercise for the purposes
of the present discussion. However, we will assume that given
sufficient time and resources, and using survey techniques,
preference scales, attitude measuring instruments, and other re-
search procedures now available that the content of any given
medium could be divided roughly into something like the fol-
lowing three categories.

Low-taste content. This would be media content widely distrib-
uted and attended to by the-mass audience, but which has con-
sistently aroused the ire of critics. Examples would be crime
drama on television which emphasizes violence, openly porno-
graphic motion pictures, daytime serials, confession magazines,
crime comics, suggestive music, or other content that has been
widely held to contribute to a lowering of taste, disruption of
morals, or stimulation toward socially unacceptable conduct
(whether or not such charges are true).

Nondebated content. This would be media content, widely dis-
tributed and attended to, about which media critics have said
very little. It is not an issue in the debate over the impact of
the media on the masses. Examples would be television weather
reports, some news content, music that is neither symphonic
nor popular, many magazines devoted to specialized interests,
motion pictures using “wholesome” themes, and many others.
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Such content is not believed either to elevate or lower tastes,
and it is not seen as a threat to moral standards.

High-taste content. This would be media content sometimes
widely distributed but not necessarily widely attended to. It is
content that media critics feel is in better taste, is morally
uplifting, educational, or is in some way inspiring. Examples
would be serious music, sophisticated drama, political discus-
sions, art films, or magazines devoted to political commentary.
Such content is championed by critics as the opposite of the
low-taste material, which they see as distinctly objectionable.

It is, of course, to the first of the above categories that we
wish to direct most of our attention. This will constitute the
“item i” in the logical scheme outlined by Hempel. It is the re-
petitive phenomenon whose contribution to the media (as a so-
cial system) needs analysis. However, it would also be possible
to study the other two categories with somewhat parallel
perspectives, but this will receive relatively little attention in
the present discussion.

Having focused upon the repetitive “item i,” we need now to
begin to identify the boundaries of the social system within
which this phenomenon occurs, so that eventually the contri-
bution it makes to the system can be inductively hypothesized.

Rather than developing a purely descriptive scheme that will
apply only to a single medium, it will be more fruitful to at-
tempt to develop a general conceptual scheme into which any
or all of the media could be placed, with suitable minor modi-
fications in details. Such a general scheme will emphasize the
similarities between media, particularly in terms of relation-
ships between the components in the system. If the same gen-
eral regularities appear to prevail between the parallel compo-
nents of several media in much the same way, such a
conclusion would suggest that such regularities constitute a
class of events that follows patterns occurring naturally, given
the conditions under which they have been arranged. This, of
course, opens the door for explanatory analyses—the inductive
construction of hypotheses. The first step in the development
of explanatory theory is the location of classes of events that
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seem to occur in much the same way, given the presence of
specified conditions. This, indeed, may point to the value of a
functional analysis, where events are viewed as occurring
within social systems. Such a functional analysis itself is not a
theory, nor is the description of an abstract social system a
theory. This approach is a strategy of investigation that hope-
fully will identify classes of events and the ways they are related
to each other in systematic linkages. These can then become
the explicanda of deductive nomological theories that are capa-
ble of “explanation” in the more rigorous sense.?

The first major component of the social system of mass com-
munication is the audience. As has been suggested in previous
chapters and as is perfectly clear from elementary observation,
this is an exceedingly complex component. The audience is
stratified, differentiated, and interrelated in the many ways
which social scientists have studied for years. The several theo-
ries, previously discussed, indicate some of the major variables
that play a part in determining how this component will oper-
ate within the system. The individual differences theory, the
social categories theory, and the social relationships theory all
point to behavioral mechanisms that determine the patterns of
attention, interpretation, and response of an audience with re-
spect to content of a given type.

The rough typology of content suggested earlier in the pre-
sent chapter is in some degree related to the characteristics of
this audience. Organizations devoted to research, to measuring
the preferences of media audiences, or to various forms of mar-
ket research provide information to those responsible for select-
ing the categories of content that will be distributed to the au-
dience. There is a link, then, between the audience as a
component in the system and the market research-rating service
organizations as a second component. In purely theoretical
terms, both components are role systems themselves, and are
thus actually subsystems. This is in a sense a one-way link. For
very minor (or usually no) personal reward, the audience mem-
ber selected for study provides information about himself to
such an agency. Information flows from the audience compo-

9 For a more complete analysis of these issues, see ibid., pp. 271-76.
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nent to the research component, but very little flows back.
This linkage between components is by comparison relatively
simple.

The content itself, of whatever type, flows from some form of
distributor to the audience. The role system of the distributor
component varies in detail from one medium to another. In ad-
dition, there are several somewhat distinct sybsystems within
this general component. First, there are local outlets, which are
likely to be in the most immediate contact with the audience.
The local newspaper, the local theater, the local broadcasting
station play the most immediate part in placing messages be-
fore their respective audiences. But inseparably tied to them
are other subsystems of this general component. Newspaper
syndicates, broadcasting networks, or chains of movie theaters
pass content on to their local outlets. The link between these
two subsystems is a two-way one. The local outlet provides
money and the larger distributor supplies content. Or, the link-
age may be that the local outlet provides a service, and the
distributor (who is paid elsewhere) provides money.

The relationship between audience and distributor seems at
first to be mostly a one-way link. The distributor provides en-
tertainment content (and often advertising), but the audience
provides little back in a direct sense. However, it does provide
its attention. In fact, it is precisely the attention of the audi-
ence that the distributor is attempting to solicit. He sells this
“commodity” directly to his financial backer or sponsor. In ad-
dition, as we have noted, the audience supplies information to
the research component and this is indirectly supplied to the
distributor in the form of feedback so that he may gauge the
amount of attention he is eliciting. The linkages between com-
ponents grow more complex as we seek the boundaries of the
system.,

To the audience, the research, and the distributing compo-
nents, we may add the role system of the producer of content.
This component’s primary link is with the financial backer (or
sponsor) component and with the distributor, from whom
money is obtained and for whom various forms of entertain-
ment content are manufactured. There are a host of subsystems
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included in this producer component, depending upon the par-
ticular medium. Examples are actors, directors, television pro-
ducers, cameramen, technicians, foreign correspondents, wire
service editors, film producers, labor union leaders, publishers,
copy editors, clerical staff, and many, many more.

Linking the sponsor, distributor, producer, and research or-
ganization are the advertising agencies. Paid primarily by the
sponsor, this component provides (in returu) certain ideas and
services. For the most part, it provides the distributor with ad-
vertising messages. It may have links with the research compo-
nent as well.

Over this complex set of interrelated components, there are
other subsystems that exert control. The legislative bodies, at
both the state and national level, which enact regulative stat-
utes concerning the media, constitute an important part of
such a control component. Another important part of this role
subsystem is the official regulative agencies which implement
the policies which have been legislated. The link between the
legislative body (control component) and the audience is of
course one of votes and public opinion, to which the compo-
nent is presumably sensitive and dependent. Information lines
between audience, legislative bodies, and regulatory agencies
are more or less open.

To the regulatory components whose role definitions are
found in legal statutes can be added the private voluntary asso-
ciations that develop “codes” and to some degree serve as a con-
trol over the distributors. Such distributors provide them with
money, and they in turn provide surveillauce and other serv-
ices.

The regulatory subsystems draw definitions of permissible
and nonpermissible conteut from the general set of external
conditions within which this extremely complicated system op-
erates. Surrounding the eutire structure as an external condi-
tion are our society's general norms concerning morality, and
the expressions that these find in formal law. Similar, although
less likely to be incorporated into law, are our general cultural
norms aud beliefs regardiug what will be likely to entertain or
otherwise gratify Americans. Thus we seldom see traditional
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Chinese opera, but frequently see western horse opera. We sel-
dom hear the strains of Hindu temple music, but frequently
hear the “strains” and other noises of the latest singer whom
teenagers admire. If our interests run to more serious fare, we
are likely to hear the music of a relatively small list of Euro-
pean or American composers who created their works within a
span of about three centuries. Or we are likely to view ballet,
opera, drama, etc., of a fairly limited number of artists whose
products are defined by our society as of lasting interest.

Each of the several media will fit into this general model of a
social system in slightly different ways. A complete description
of each of the media separately would be tedious. Indeed, each
could well occupy the contents of an entire book. Opotowsky
has attempted just such a detailed analysis of the television in-
dustry, although he does not use the social system concept.10

To add to the complexity of this conceptual scheme, it must
be remembered that although each medium constitutes a some-
what separate social system in itself, the media are also related
to each other in systematic ways. Thus, we may speak of the en-
tire set of communication media, including those which have
not been specifically analyzed in the present volume, as the
mass communication system of the United States.

The structure of this mass communication system has been
heavily influenced by the general social, political, economic,
and cultural conditions that were current during the period
when our mass media were developing and remain as impor-
tant sociocultural forces in the society within which they oper-
ate. Due to their importance for understanding our media as
they are today, these conditions were analyzed in some detail in
earlier chapters. Our free enterprise beliefs, our views of the le-
gitimacy of the profit motive, the virtues of controlled capital-
ism, and our general values concerning freedom of speech con-
stitute further external conditions (in addition to those related
to moral limits and cultural tastes) within which the American
mass communication system operates.

Within the system itself, the principal internal condition is,

19 Stan Opotowsky, TV: The Big Picture (New York: Collier Books, 1962).



8o MEDIA AND MESSAGES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

of course, a financial one. Most of the components in the sys-
tem are occupational role structures which motivate their in-
cumbent personnel primarily through money. To obtain
money, they are all ultimately dependent upon the most cen-
tral component of all—the audience. Unless its decisisions to
give attention, to purchase, to vote, etc., are made in favorable
ways, the system would undergo severe strain and would even-
tually collapse.

Almost any dramatic change in the behavior of the audience
would cause the most severe disruption in the system for any
given medium. In an earlier chapter, the swift acquisition of
television sets by the movie audience was plotted. The conse-
quence of attention loss to the motion picture theater as a mass
medium was shown to be severe.

Such disruptions are infrequent, but they do occur. The key
to heading off dramatic changes in audience behavior, of
course, is to provide entertainment content of a type that will
satisfy and motivate the largest possible number of audience
members to carry out their roles in accord with the needs of
the system. Such content will, in other words, maintain the
equilibrium of the system. The ideal, from the standpoint of
the system, is content that will capture the audience member’s
attention, persuade him to purchase goods, and at the same
time be sufficiently within the bounds of moral norms and
standards of taste so that unfavorable actions by the regulatory
components are not provoked.

The type of entertainment content that seems most capable
of eliciting the attention of the largest number of audience
members is the more dramatic, low-taste content. Films, televi-
sion plays, newspaper accounts, or magazine stories that stress
physical violence, brutality, sexual gratification, earthy humor,
slapstick, or simple melodrama appeal most to those whose edu-
cational backgrounds are limited. Their prior socialization has
not provided them with sensitive standards for appreciation of
the arts or for judging the cultural, educational, or moral mer-
its of a given communication within complex frameworks. In
the affluent American society, it is this type of audience mem-
ber who is by far the most numerous. He has purchasing power
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in sufficient abundance so that his combined influence on the
market can be overwhelming. He is in full possession of the
media. He subscribes to a daily paper, has several radio receiv-
ers, and owns a television set. He also goes to the movies occa-
sionally. In fact, there are ample data showing that he spends
considerably more time with the media than his more educated
and possibly more affluent fellow citizen. While the college
graduate in the middle or upper-middle class is going to a con-
cert, having a bridge party, or attending a play, the family with
considerably less education and lower occupational status is
happily enjoying a popular comedian or a variety show on
their television set. Furthermore, there are about five of the lat-
ter type of family for every one of the former. Not only are
they considerably more numerous, but they all use laundry de-
tergent, toothpaste, deodorants, gasoline, cigarettes, and beer in
the same amount or perhaps to an even greater degree per fam-
ily than the more well-to-do. In short, they are the most numer-
ous units in the market, units whose tastes must be catered to if
the system is to survive. The manufacturer of razor blades who
sells millions of his product per day to American men does not
care at all if his customer has a college degree or is nearly illit-
erate. If he shaves and can be persuaded to buy the manufac-
turer’s blades via mass-communicated advertisements, this is all
the manufacturer requires. If it takes a western melodrama
filled with blood and thunder to attract the consuming unit’s
attention to the advertisement, so be it. If that small segment
of the population who are highly educated or who have refined
tastes do not find the end result culturally uplifting, that is just
too bad. If they want culture, let them go to the opera. If they
turn on their television sets, they had better be prepared to lis-
ten to advertisements about razor blades and the vehicles that
can bring them to the attention of the most massive number of
consuming units. No matter what the critics say, these are the
elementary facts of economic life within which the American
mass communication system operates.

What we have called low-taste content is the key element in
the social system of the media. It keeps the entire complex to-
gether. By continuously catering to the tastes of those who con-
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stitute the largest segment of the market, the financial stability
of the system can be maintained. The critic who provokes pub-
lic attention by denouncing media content or by proclaiming
that there is a causal connection between media content and so-
cially undesirable behavior may temporarily receive some rec-
ognition. He may also achieve some temporary disturbance in
the system, or if he is persistent enough he may ultimately even
displace some specific form of low-taste content from a given
medium altogether. Thus, if quiz shows are found to be
“rigged,” or if popular “disc jockeys” are discovered receiving
“payola” (a fee for repeatedly playing a song in order to make
it popular), the audience may be temporarily disaffected. How-
ever, low-taste content comes in such a variety of forms that the
temporary or even permanent absence of one minor form does
not alter the major picture. Critics have been complaining
about newspaper concentration on crime news for a century,
and there has been no noticeable abatement in the reporting of
such stories. Critics of the soap opera may have breathed a sigh
of relief several years ago when these programs at last disap-
peared from radio. However, their joy must have been short-
lived when such daytime serials turned out to be quite popular
with television viewers, so popular in fact that at present writ-
ing one has even invaded the prime evening hours.

When a formula is discovered for eliciting attention and
influencing purchasing decisions from any large segment of the
audience, it will be abandoned by the media only with great re-
luctance, if at all. The broadcast ball game, the star comedian,
the family situation comedy, the western thriller, the detective
story, the adventures of the private investigator, and the drama
of the courtroom now are beginning to rank with such time-
honored formulae as the sob story, the funnies, the sex-murder
account, the sports page, and the disclosure of corruption in
high places as attention-getting devices that can bring the eye
or ear of the consumer nearer to the advertising message.

In short, the social system of the mass media in the United
States is becoming more and more deeply established. Some fu-
ture changes can be expected in the kind of content which it
will produce to maintain its own equilibrium, but these will be
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slow in coming and minor in nature. As the educational level
of the average citizen slowly rises in our society, there is some
prospect that his tastes will change. On the other hand, as stan-
dards of sexual morality become increasingly liberal, the tastes
of a slightly more educated mass audience may still demand in-
creasingly frank portrayals in film and television drama. Stan-
dards of other types may change or fail to change in equally
complex ways.

At present, however, the function of what we have called
low-taste content is to maintain the financial equilibrium of «
deeply institutionalized social system which is tightly inte-
grated with the whole of the American economic institution.
The probability that our system of mass communication in this
respect can be drastically altered by the occasional outbursts of
critics seems small indeed.

In the present volume the mass media have been viewed
from a considerable variety of theoretical perspectives, and in
each case it was suggested that there was a close link between
the general theories of the more basic social sciences and the
interpretations students of communication have given of the
media. As these general images of man have changed, so have
theories of mass communnication. T'o some it may appear that a
considerable inefficiency of effort is involved. This may be
true. But hopefully, these changes, revisions, and new direc-
tions have not been simple random variations. Bit by bit, the
development of theory in mass communication, with a corre-
sponding accumulation of supporting empirical evidence, will
enable us to understand better how societies influence their
media, how the communicative act takes place via the mass
media, and how mass communication content influences the
members of society.
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structure the thinking of a whole generation of communication
scholars and students. It contains his well-known formula for de-
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in The Communication of Ideas, edited by Lyman Bryson, pub-
lished and copyrighted by the Institute for Religious and Social
Studies, New York, in 1948. It is here reprinted by permission of
the author and the publisher.

The Act of Communication

A CONVENIENT WAY to describe an act of communication is to
answer the following questions:

Who

Says What

In Which Channel
To Whom

With What Effect?

The scientific study of the process of communication tends to
concentrate upon one or another of these questions. Scholars
who study the “who,” the communicator, look into the factors
that initiate and guide the act of communication. We call this
subdivision of the field of research control analysis. Specialists
who focus upon the “says what” engage in content analysis.
Those who look primarily at the radio, press, film, and other
channels of communication are doing media analysis. When
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the principal concern is with the persons reached by the media,
we speak of audience analysis. 1f the question is the impact
upon audiences, the problem is effect analysis.

Whether such distinctions are useful depends entirely upon
the degree of refinement which is regarded as appropriate to a
given scientific and managerial objective. Often it is simpler to
combine audience and effect analysis, for instance, than to keep
them apart. On the other hand, we may want to concentrate on
the analysis of content, and for this purpose subdivide the field
into the study of purport and style, the first referring to the
message, and the second to the arrangement of the elements of
which the message is composed.

Structure and Function

Enticing as it is to work out these categories in more detail,
the present discussion has a different scope. We are less inter-
ested in dividing up the act of communication than in viewing
the act as a whole in relation to the entire social process. Any
process can be examined in two frames of reference, namely,
structure and function; and our analysis of communication will
deal with the specializations that carry on certain functions, of
which the following may be clearly distinguished: (1) the sur-
veillance of the environment; (2) the correlation of the parts of
society in responding to the environment; (3) the transmission
of the social heritage from one generation to the next.

Biological Equivalences

At the risk of calling up false analogies, we can gain perspec-
tive on human societies when we note the degree to which
communication is a feature of life at every level. A vital entity,
whether relatively isolated or in association, has specialized
ways of receiving stimuli from the environment. The single-
celled organism or the many-membered group tends to main-
tain an internal equilibrium and to respond to changes in the
environment in a way that maintains this equilibrium. The re-
sponding process calls for specialized ways of bringing the parts
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of the whole into harmonious action. Multi-celled animals spe-
cialize cells to the function of external contact and internal cor-
relation. Thus, among the primates, specialization is
exemplified by organs such as the ear and eye, and the nervous
system itself. When the stimuli receiving and disseminating
patterns operate smoothly, the several parts of the animal act in
concert in reference to the environment (“feeding,” “fleeing,”
““attacking™).!

In some animal societies certain members perform special-
ized roles, and survey the environment. Individuals act as “sen-
tinels,” standing apart from the herd or flock and creating a
disturbance whenever an alarming change occurs in the su:-
roundings. The trumpeting, cackling, or shrilling of the senti-
nel is enough to set the herd in motion. Among the activities
engaged in by specialized “leaders” is the internal stimulation
of “followers” to adapt in an orderly manner to the circum-
stances heralded by the sentinels.

Within a single, highly differentiated organism, incoming
nervous impulses and outgoing impulses are transmitted along
fibers that make synaptic junction with other fibers. The criti-
cal points in the process occur at the relay stations, where the
arriving impulse may be too weak to reach the threshold which
stirs the next link into action. At the higher centers, separate
currents modify one another, producing results that differ in
many ways from the outcome when each is allowed to continue
a separate path. At any relay station there is no conductance,
total conductance, or intermediate conductance. The same cate-
gories apply to what goes on among members of an animal so-
ciety. The sly fox may approach the barnyard in a way that
supplies too meager stimuli for the sentinel to sound the alarm.
Or the attacking animal may eliminate the sentinel before he
makes more than a feeble outcry. Obviously there is every gra-
dation possible between total conductance and no conductance.

!"To the extent that behavior patterns are transmitted in the structures in-
herited by the single animal, a function is performed parallel to the transmis-
sion of the “social heritage™ by means of education.
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Attention in World Society

When we examine the process of communication of any state
in the world community, we note three categories of specialists.
One group surveys the political environment of the state as a
whole, another correlates the response of the whole state to the
environment, and the third transmits certain patterns of re-
sponse from the old to the young. Diplomats, attachés, and for-
eign correspondems are representative of those who specialize
on the environment. Editors, journalists, and speakers are cor-
relators of the internal response. Educators in family and
school transmit the social inheritance.

Communications which originate abroad pass through se-
quences in which various senders and receivers are linked with
one another. Subject to modification at each relay point in the
chain, messages originating with a diplomat or foreign corre-
spondent may pass through editorial desks and eventually
reach large audiences.

If we think of the world attention process as a series of atten-
tion frames, it is possible to describe the rate at which compa-
rable content is brought to the notice of individuals and
groups. We can inquire into the point at which “conductance”
no longer occurs; and we can look into the range between
“total conductance” and “minimum conductance.” The metro-
politan and political centers of the world have much in com-
mon with the interdependence, differentiation, and activity of
the cortical or subcortical centers of an individual organism.
Hence the attention frames found in these spots are the most
variable, refined, and interactive of all frames in the world
community.

At the other extreme are the attention frames of primitive
inhabitants of isolated areas. Not that folk cultures are wholly
untouched by industrial civilization. Whether we parachute
into the interior of New Guinea, or land on the slopes of the
Himalayas, we find no tribe wholly out of contact with the
world. The long threads of trade, of missionary zeal, of adven-
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turous exploration and scientific field study, and of global war
reach far distant places. No one is entirely out of this world.

Among primitives the final shape taken by communication is
the ballad or tale. Remote happenings in the great world of af-
fairs, happenings that come to the notice of metropolitan audi-
ences, are reflected, however dimly, in the thematic material of
ballad singers and reciters. In these creations faraway political
leaders may be shown supplying land to the peasants or restor-
ing an abundance of game to the hills.

When we push upstream of the flow of communication, we
note that the immediate relay function for nomadic and remote
tribesmen is sometimes performed by the inhabitants of settled
villages with whom they come in occasional contact. The re-
layer can be the school teacher, doctor, judge, tax collector, po-
liceman, soldier, peddler, salesman, missionary, student; in any
case he is an assembly point of news and comment.

More Detailed Equivalences

The communication processes of human society, when exam-
ined in detail, reveal many equivalences to the specializations
found in the physical organism and in the lower animal socie-
ties. The diplomats, for instance, of a single state are stationed
all over the world and send messages to a few focal points. Ob-
viously, these incoming reports move from the many to the few,
where they interact upon one another. Later on, the sequence
spreads fanwise according to a few-to-many pattern, as when a
foreign secretary gives a speech in public, an article is put out
in the press, or a news film is distributed to the theaters. The
lines leading from the outer environment of the state are func-
tionally equivalent to the afferent channels that convey incom-
ing nervous impulses to the central nervous system of a single
animal, and to the means by which alarm is spread among a
flock. Outgoing, or efferent, impulses display corresponding
parallels.

The central nervous system of the body is only partly in-
volved in the entire flow of afferent-efferent impulses. There
are automatic systems that can act on one another without in-
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volving the “higher” centers at all. The stability of the internal
environment is maintained principally through the mediation
of the vegetive or autonomic specializations of the nervous sys-
tem. Similarly, most of the messages within any state do not in-
volve the central channels of communication. They take place
within families, neighborhoods, shops, field gangs, and other
local contexts. Most of the educational process is carried on the
same way.

A further set of significant equivalences is related to the cir-
cuits of communication, which are predominantly one-way or
two-way, depending upon the degree of reciprocity between
communicators and audience. Or, to express it differently,
two-way communication occurs when the sending and receiving
functions are performed with equal frequency by two or more
persons. A conversation is usually assumed to be a pattern of
two-way communication (although monologues are hardly un-
known). The modern instruments of mass communication give
an enormous advantage to the controllers of printing plants,
broadcasting equipment, and other forms of fixed and special-
ized capital. But it should be noted that audiences do “talk
back,” after some delay; and many controllers of mass media
use scientific methods of sampling in order to expedite this
closing of the circuit.

Circuits of two-way contact are particularly in evidence
among the great metropolitan, political, and cultural centers of
the world. New York, Moscow, London, and Paris, for exam-
ple, are in intense two-way contact, even when the flow is se-
verely curtailed in volume (as between Moscow and New
York). Even insignificant sites become world centers when they
are transformed into capital cities (Canberra, Australia; An-
kara, Turkey; the District of Columbia, U.S.A.). A cultural
center like Vatican City is in intense two-way relationship with
the dominant centers throughout the world. Even specialized
production centers like Hollywood, despite their preponder-
ance of outgoing material, receive an enormous volume of mes-
sages.

A further distinction can be made between message control-
ling and message handling centers and social formations. The
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message center in the vast Pentagon Building of the War De-
partment in Washington transmits with no more than acciden-
tal change incoming messages to addressees. This is the role of
the printers and distributors of books; of dispatchers, linemen,
and messengers connected with telegraphic communication; of
radio engineers and other technicians associated with broad-
casting. Such message handlers may be contrasted with those
who affect the content of what is said, which is the function of
editors, censors, and propagandists. Speaking of the symbol spe-
cialists as a whole, therefore, we separate them into the manip-
ulators (controllers) and the handlers; the first group typically
modifies content, while the second does not.

Needs and Values

Though we have noted a number of functional and struc-
tural equivalences between communication in human societies
and other living entities, it is not implied that we can most
fruitfully investigate the process of communication in America
or the world by the methods most appropriate to research on
the lower animals or on single physical organisms. In compara-
tive psychology when we describe some part of the surround-
ings of a rat, cat, or monkey as a stimulus (that is, as part of the
environment reaching the attention of the animal), we cannot
ask the rat; we use other means of inferring perception. When
human beings are our objects of investigation, we can inter-
view the great “talking animal.” (This is not that we take ev-
erything at face value. Sometimes we forecast the opposite of
what the person says he intends to do. In this case, we depend
on other indications, both verbal and nonverbal.)

In the study of living forms, it is rewarding, as we have said,
to look at them as modifiers of the environment in the process
of gratifying needs, and hence of maintaining a steady state of
internal equilibrium. Food, sex, and other activities which in-
volve the environment can be examined on a comparative
basis. Since human beings exhibit speech reactions, we can in-
vestigate many more relationships than in the nonhuman spe-
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cies.? Allowing for the data furnished by speech (and other
communicative acts), we can investigate human society in terms
of values; that is, in reference to categories of relatiouships that
are recognized objects of gratification. In America, for example,
it requires no elaborate technique of study to discern that
power and respect are values. We can demoustrate this by lis-
tening to testimony, and by watching what is done when op-
portunity is afforded.

It is possible to establish a list of values current in any group
chosen for investigation. Further than this, we can discover the
rank order in which these values are sought. We can rank the
members of the group according to their positions in relation
to the values. So far as industrial civilization is concerned, we
have no hesitation in saying that power, wealth, respect, well-
being, and enlightenment are among the values. If we stop
with this list, which is not exhaustive, we can describe on the
basis of available knowledge (fragmentary though it may often
be) the social structure of most of the world. Since values are
not equally distributed, the social structure reveals more or less
concentration of relatively abundant shares of power, wealth,
and other values in a few hands. In some places this concentra-
tion is passed on from generation to generation, forming castes
rather than a mobile society.

In every society the values are shaped and distributed ac-
cording to more or less distinctive patterns (institutions). The
institutions include communications which are invoked in sup-
port of the network as a whole. Such communications are the
ideology; and in relation to power we can differentiate the po-
litical doctrine, the political formula, and the miranda.® These
are illustrated in the United States by the doctrine of individu-
alism, the paragraphs of the Constitution, which are the for-

2 Properly handled, the speech event can be described with as much reliabil-
ity and validity as many nonspeech events which are more conventionally used
as data in scientific investigations.

3 These distinctions are derived and adapted from the writings of Charles F.
Merriam, Gaetano Mosca, Karl Mannheim, and others. For a systematic exposi-
tion, see Harold D. Lasswell and Abraham Kaplan, Power and Sociely (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1950).
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mula, and the ceremonies and legends of public life, which
comprise the miranda. The ideology is communicated to the
rising generation through such specialized agencies as the home
and school.

Ideology is only part of the myths of any given society.
There may be counterideologies directed against the dominant
doctrine, formula, and miranda. Today the power structure of
world politics is deeply affected by ideological conflict, and by
the role of two giant powers, the United States and Russia.
The ruling elites view one another as potential enemies, not
only in the sense that interstate differences may be settled by
war, but in the more urgent sense that the ideology of the
other may appeal to disaffected elements at home and weaken
the internal power position of each ruling class.

Social Conflict and Communication

Under the circumstances, one ruling element is especially
alert to the other, and relies upon communication as a means
of preserving power. One function of communication, there-
fore, is to provide intelligence about what the other elite is
doing, and about its strength. Fearful that intelligence chan-
nels will be controlled by the other, in order to withhold and
distort, there is a tendency to resort to secret surveillance.
Hence international espionage is intensified above its usual
level in peacetime. Moreover, efforts are made to “black out”
the self in order to counteract the scrutiny of the potential
enemy. In addition, communication is employed affirmatively
for the purpose of establishing contact with audiences within
the frontiers of the other power.

These varied activities are manifested in the use of open and
secret agents to scrutinize the other, in counterintelligence
work, in censorship and travel restriction, in broadcasting and
other informational activities across frontiers.

Ruling elites are also sensitized to potential threats in the in-
ternal environment. Besides using open sources of information,
secret measures are also adopted. Precautions are taken to im-
pose “security” upon as many policy matters as possible. At the
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same time, the ideology of the elite is reaffirmed, and counter-
ideologies are suppressed.

The processes here sketched run parallel to phenomena to
be observed throughout the animal kingdom. Specialized agen-
cies are used to keep aware of threats and opportunities in the
external environment. The parallels include the surveillance
exercised over the internal environment, since among the
lower animals some herd leaders sometimes give evidence of
fearing attack on two fronts, internal and external; they keep
an uneasy eye on both environments. As a means of preventing
surveillance by an enemy, well-known devices are at the dis-
posal of certain species, e.g., the squid’s use of a liquid fog
screen, the protective coloration of the chameleon. However,
there appears to be no correlate of the distinction between the
“secret” and “open” channels of human society.

Inside a physical organism the closest parallel to social revo-
lution would be the growth of new nervous connections with
parts of the body that rival, and can take the place of, the exist-
ing structures of central integration. Can this be said to occur
as the embryo develops in the mother’s body? Or, if we take a
destructive, as distinct from a reconstructive, process, can we
properly say that internal surveillance occurs in regard to can-
cer, since cancers compete for the food supplies of the body?

Efficient Communication

The analysis up to the present implies certain criteria of efh-
ciency or inefficiency in communication. In human societies
the process is efficient to the degree that rational judgments are
facilitated. A rational judgment implements value goals. In ani-
mal societies communication is efhicient when it aids survival,
or some other specified need of the aggregate. The same cri-
teria can be applied to the single organism.

One task of a rationally organized society is to discover and
control any factors that interfere with efficient communication.
Some limiting factors are psychotechnical. Destructive radia-
tion, for instance, may be present in the environment, yet re-
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main undetected owing to the limited range of the unaided or-
ganism.

But even technical insufficiencies can be overcome by
knowledge. 1n recent years shortwave broadcasting has been in-
terfered with by disturbances which will either be surmounted,
or will eventually lead to the abandonment of this mode of
broadcasting. During the past few years advances have been
made toward providing satisfactory substitutes for defective
hearing and seeing. A less dramatic, though 1o less important,
development has been the discovery of how inadequate reading
habits can be corrected.

There are, of course, deliberate obstacles put in the way of
communication, like censorship and drastic curtailment of
travel. To some extent obstacles can be surmounted by skillful
evasion, but in the long run it will doubtless be more efficient
to get rid of them by consent or coercion. '

Sheer ignorance is a pervasive factor whose consequences
have never been adequately assessed. Ignorance here means the
absence, at a given point in the process of communication, of
knowledge which is available elsewhere in society. Lacking
proper training, the personnel engaged in gathering and dis-
seminating intetligence is continually misconstruing or over-
looking the facts, if we define the facts as what the objective,
trained observer could find.

In accounting for inefficiency we must not overlook the low
evaluations put upon skill in relevant communication. Too
often irrelevant, or positively distorting, performances com-
mand prestige. In the interest of a “scoop,” the reporter gives a
sensational twist to a mild international conference, and con-
tributes to the popular image of international politics as
chronic, intense conflict, and little else. Specialists in communi-
cation often fail to keep up with the expansion of knowledge
about the process; note the reluctance with which many visual
devices have been adopted. And despite research on vocabu-
lary, many mass communicators select words that fail. This
happens, for instance, when a foreign correspondent allows
himself to become absorbed in the foreign scene and forgets
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that his home audience has no direct equivalents in experience
for “left,” “center,” and other factional terms.

Besides skill factors, the level of efficiency is sometimes ad-
versely influenced by personality structure. An optimistic,
outgoing person may hunt “birds of a feather” and gain an un-
corrected and hence exaggeratedly optimistic view of events.
On the contrary, when pessimistic, brooding personalities mix,
they choose quite different birds, who confirm their gloom.
There are also important differences among people which
spring from contrasts in intelligence and energy.

Some of the most serious threats to efficient communication
for the community as a whole relate to the values of power,
wealth, and respect. Perhaps the most striking examples of
power distortion occur when the content of communication is
deliberately adjusted to fit an ideology or counterideology. Dis-
tortions related to wealth not only arise from attempts to influ-
ence the market, for instance, but from rigid conceptions of
economic interest. A typical instance of inefficiencies connected
with respect (social class) occurs when an upper-class person
mixes only with persons of his own stratum and forgets to cor-
rect his perspective by being exposed to members of other
classes.

Research in Communication

The foregoing reminders of some factors that interfere with
efficient communication point to the kinds of research which
can usefully be conducted on representative links in the chain
of communication. Each agent is a vortex of interacting envi-
ronmental and predispositional factors. Whoever performs a
relay function can be examined in relation to input and out-
put. What statements are brought to the attention of the relay
link? What does he pass on verbatim? What does he drop out?
What does he rework? What does he add? How do differences
in input and output correlate with culture and personality? By
answering such questions it is possible to weigh the various fac-
tors in conductance, no conductance, and modified conduct-
ance.
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Besides the relay link, we must consider the primary link in
a communication sequence. In studying the focus of attention
of the primary observer, we emphasize two sets of influences:
statements to which he is exposed; other features of his envi-
ronment. An attaché or foreign correspondent exposes himself
to mass media and private talk; also, he can count soldiers,
measure gun emplacements, note hours of work in a factory, see
butter and fat on the table.

Actually it is useful to consider the attention frame of the
relay as well as the primary link in terms of media and nonme-
dia exposures. The role of nonmedia factors is very slight in
the case of many relay operators, while it is certain to be signif-
icant in accounting for the primary observer.

Attention Aggregates and Publics

It should be pointed out that everyone is not a member of
the world public, even though he belongs to some extent to the
world attention aggregate. To belong to an attention aggregate
it is only necessary to have common symbols of reference.
Everyone who has a symbol of reference for New York, North
America, the western hemisphere, or the globe is a member re-
spectively of the attention aggregate of New York, North Amer-
ica, the western hemisphere, the globe. To be a member of the
New York public, however, it is essential to make demands for
public action in New York, or expressly affecting New York.

The public of the United States, for instance, is not confined
to residents or citizens, since noncitizens who live beyond the
frontier may try to influence American politics. Conversely,
everyone who lives in the United States is not a member of the
American public, since something more than passive attention
is necessary. An individual passes from an attention aggregate
to the public when he begins to expect that what he wants can
affect public policy.

Sentiment Groups and Publics

A further limitation must be taken into account before we
can correctly classify a specific person or group as part of a pub-
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lic. The demands made regarding public policy must be debat-
able. The world public is relatively weak and undeveloped,
partly because it is typically kept subordinate to sentiment
areas in which no debate is permitted on policy matters. Dur-
ing a war or war crisis, for instance, the inhabitants of a region
are overwhelmingly committed to impose certain policies on
others. Since the outcome of the conflict depends on violence,
and not debate, there is no public under such conditions.
There is a network of sentiment groups that act as crowds,
hence tolerate no dissent.?

From the foregoing analysis it is clear that there are atten-
tion, public, and sentiment areas of many degrees of inclusive-
ness in world politics. These areas are interrelated with the
structural and functional features of world society, and espe-
cially of world power. It is evident, for instance, that the strong-
est powers tend to be included in the same attention area, since
their ruling elites focus on one another as the source of great
potential threat. The strongest powers usually pay proportion-
ately less attention to the weaker powers than the weaker pow-
ers pay to them, since stronger powers are typically more im-
portant sources of threat, or of protection, for weaker powers
than the weaker powers are for the stronger.?

The attention structure within a state is a valuable index of
the degree of state integration. When the ruling classes fear the
masses, the rulers do not share their picture of reality with the
rank and file. When the reality picture of kings, presidents,
and cabinets is not permitted to circulate through the state as a
whole, the degree of discrepancy shows the extent to which the
ruling groups assume that their power depends on distortion.

Or, to express the matter another way, if the “truth” is not

* The distinction between the “crowd™” and the “public* was worked out in
the Italian, French, and German literature of criticism that grew up around Le
Bon’s overgeneralized use of the crowd concept. For a summary of this literature
by a scholar who later became one of the most productive social scientists in
this field, see Robert E. Park, Masse und Publikum; Eine methodologische und
soziologische Untersuchung (Berne: Lack and Grunau, 1gog).

3'The propositions in this paragraph are hypotheses capable of being sub-
sumed under the general theory of power, referred to in n. 3. See also Harold

D. Lasswell and Joseph M. Goldsen, “"Public Attention, Opinion and Action,”
The International Journal of Opinion and Attitude Research 1 (1947): §—11.
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shared, the ruling elements expect internal conflict, rather than
harmonious adjustment to the external environment of the
state. Hence the channels of communication are controlled in
the hope of organizing the attention of the community at large
in such a way that only responses will be forthcoming which
are deemed favorable to the power position of the ruling
classes.

The Principle of Equivalent Enlightenment

It is often said in democratic theory that rational public
opinion depends upon enlightenment. There is, however,
much ambiguity about the nature of enlightenment, and the
term is often made equivalent to perfect knowledge. A more
modest and immediate conception is not perfect but equivalent
enlightenment. The attention structure of the full-time special-
ist on a given policy will be more elaborate and refined than
that of the layman. That this difference will always exist, we
must take for granted. Nevertheless, it is quite possible for the
specialist and the layman to agree on the broad outlines of real-
ity. A workable goal of democratic society is equivalent enlight-
enment as between expert, leader, and layman.

Expert, leader, and layman can have the same gross estimate
of major population trends of the world. They can share the
same general view of the likelihood of war. It is by no means
fantastic to imagine that the controllers of mass media of com-
munication will take the lead in bringing about a high degree
of equivalence throughout society between the layman’s picture
of significant relationships, and the picture of the expert and
the leader.

Summary

The communication process in society performs three func-
tions: (a) surveillance of the environment, disclosing threats
and opportunities affecting the value position of the commu-
nity and of the component parts within it; (b) correlation of
the components of society in making a response to the environ-
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ment; (c) (ransmission of the social inheritance. In general, bio-
logical equivalents can be found in human and animal associa-
tions, and within the economy of a single organism.

In society, the communication process reveals special
characteristics when the ruling element is afraid of the internal
as well as the external environment. In gauging the efficiency
of communication in any given context, it is necessary to take
into account the values at stake, and the identity of the group
whose position is being examined. In democratic societies, ra-
tional choices depend on enlightenment, which in turn de-
pends upon communication; and especially upon the equiva-
lence of attention among leaders, experts, and rank and file.



MARSHALL MC LUHAN

The Medium Is the Message

Marshall McLuhan’'s name will need no introduction to readers of
this book, because he is perhaps the most widely known of contem-
porary writers on mass communication. This paper is the first chap-
ter of his Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (published
and copyrighted by McGraw-Hill, New York, 1966). In it are found
many of his best-known concepts—such as the one in the title, and
the idea that literacy has “detribalized” man (although television
may “retribalize” him). It is also a good introduction to his style—
the combination of humanistic background and perceptual theory,
the fresh way of looking at things, and the somewhat cryptic way of
saying things, that have shocked, sometimes irritated, and usually
stimulated readers of many kinds in many places. For example, if
pushed, he would probably admit that some of the human effects of
media derive from the content as well as the medium, in other
words that the message is partly the message. But by his phrase,
“The medium is the message,” he has succeeded in jerking his read-
ers out of old patterns of thought and into a new way of looking at
the effects of mass communication. (For a useful summary and in-
terpretation of McLuhan’s ideas, the reader may want to turn to
an essay by James W. Carey, “Harold Adams Innis and Marshall
McLuhan,” The Antioch Review 27, no. 1 (1967): 5~39.) McLuhan’s
paper is published here by permission of the publisher and copy-
right holder.

IN A CULTURE like ours, long accustomed to splitting and di-
viding all things as a means of control, it is sometimes a bit of a
shock to be reminded that, in operational and practical fact,
the medium is the message. This is merely to say that the per-
sonal and social consequences of any medium—that is, of any
extension of ourselves—result from the new scale that is intro-
duced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, or by any
new technology. Thus, with automation, for example, the new
patterns of human association tend to eliminate jobs, it is true.
That is the negative result. Positively, automation creates roles
for people, which is to say depth of involvement in their work
and human association that our preceding mechanical technol-
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ogy had destroyed. Many people would be disposed to say that
it was not the machine, but what one did with the machine,
that was its meaning or message. In terms of the ways in which
the machine altered our relations to one another and to our-
selves, it mattered not in the least whether it turned out corn-
flakes or Cadillacs. The restructuring of human work and asso-
ciation was shaped by the technique of fragmentation that is
the essence of machine technology. The essence of automation
technology is the opposite. It is integral and decentralist in
depth, just as the machine was fragmentary, centralist, and su-
perficial in its patterning of human relationships.

The instance of the electric light may prove illuminating in
this connection. The electric light is pure information. It is a
medium without a message, as it were, unless it is used to spell
out some verbal ad or name. This fact, characteristic of all
media, means that the “content” of any medium is always an-
other medium. The content of writing is speech, just as the
written word is the content of print, and print is the content of
the telegraph. If it is asked, “What is the content of speech?” it
is necessary to say, “It is an actual process of thought, which is
in itself nonverbal.” An abstract painting represents direct
manifestation of creative thought processes as they might ap-
pear in computer designs. What we are considering here, how-
ever, are the psychic and social consequences of the designs or
patterns as they amplify or accelerate existing processes. For
the “message” of any medium or technology is the change of
scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs.
The railway did not introduce movement or transportation or
wheel or road into human society, but it accelerated and en-
larged the scale of previous human functions, creating totally
new kinds of cities and new kinds of work and leisure. This
happened whether the railway functioned in a tropical or a
northern environment, and is quite independent of the freight
or content of the railway medium. The airplane, on the other
hand, by accelerating the rate of transportation, tends to dis-
solve the railway form of city, politics, and association, quite in-
dependently of what the airplane is used: for.
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Let us return to the electric light. Whether the light is being
used for brain surgery or night baseball is a matter of indiffer-
ence. It could be argued that these activities are in some way
the “content” of the electric light, since they could not exist
without the electric light. This fact merely underlines the
point that “the medium is the message” because it is the me-
dium that shapes and controls the scale and form of human as-
sociation and action. The content or uses of such media are as
diverse as they are ineffectual in shaping the form of human as-
sociation. Indeed, it is only too typical that the “content” of
any medium blinds us to the character of the medium. It is
only today that industries have become aware of the various
kinds of business in which they are engaged. When IBM dis-
covered that it was not in the business of making office equip-
ment or business machines, but that it was in the business of
processing information, then it began to navigate with clear vi-
sion. The General Electric Company makes a considerable por-
tion of its profits from electric light bulbs and lighting systems.
It has not yet discovered that, quite as much as A T.&T,, it is
in the business of moving information.

The electric light escapes attention as a communication me-
dium just because it has no “content.” And this makes it an in-
valuable instance of how people fail to study media at all. For
it is not till the electric light is used to spell out some brand
name that it is noticed as a medium. Then it is not the light
but the “content” (or what is really another medium) that is
noticed. The message of the electric light is like the message of
electric power in industry, totally radical, pervasive, and decen-
tralized. For electric light and power are separate from their
uses, yet they eliminate time and space factors in human asso-
ciation exactly as do radio, telegraph, telephone, and TV, creat-
ing involvement in depth.

A fairly complete handbook for studying the extensions of
man could be made up from selections from Shakespeare. Some
might quibble about whether or not he was referring to TV in
these familiar lines from Romeo and Juliet:

But soft! what light through yonder window breaks?
It speaks, and yet says nothing.
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In Othello, which, as much as King Lear, is concerned with the
torment of people transformed by illusions, there are these
lines that bespeak Shakespeare’s intuition of the transforming
powers of new media:

Is there not charms
By which the property of youth and maidhood
May be abus'd? Have you not read Roderigo,
Of some such thing?

In Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, which is almost com-
pletely devoted to both a psychic and social study of communi-
cation, Shakespeare states his awareness that true social and po-
litical navigation depend upon anticipating the consequences
of innovation:

The providence that’s in a watchful state

Knows almost every grain of Plutus’ gold,

Finds bottom in the uncomprehensive deeps,

Keeps place with thought, and almost like the gods
Does thoughts unveil in their dumb cradles.

The increasing awareness of the action of media, quite inde-
pendently of their “content” or programming, was indicated in
the annoyed and anonymous stanza:

In modern thought, (if not in fact)
Nothing is that doesn’t act,

So that is reckoned wisdom which
Describes the scratch but not the itch.

The same kind of total, configurational awareness that reveals
why the medium is socially the message has occurred in the
most recent and radical medical theories. In his Stress of Life,
Hans Selye tells of the dismay of a research colleague on hear-
ing of Selye’s theory:

When he saw me thus launched on yet another enraptured de-
scription of what I had observed in animals treated with this or
that impure, toxic material, he looked at me with desperately
sad eyes and said in obvious despair: “But Selye, try to realize
what you are doing before it is too late! You have now decided
to spend your entire life studying the pharmacology of dirt!”
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As Selye deals with the total environmental situation in his
“stress” theory of disease, so the latest approach to media study
considers not only the “content” but the medium and the cul-
tural matrix within which the particular medium operates.
The older unawareness of the psychic and social effects of
media can be illustrated from almost any of the conventional
pronouncements.

In accepting an honorary degree from Notre Dame a few
years ago, David Sarnoff made this statement: “We are too
prone to make technological instruments the scapegoats for the
sins of those who wield them. The products of modern science
are not in themselves good or bad; it is the way they are used
that determines their value.” That is the voice of the current
somnambulism. Suppose we were to say, “Apple pie is in itself
neither good nor bad; it is the way it is used that determines its
value.” Or, “The smallpox virus is in itself neither good nor
bad; it is the way it is used that determines its value.” Again,
“Firearms are in themselves neither good nor bad; it is the way
they are used that determines their value.” That is, if the slugs
reach the right people, firearms are good. If the TV tube fires
the right ammunition at the right people, it is good. I am not
being perverse. There is simply nothing in the Sarnoff state-
ment that will bear scrutiny, for it ignores the nature of the
medium, of any and all media, in the true Narcissus style of
one hypnotized by the amputation and extension of his own
being in a new technical form. Sarnoff went on to explain his
attitude to the technology of print, saying that it was true that
print caused much trash to circulate, but it had also dissemi-
nated the Bible and the thoughts of seers and philosophers. It
has never occurred to Sarnoff that any technology could do any-
thing but add itself on to what we already are.

Such economists as Robert Theobald, W. W. Rostow, and
John Kenneth Galbraith have been explaining for years how it
is that “classical economics” cannot explain change or growth.
And the paradox of mechanization is that although it is itself
the cause of maximal growth and change, the principle of
mechanization excludes the very possibility of growth or the
understanding of change. For mechanization is achieved by
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fragmentation of any process and by putting the fragmented
parts in a series. Yet, as David Hume showed in the eighteenth
century, there is no principle of causality in a mere sequence.
That one thing follows another accounts for nothing. Nothing
follows from following, except change. So the greatest of all re-
versals occurred with electricity, that ended sequence by mak-
ing things instant. With instant speed the causes of things
began to emerge to awareness again, as they had not done with
things in sequence and in concatenation accordingly. Instead of
asking which came first, the chicken or the egg, it suddenly
seemed that a chicken was an egg'’s idea for getting more eggs.

Just before an airplane breaks the sound barrier, sound
waves become visible on the wings of the plane. The sudden
visibility of sound just as sound ends is an apt instance of that
great pattern of being that reveals new and opposite forms just
as the earlier forms reach their peak performance. Mechaniza-
tion was never so vividly fragmented or sequential as in the
birth of the movies, the moment that translated us beyond
mechanism into the world of growth and organic interrelation.
The movie, by sheer speeding up the mechanical, carried us
from the world of sequence and connections into the world of
creative configuration and structure. The message of the movie
medium is that of transition from lineal connections to config-
urations. It is the transition that produced the now quite cor-
rect observation: “If it works, it's obsolete.” When electric
speed further takes over from mechanical movie sequences,
then the lines of force in structures and in media become loud
and clear. We return to the inclusive form of the icon.

To a highly literate and mechanized culture the movie ap-
peared as a world of triumphant illusions and dreams that
money could buy. It was at this moment of the movie that cub-
ism occurred, and it has been described by E. H. Gombrich
(Art and Illusion) as “the most radical attempt to stamp out
ambiguity and to enforce one reading of the picture—that of a
man-made construction, a colored canvas.” For cubism substi-
tutes all facets of an object simultaneously for the “point of
view" or facet of perspective illusion. Instead of the specialized
illusion of the third dimension on canvas, cubism sets up an in-
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terplay of planes and contradiction or dramatic conflict of pat-
terns, lights, textures that “drives home the message” by in-
volvement. This is held by many to be an exercise in painting,
not in illusion.

In other words, cubism, by giving the inside and outside, the
top, bottom, back, and front and the rest, in two dimensions,
drops the illusion of perspective in favor of instant sensory
awareness of the whole. Cubism, by seizing on instant total
awareness, suddenly announced that the medium is the mes-
sage. Is it not evident that the moment that sequence yields to
the simultaneous, one is in the world of the structure and of
configuration? Is that not what has happened in physics as in
painting, poetry, and in communication? Specialized segments
of attention have shifted to total field, and we can now say,
“The medium is the message” quite naturally. Before the elec-
tric speed and total field, it was not obvious that the medium is
the message. The message, it seemed, was the “content,” as peo-
ple used to ask what a painting was about. Yet they never
thought to ask what a melody was about, nor what a house or a
dress was about. In such matters, people retained some sense of
the whole pattern, of form and function as a unity. But in the
electric age this integral idea of structure and configuration has
become so prevalent that educational theory has taken up the
matter. Instead of working with specialized “problems” in
arithmetic, the structural approach now follows the linea of
force in the field of number and has small children meditating
about number theory and “sets.”

Cardinal Newman said of Napoleon, “He understood the
grammar of gunpowder.” Napoleon had paid some attention to
other media as well, especially the semaphore telegraph that
gave him a great advantage over his enemies. He is on record
for saying that “three hostile newspapers are more to be feared
than a thousand bayonets.”

Alexis de Tocqueville was the first to master the grammar of
print and typography. He was thus able to read off the message
of coming change in France and America as if he were reading
aloud from a text that had been handed to him. In fact, the
nineteenth century in France and in America was just such ar
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open book to de Tocqueville because he had learned the gram-
mar of print. So he, also, knew when that grammar did not
apply. He was asked why he did not write a book on England,
since he knew and admired England. He replied:

One would have to have an unusual degree of philosophical
folly to believe oneself able to judge England in six months. A
year always seemed to me too short a time in which to appre-
ciate the United States properly, and it is much easier to ac
quire clear and precise notions about the American Union than
about Great Britain. In America all laws derive in a sense from
the same line of thought. The whole of society, so to speak, is
founded upon a single fact; everything springs from a simple
principle. One could compare America to a forest pierced by a
multitude of straight roads all converging on the same point.
One has only to find the center and everything is revealed at a
glance. But in England the paths run criss-cross, and it is only
by travelling down each one of them that one can build up a
picture of the whole.

De Tocqueville, in earlier work on the French Revolution, had
explained how it was the printed word that, achieving cultural
saturation in the eighteenth century, had homogenized the
French nation. Frenchmen were the same kind of people from
north to south. The typographic principles of uniformity, con-
tinuity, and lineality had overlaid the complexities of ancient
feudal and oral society. The revolution was carried out by the
new literati and lawyers.

In England, however, such was the power of the ancient oral
traditions of common law, backed by the medieval institution
of Parliament, that no uniformity or continuity of the new vis-
ual print culture could take complete hold. The result was that
the most important event in English history has never taken
place; namely, the English Revolution on the lines of the
French Revolution. The American Revolution had no medie-
val legal institutions to discard or to root out, apart from mon-
archy. And many have held that the American presidency has
become very much more personal and monarchical than any
European monarch ever could be.

De Tocqueville's contrast between England and America is
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clearly based on the fact of typography and of print culture cre-
ating uniformity and continuity. England, he says, has rejected
this principle and clung to the dynamic or oral common law
tradition. Hence the discontinuity and unpredictable quality of
English culture. The grammar of print cannot help to construe
the message of oral and nonwritten culture and institutions.
The English aristocracy was properly classified as barbarian by
Matthew Arnold because its power and status had nothing to
do with literacy or with the cultural forms of typography. Said
the Duke of Gloucester to Edward Gibbon upon the publica-
tion of his Decline and Fall: “Another damned fat book, eh,
Mr. Gibbon? Scribble, scribble, scribble, eh, Mr. Gibbon?" De
Tocqueville was a highly literate aristocrat who was quite able
to be detached from the values and assumptions of typography.
That is why he alone understood the grammar of typography.
And it is only on those terms, standing aside from any struc-
ture or medium, that its principles and lines of force can be
discerned. For any medium has the power of imposing its own
assumption on the unwary. Prediction and control consist in
avoiding this subliminal state of Narcissus trance. But the
greatest aid to this end is simply in knowing that the spell can
occur immediately upon contact, as in the first bars of a mel-
ody.

A Passage to India by E. M. Forster is a dramatic study of
the inability of oral and intuitive Oriental culture to meet
with the rational, visual European patterns of experience. “Ra-
tional,” of course, has for the West long meant “uniform and
continuous and sequential.” In other words, we have confused
reason with literacy, and rationalism with a single technology.
Thus in the electric age man seems to the conventional West to
become irrational. In Forster’s novel the moment of truth and
dislocation from the typographic trance of the West comes in
the Marabar Caves. Adela Quested’s reasoning powers cannot
cope with the total inclusive field of resonance that is India.
After the caves: “Life went on as usual, but had no conse-
quences, that is to say, sounds did not echo nor thought de-
velop. Everything seemed cut off at its root and therefore in-
fected with illusion.”
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A Passage to India (the phrase is from Whitman, who saw
America headed Eastward) is a parable of Western man in the
electric age, and is only incidentally related to Europe or the
Orient. The ultimate conflict between sight and sound, be-
tween written and oral kinds of perception and organization of
existence, is upon us. Since understanding stops action, as
Nietzsche observed, we can moderate the fierceness of this con-
flict by understanding the media that extend us and raise these
wars within and without us.

Detribalization by literacy and its traumatic effects on tribal
man are the themes of a book by the psychiatrist J. C. Caroth-
ers, The African Mind in Health and Disease.! Much of his
material appeared in an article, “The Culture, Psychiatry, and
the Written Word.” 2 Again, it is electric speed that has re-
vealed the lines of force operating from Western technology in
the remotest areas of bush, savanna, and desert. One example is
the Bedouin with his battery radio on board the camel. Sub-
merging natives with floods of concepts for which nothing has
prepared them is the normal action of all of our technology.
But with electric media Western man himself experiences ex-
actly the same inundation as the remote native. We are no
more prepared to encounter radio and TV in our literate mil-
ieu than the native of Ghana is able to cope with the literacy
that takes him out of his collective tribal world and beaches
him in individual isolation. We are as numb in our new elec-
tric world as the native involved in our literate and mechanical
culture.

Electric speed mingles the cultures of prehistory with the
dregs of industrial marketeers, the nonliterate with the semili-
terate and the postliterate. Mental breakdown of varying de-
grees is the very common result of uprooting and inundation
with new information and endless new patterns of information.
Wyndham Lewis made this a theme of his group of novels
called The Human Age. The first of these, The Childermass, is

1]. C. Carothers. The African Mind in Health and Disease (Geneva: World
Health Organization, 1953).

2 ). C. Carothers, “The Culture, Psychiatry, and the Written Word,” Psychia-
try, November, 1959.
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concerned precisely with accelerated media change as a kind of
massacre of the innocents. In our own world, as we become
more aware of the effects of technology on psychic formation
and manifestation, we are losing all confidence in our right to
assign guilt. Ancient prehistoric societies regard violent crime
as pathetic. The killer is regarded as we do a cancer victim.
“How terrible it must be to feel like that,” they say. J. M.
Synge took up this idea very effectively in his Playboy of the
Western World.

If the criminal appears as a nonconformist who is unable to
meet the demand of technology that we behave in uniform and
continuous patterns, literate man is quite inclined to see others
who cannot conform as somewhat pathetic. Especially the child,
the cripple, the woman, and the colored person appear in a
world of visual and typographic technology as victims of injus-
tice. On the other hand, in a culture that assigus roles instead
of jobs to people—the dwarf, the skew, the child create their
own spaces. ‘They are not expected to fit into some uniform
and repeatable niche that is not their size anyway. Consider the
phrase, “It’s a man’s world.” As a quantitative observation end-
lessly repeated from within a homogenized culture, this phrase
refers to the men in such a culture who have to be homogen-
ized Dagwoods in order to belong at all. It is in our 1.Q. test-
ing that we have produced the greatest flood of mishegotten
standards. Unaware of our typographic cultural bias, our test-
ers assume that uniform and continuous habits are a sign of in-
telligence, thus eliminating the ear man and the tactile man.

C. P. Snow, reviewing a book of A. L. Rowse on appease-
ment and the road to Munich,® describes the top level of
British brains and experience in the 1930's. “Their 1.Q.’s were
much higher than usual among political bosses. Why were they
such a disaster?” The view of Rowse, Snow approves: “They
would not listen to warnings because they did not wish to
hear.” Being anti-Red made it impossible for them to read the
message of Hitler. But their failure was as nothing compared to
our present one. The American stake in literacy as a technol-

38ee The New York Times Book Review, December 24, 1961.
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ogy or uniformity applied to every level of education, govern-
ment, industry, and social life is totally threatened by the elec-
tric technology. The threat of Stalin or Hitler was external.
The electric technology is within the gates, and we are numb,
deaf, blind, and mute about its encounter with the Gutenberg
technology, on and through which the American way of life
was formed. It is, however, no time to suggest strategies when
the threat has not even been acknowledged to exist. I am in the
position of Louis Pasteur telling doctors that their greatest
enemy was quite invisible, and quite unrecognized by them.
Our conventional response to all media, namely that it is how
they are used that counts, is the numb stance of the technologi-
cal idiot. For the “content” of a medium is like the juicy piece
of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the
mind. The effect of the medium is made strong and intense
just because it is given another medium as “content.” The con-
tent of a movie is a novel or a play or an opera. The effect of
the movie form is not related to its program content. The “con-
tent” of writing or print is speech, but the reader is almost en-
tirely unaware either of print or of speech.

Arnold Toynbee is innocent of any understanding of media
as they have shaped history, but he is full of examples that the
student of media can use. At one moment he can seriously sug-
gest that adult education, such as the Workers Educational As-
sociation in Britain, is a useful counterforce to the popular
press. Toynbee considers that although all of the Oriental so-
cieties have in our time accepted the industrial technology and
its political consequences, “On the cultural plane, however,
there is no uniform corresponding tendency.” 4 This is like the
voice of the literate man, floundering in a milieu of ads, who
boasts, “Personally, 1 pay no attention to ads.” The spiritual
and cultural reservations that the Oriental peoples may have
toward our technology will avail them not at all. The effects of
technology do not occur at the level of opinions or concepts,
but alter sense ratios or patterns of perception steadily and
without any resistance. The serious artist is the only person

4 Arnold J. Toynbee, 4 Study of History, ed. D. C. Somervell (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1947), vol. 1, p. 267.
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able to encounter technology with impunity, just because he is
an expert aware of the changes in sense perception.

The operation of the money medium in seventeenth-century
Japan had effects not unlike the operation of typography in the
West. The penetration of the money economy, wrote G. B. San-
som, “caused a slow but irresistible revolution, culminating in
the breakdown of feudal government and the resumption of in-
tercourse with foreign countries after more than two hundred
years of seclusion.” ®> Money has reorganized the sense life of
peoples just because it is an extension or our sense lives. This
change does not depend upon approval or disapproval of those
living in the society.

Arnold Toynbee made one approach to the transforming
‘power of media in his concept of “etherialization,” which he
holds to be the principle of progressive simplification and effi-
ciency in any organization or technology. Typically, he is ig-
noring the effect of the challenge of these forms upon the re-
sponse of our senses. He imagines that it is the response of our
opinions that is relevant to the effect of media and technology
in society, a “point of view” that is plainly the result of the ty-
pographic spell. For the man in a literate and homogenized so-
ciety ceases to be sensitive to the diverse and discontinuous life
of forms. He acquires the illusion of the third dimension and
the “private point of view" as part of his Narcissus fixation,
and is quite shut off from Blake’s awareness or that of the Psal-
mist, that we become what we behold.

Today when we want to get our bearings in our own culture,
and have need to stand aside from the bias and pressure ex-
erted by any technical form of human expression, we have only
to visit a society where that particular form has not been felt,
or a historical period in which it was unknown. Wilbur
Schramm made such a tactical move in studying Television in
the Lives of Our Children. He found areas where TV had not
penetrated at all and ran some tests. Since he had made no
study of the peculiar nature of the TV image, his tests were of
“content” preferences, viewing time, and vocabulary counts. In

5 G. B. Sansom, Japan (London: Cresset Press, 1931).



MC LUHAN * Medium Is the Message 113

a word, his approach to the problem was a literary one, albeit
unconsciously so. Consequently, he had nothing to report. Had
his methods been employed in 1500 A.D. to discover the effects
of the printed book in the lives of children or adults, he could
have found out nothing of the changes in human and social
psychology resulting from typography. Print created individu-
alism and nationalism in the sixteenth century. Program and
“content” analysis offer no clues to the magic of these media or
to their subliminal charge.

Leonard Doob, in his report Communication in Africa, tells
of one African who took great pains to listen each evening to
the BBC news, even though he could understand nothing of it.
Just to be in the presence of those sounds at 7 p.Mm. each day
was important for him. His attitude to speech was like ours to
melody—the resonant intonation was meaning enough. In the
seventeenth century our ancestors still shared this native’s atti-
tude to the forms of media, as is plain in the following senti-
ment of the Frenchman Bernard Lam expressed in The Art of
Speaking: * "Tis an effect of the Wisdom of God, who created
Man to be happy, that whatever is useful to his conversation
(way of life) is agreeable to him . . . because all victual that
conduces to nourishment is relishable, whereas other things
that cannot be assimulated and be turned into our substance
are insipid. A Discourse cannot be pleasant to the Hearer that
is not easie to the Speaker; nor can it be easily pronounced un-
less it be heard with delight.” ¢ Here is an equilibrium theory
of human diet and expression such as even now we are only
striving to work out again for media after centuries of fragmen-
tation and specialism.

Pope Pius XII was deeply concerned that there be serious
study of the media today. On February 17, 1950, he said: “It is
not an exaggeration to say that the future of modern society
and the stability of its inner life depend in large part on the
maintenance of an equilibrium between the strength of the
techniques of communication and the capacity of the individu-
al’s own reaction.”

8 Bernard Lam, The .irt of Speaking (London, 1696).
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Failure in this respect has for centuries been typical and
total for mankind. Subliminal and docile acceptance of media
impact has made them prisons without walls for their human
users. As A. ]. Liebling remarked in his book, The Press, a
man is not free if he cannot see where he is going, even if he
has a gun to help him get there. For each of the media is also a
powerful weapon with which to clobber other media and other
groups. The result is that the present age has been one of mul-
tiple civil wars that are not limited to the world of art and en-
tertainment. In War and Human Progress, Professor ]. U. Nef
declared: ““The total wars of our time have been the result of a
series of intellectual mistakes.”

If the formative power in the media are the media them-
selves, that raises a host of large matters that can only be men-
tioned here, although they deserve volumes. Namely, that tech-
nological media are staples or natural resources, exactly as are
coal and cotton and oil. Anybody will concede that society
whose economy is dependent upon one or two major staples
like cotton, or grain, or lumber, or fish, or cattle is going to
have some obvious social patterns of organization as a result.
Stress on a few major staples creates extreme instability in the
economy but great endurance in the population. The pathos
and humor of the American South are embedded in such an
economy of limited staples. For a society configured by reliance
on a few commodities accepts them as a social bond quite as
much as the metropolis does the press. Cotton and oil, like
radio and TV, become “fixed charges” on the entire psychic
life of the community. And this pervasive fact creates the
unique cultural flavor of any society. It pays through the nose
and all its other senses for each staple that shapes its life.

That our human senses, of which all media are extensions,
are also fixed charges on our personal energies, and that they
also configure the awareness and experience of each one of us,
may be perceived in another connection mentioned by the psy-
chologist C. G. Jung: “Every Roman was surrounded by slaves.
The slave and his psychology flooded ancient Italy, and every
Roman became inwardly, and of course unwittingly, a slave.
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Because living constantly in the atmosphere of slaves, he be-
came infected through the unconscious with their psychology.
No one can shield himself from such an influence.” 7

7C. G. Jung. Contributions to Analytical Psychology (L.ondon, 1928).
8 iy ) gy d



DANIEL J. BOORSTIN

From News-Gathering to News-Making:
A Flood of Pseudo-Events

Whether or not “the medium is the message,” Boorstin is concerned
with the message that comes from media content. In this case, he fo-
cuses on the propensity of the news media to create events. There
aren’t enough great events in the world to fill the newspapers and
the news broadcasts; therefore, reporters and news directors must go
out and create situations that “make a reader say, ‘Gee Whiz!" "
Boorstin cites and analyzes many examples of this technique. It is
not being imposed on us, he emphasizes; we demand excitement in
the news, and we accept illusion and fantasy. Thus we are not being
fooled, but we aren’t being informed either. The result, he suggests,
is a kind of Gresham’s law, by which counterfeit happenings tend to
drive spontaneous happenings out of circulation.

This is a chapter from the provocative and widely read book, The
Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Even!s in America by Daniel J. Boorstin.
Copyright 1961 by Daniel ]J. Boorstin. Reprinted by permission of
the author and of Atheneum Publishers. Available in the Harper
Colophon paperback edition.

ADMIRING FRIEND:
“My, that’s a beautiful baby you have there!”

MOTHER:
“Oh, that’s nothing—you should see his photograph!”

’I:-lE sIMPLEST of our extravagant expectations concerns the
amount of novelty in the world. There was a time when the
reader of an unexciting newspaper would remark, “How dull is
the world today!” Nowadays he says, “What a dull newspaper!”
When the first American newspaper, Benjamin Harris's Pub-
lick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick, appeared in
Boston on September 25, 1690, it promised to furnish news reg-
ularly once a month. But, the editor explained, it might appear
oftener “if any Glut of Occurrences happen.” The responsibil-
ity for making news was entirely God’s—or the Devil’s. The
newsman'’s task was only to give “an Account of such consider-
able things as have arrived unto our Notice.”
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Although the theology behind this way of looking at events
soon dissolved, this view of the news lasted longer. “The skilled
and faithful journalist,” James Parton observed in 1866, ‘re-
cording with exactness and power the thing that has come to
pass, is Providence addressing men.” The story is told of a
Southern Baptist clergyman before the Civil War who used to
say, when a newspaper was brought in the room, “Be kind
enough to let me have it a few minutes, till I see how the Su-
preme Being is governing the world.” Charles A. Dana, one of
the great American editors of the nineteenth century, once de-
fended his extensive reporting of crime in the New York Sun
by saying, “I have always felt that whatever the Divine Provi-
dence permitted to occur I was not too proud to report.”

Of course, this is now a very old-fashioned way of thinking.
Our current point of view is better expressed in the definition
by Arthur MacEwen, whom William Randolph Hearst made
his first editor of the San Francisco Examiner: “News is any-
thing that makes a reader say, ‘Gee whiz!"" Or, put more so-
berly, “News is whatever a good editor chooses to print.”

We need not be theologians to see that we have shifted re-
sponsibility for making the world interesting from God to the
newspaperman. We used to believe there were only so many
“events” in the world. If there were not many intriguing or
startling occurrences, it was no fault of the reporter. He could
not be expected to report what did not exist.

Within the last hundred years, however, and especially in
the twentieth century, all this has changed. We expect the pa-
pers to be full of news. If there is no news visible to the naked
eye, or to the average citizen, we still expect it to be there for
the enterprising newsman. The successful reporter is one who
can find a story, even if there is no earthquake or assassination
or civil war. If he cannot find a story, then he must make one
—by the questions he asks of public figures, by the surprising
human interest he unfolds from some commonplace event, or
by “the news behind the news.” If all this fails, then he must
give us a “think piece”—an embroidering of well-known facts,
or a speculation about startling things to come.

This change in our attitude toward “news” is not merely a
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basic fact about the history of American newspapers. It is a
symptom of a revolutionary change in our attitude toward
what happens in the world, how much of it is new, and surpris-
ing, and important. Toward how life can be enlivened, toward
our power and the power of those who inform and educate and
guide us, to provide synthetic happenings to make up for the
lack of spontaneous events. Demanding more than the world
can give us, we require that something be fabricated to make
up for the world’s deficiency. This is only one example of our
demand for illusions.

Many historical forces help explain how we have come to
our present immoderate hopes. But there can be no doubt
about what we now expect, nor that it is immoderate. Every
American knows the anticipation with which he picks up his
morning newspaper at breakfast or opens his evening paper be-
fore dinner, or listens to the newscasts every hour on the hour
as he drives across country, or watches his favorite commenta-
tor on television interpret the events of the day. Many enter-
prising Americans are now at work to help us satisfy these ex-
pectations. Many might be put out of work if we should
suddenly moderate our expectations. But it is we who keep
them in business and demand that they fill our consciousness
with novelties, that they play God for us.

1

The new kind of synthetic novelty which has flooded our ex-
perience | will call “pseudo-events.” The common prefix
“pseudo” comes from the Greek word meaning false, or in-
tended to deceive. Before I recall the historical forces which
have made these pseudo-events possible, have increased the
supply of them and the demand for them, I will give a com-
monplace example.

The owners of a hotel, in an illustration offered by Edward
L.. Bernays in his pioneer Crystallizing Public Opinion, consult
a public relations counsel. They ask how to increase their ho-
tel's prestige and so improve their business. In less sophisti-
cated times, the answer might have been to hire a new chef, to
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improve the plumbing, to paint the rooms, or to install a crys-
tal chandelier in the lobby. The public relations counsel’s tech-
nique is more indirect. He proposes that the management stage
a celebration of the hotel’s thirtieth anniversary. A committee
is formed, including a prominent banker, a leading society ma-
tron, a well-known lawyer, an influential preacher, and an
“event” is planned (say a banquet) to call attention to the dis-
tinguished service the hotel has been rendering the commu-
nity. The celebration is held, photographs are taken, the occa-
sion is widely reported, and the object is accomplished. Now
this occasion is a pseudo-event, and will illustrate all the essen-
tial features of pseudo-events.

This celebration, we can see at the outset, is somewhat—but
not entirely—misleading. Presumably the public relations
counsel would not have been able to form his committee of
prominent citizens if the hotel had not actually been rendering
service to the community. On the other hand, if the hotel’s
services had been all that important, instigation by public rela-
tions counsel might not have been necessary. Once the celebra-
tion has been held, the celebration itself becomes evidence that
the hotel really is a distinguished institution. The occasion ac-
tually gives the hotel the prestige to which it is pretending.

It is obvious, too, that the value of such a celebration to the
owners depends on its being photographed and reported in
newspapers, magazines, newsreels, on radio, and over television.
It is the report that gives the event its force in the minds of po-
tential customers. The power to make a reportable event is
thus the power to make experience. One is reminded of Napo-
leon’s apocryphal reply to his general, who objected that cir-
cumstances were unfavorable to a proposed campaign: “Bah, I
make circumstances!” The modern public relations counsel—
and he is, of course, only one of many twentieth-century crea-
tors of pseudo-events—has come close to fulfilling Napoleon's
idle boast. “The counsel on public relations,” Mr. Bernays ex-
plains, “not only knows what news value is, but knowing it, he
is in a position to make news happen. He is a creator of
events.

The intriguing feature of the modern situation, however,
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comes precisely from the fact that the modern news-makers are
not God. The news they make happen, the events they create,
are somehow not quite real. There remains a tantalizing differ-
ence between man-made and God-made events.

A pseudo-event, then, is a happening that possesses the fol-
lowing characteristics. (1) It is not spontaneous, but comes
about because someone has planned, planted, or incited it.
Typically, it is not a train wreck or an earthquake, but an in-
terview. (2) It is planted primarily (not always exclusively) for
the immediate purpose of being reported or reproduced.
Therefore, its occurrence is arranged for the convenience of the
reporting or reproducing media. Its success is measured by how
widely it is reported. Time relations in it are commonly ficti-
tious or factitious; the announcement is given out in advance
“for future release’” and written as if the event had occurred in
the past. The question, “Is it real?” is less important than, “Is
it newsworthy?” (3) lts relation to the underlying reality of the
situation is ambiguous. Its interest arises largely from this very
ambiguity. Concerning a pseudo-event the question, “What
does it mean?” has a new dimension. While the news interest
in a train wreck is in what happened and in the real conse-
quences, the interest in an interview is always, in a sense, in
whether it really happened and in what might have been the
motives. Did the statement really mean what it said? Without
some of this ambiguity a pseudo-event cannot be very interest-
ing. (4) Usually it is intended to be a self-fulfilling prophecy.
The hotel’s thirtieth-anniversary celebration, by saying that the
hotel is a distinguished institution, actually makes it one.

11

In the last half century a larger and larger proportion of our
experience, of what we read and see and hear, has come to con-
sist of pseudo-events. We expect more of them and we are
given more of them. They flood our consciousness. Their mul-
tiplication has gone on in the United States at a faster rate than
elsewhere. Even the rate of increase is increasing every day.
This is true of the world of education, of consumption, and of
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personal relations. It is especially true of the world of public
affairs which I describe in this chapter.

A full explanation of the origin and rise of pseudo-events
would be nothing less than a history of modern America. For
our present purposes it is enough to recall a few of the more
revolutionary recent developments.

The great modern increase in the supply and the demand for
news began in the early nineteenth century. Until then news-
papers tended to fill out their columns with lackadaisical sec-
ondhand accounts or stale reprints of items first published else-
where at home and abroad. The laws of plagiarism and of
copyright were undeveloped. Most newspapers were little more
than excuses for espousing a political position, for listing the
arrival and departure of ships, for familiar essays and useful ad-
vice, or for commercial or legal announcements.

Less than a century and a half ago did newspapers begin to
disseminate up-to-date reports of matters of public interest
written by eyewitnesses or professional reporters near the
scene. The telegraph was perfected and applied to news report-
ing in the 1830’s and 1840’s. Two newspapermen, William M.
Swain of the Philadelphia Public Ledger and Amos Kendall of
Frankfort, Kentucky, were founders of the national telegraphic
network. Polk’s presidential message in 1846 was the first to be
transmitted by wire. When the Associated Press was founded in
1848, news began to be a salable commodity. Then appeared
the rotary press, which could print on a continuous sheet and
on both sides of the paper at the same time. The New York
Tribune’s high-speed press, installed in the 1870’s, could turn
out 18,000 papers per hour. The Civil War, and later the Span-
ish-American War, offered raw materials and incentive for
vivid up-to-the-minute, on-the-spot reporting. The competitive
daring of giants like James Gordon Bennett, Joseph Pulitzer,
and William Randolph Hearst intensified the race for news
and widened newspaper circulation.

These events were part of a great, but little-noticed,
revolution—what I would call the Graphic Revolution. Man’s
ability to make, preserve, transmit, and disseminate precise
images—images of print, of men and landscapes and events, of
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the voices of men and mobs—now grew at a fantastic pace. The
increased speed of printing was itself revolutionary. Still more
revolutionary were the new techniques for making direct im-
ages of nature. Photography was destined soon to give printed
matter itself a secondary role. By a giant leap Americans
crossed the gulf from the daguerreotype to color television in
less than a century. Dry-plate photography came in 1873; Bell
patented the telephone in 1876; the phonograph was invented
in 1877; the roll film appeared in 1884; Eastman’s Kodak No. 1
was produced in 1888; Edison’s patent on the radio came in
1891; motion pictures came in and voice was first transmitted
by radio around 19oo; the first national political convention
widely broadcast by radio was that of 1928; television became
commercially important in 1941, and color television even
more recently.

Verisimilitude took on a new meaning. Not only was it now
possible to give the actual voice and gestures of Franklin De-
lano Roosevelt unprecedented reality and intimacy for a whole
nation. Vivid image came to overshadow pale reality. Sound
motion pictures in color led a whole generation of pioneering
American movie-goers to think of Benjamin Disraeli as an ear-
lier imitation of George Arliss, just as television has led a later
generation of television watchers to see the western cowboy as
an inferior replica of John Wayne. The Grand Canyon itself
became a disappointing reproduction of the Kodachrome origi-
nal.

The new power to report and portray what had happened
was a new temptation leading newsmen to make probable im-
ages or to prepare reports in advance of what was expected to
happen. As so often, men came to mistake their power for their
necessities. Readers and viewers would soon prefer the vivid-
ness of the account, the “candidness” of the photograph, to the
spontaneity of what was recounted.

Then came round-the-clock media. The news gap soon be-
came so narrow that in order to have additional “news” for
each new edition or each new broadcast it was necessary to plan
in advance the stages by which any available news would be
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unveiled. After the weekly and the daily came the “extras” and
the numerous regular editions. The Philadelphia Fvening Bul-
letin soon had seven editions a day. No rest for the newsman.
With more space to fill, he had to fill it ever more quickly. In
order to justify the numerous editions, it was increasingly nec-
essary that the news constantly change or at least seem to
change. With radio on the air continuously during waking
hours, the reporters’ problems became still more acute. News
every hour on the hour, and sometimes on the half hour. Pro-
grams interrupted any time for special bulletins. How to avoid
deadly repetition, the appearance that nothing was happening,
that news-gatherers were asleep, or that competitors were more
alert> As the costs of printing and then of broadcasting in-
creased, it became financially necessary to keep the presses al-
ways at work and the TV screen always busy. Pressures toward
the making of pseudo-events became ever stronger. News-gath-
ering turned into news-making.

The “interview” was a novel way of making news which had
come in with the Graphic Revolution. Later it became elabo-
rated into lengthy radio and television panels and quizzes of
public figures, and the three-hour-long, rambling conversation
programs. Although the interview technique might seem an ob-
vious one—and in a primitive form was as old as Socrates—the
use of the word in its modern journalistic sense is a relatively
recent Americanism. The Boston News-1.etter's account (March
2, 171¢) of the death of Blackbeard the Pirate had apparently
been based on a kind of interview with a ship captain. One of
the earliest interviews of the modern type—some writers call
it the first—was by James Gordon Bennett, the flamboyant editor
of the New York Herald (April 16, 1836), in connection with
the Robinson-Jewett murder case. Ellen Jewett, inmate of a
house of prostitution, had been found murdered by an ax.
Richard P. Robinson, a young man about town, was accused
of the crime. Bennett seized the occasion to pyramid sensational
stories and so to build circulation for his Herald; before long
he was having difficulty turning out enough copies daily to
satisfy the demand. He exploited the story in every possible
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way, one of which was to plan and report an actual interview
with Rosina Townsend, the madam who kept the house and
whom he visited on her own premises.

Historians of journalism date the first full-fledged modern in-
terview with a well-known public figure from July 13, 1859,
when Horace Greeley interviewed Brigham Young in Salt Lake
City, asking him questions on many matters of public interest,
and then publishing the answers verbatim in his New York
Tribune (August 20, 1859). The common use of the word “in-
terview” in this modern American sense first came in about
this time. Very early the institution acquired a reputation for
being contrived. “The ‘interview,”” The Nation complained
(January 28, 186g), “as at present managed, is generally the
joint product of some humbug of a hack politician and another
humbug of a reporter.” A few years later another magazine edi-
tor called the interview “the most perfect contrivance yet de-
vised to make journalism an offence, a thing of ill savor in all
decent nostrils.” Many objected to the practice as an invasion
of privacy. After the American example it was used in England
and France, but in both those countries it made much slower
headway.

Even before the invention of the interview, the news-making
profession in America had attained a new dignity as well as a
menacing power. It was in 1828 that Macaulay called the gal-
lery where reporters sat in Parliament a “fourth estate of the
realm.” But Macaulay could not have imagined the prestige of
journalists in the twentieth-century United States. They have
long since made themselves the tribunes of the people. Their
supposed detachment and lack of partisanship, their closeness
to the sources of information, their articulateness, and their
constant and direct access to the whole citizenry have made
them also the counselors of the people. Foreign observers are
now astonished by the almost constitutional—perhaps we
should say supraconstitutional—powers of our Washington
press corps.

Since the rise of the modern presidential press conference,
about 1933, capital correspondents have had the power regu-
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larly to question the president face-to-face, to embarrass him, to
needle him, to force him into positions or into public refusal to
take a position. A president may find it inconvenient to meet a
group of dissident senators or congressmen; he seldom dares re-
fuse the press. That refusal itself becomes news. It is only very
recently, and as a result of increasing pressures by newsmen,
that the phrase “No comment” has become a way of saying
something important. The reputation of newsmen—who now
of course include those working for radio, TV, and magazines
—depends on their ability to ask hard questions, to put politi-
cians on the spot; their very livelihood depends on the willing
collaboration of public figures. Even before 1950 Washington
had about 1,500 correspondents and about 3,000 government
information officials prepared to serve them.

Not only the regular formal press conferences, but a score of
other national programs—such as “Meet the Press” and “Face
the Nation”—show the power of newsmen. In 1960 David Suss-
kind's late-night conversation show, “Open End,” commanded
the presence of the Russian premier for three hours. During
the so-called “Great Debates” that year between the candidates
in the presidential campaign, it was newsmen who called the
tune.

The live television broadcasting of the president’s regular
news conferences, which President Kennedy began in 1961, im-
mediately after taking office, has somewhat changed their char-
acter. Newsmen are no longer so important as intermediaries
who relay the president’s statements. But the new occasion ac-
quires a new interest as a dramatic performance. Citizens who
from homes or offices have seen the president at his news con-
ference are then even more interested to hear competing inter-
pretations by skilled commentators. News commentators can
add a new appeal as dramatic critics to their traditional role as
interpreters of current history. Even in the new format it is
still the newsmen who put the questions. They are still trib-
unes of the people.



126 MEDIA AND MESSAGES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

111

The British constitution, shaped as it is from materials accu-
mulated since the Middle Ages, functions, we have often been
told, only because the British people are willing to live with a
great number of legal fictions. The monarchy is only the most
prominent. We Americans have accommodated our eight-
eenth-century constitution to twentieth-century technology by
multiplying pseudo-events and by developing professions
which both help make pseudo-events and help us interpret
them. The disproportion between what an informed citizen
needs to know and what he can know is ever greater. The dis-
proportion grows with the increase of the officials’ powers of
concealment and contrivance. The news gatherers’ need to se-
lect, invent, and plan correspondingly increases. Thus inevita-
bly our whole system of public information produces always
more “packaged” news, more pseudo-events.

A trivial but prophetic example of the American penchant
for pseudo-events has long been found in our Congressional
Record. 'The British and French counterparts, surprisingly
enough, give a faithful report of what is said on the floor of
their deliberative bodies. But ever since the establishment of
the Congressional Record under its present title in 1873, our
only ostensibly complete report of what goes on in Congress
has had no more than the faintest resemblance to what is ac-
tually said there. Despite occasional feeble protests, our Record
has remained a gargantuan miscellany in which actual proceed-
ings are buried beneath undelivered speeches, and mountains
of the unread and the unreadable. Only a national
humorlessness—or sense of humor—can account for our will-
ingness to tolerate this. Perhaps it also explains why, as a frus-
trated reformer of the Record argued on the floor of the Senate
in 1884, “the American public have generally come to regard
the proceedings of Congress as a sort of variety performance,
where nothing is supposed to be real except the pay.”

The common “news releases” which every day issue by the
ream from congressmen'’s offices, from the president's press sec-
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retary, from the press relations offices of businesses, charitable
organizations, and universities are a kind of Congressional Re-
cord covering all American life. And they are only a slightly
less inaccurate record of spontaneous happenings. To secure
“news coverage” for an event (especially if it has little news in-
terest) one must issue, in proper form, a “release.” The very ex-
pression “news release” (apparently an American invention; it
was first recorded in 1907) did not come into common use
until recently. There is an appropriate perversity in calling it a
“release.” It might more accurately be described as a “news
holdback,” since its purpose is to offer something that is to be
held back from publication until a specified future date. The
newspaperman’s slightly derogatory slang term for the news re-
lease is “handout,” from the phrase originally used for a bundle
of stale food handed out from a house to a beggar. Though this
meaning of the word is now in common use in the news-gather-
ing professions, it is so recent that it has not yet made its way
into our dictionaries.

The release is news precooked, and supposed to keep till
needed. In the well-recognized format (usually mimeographed)
it bears a date, say February 1, and also indicates, “For release
to P.M.'s February 15." The account is written in the past tense
but usually describes an event that has not yet happened when
the release is given out. The use and interpretation of hand-
outs have become an essential part of the newsman’s job. The
National Press Club in its Washington clubrooms has a large
rack which is filled daily with the latest releases, so the reporter
does not even have to visit the offices which give them out. In
1947 there were about twice as many government press agents
engaged in preparing news releases as there were newsmen
gathering them in.

The general public has become so accustomed to these proce-
dures that a public official can sometimes “make news” merely
by departing from the advance text given out in his release.
When President Kennedy spoke in Chicago on the night of
April 28, 1961, early editions of the next morning’s newspapers
(printed the night before for early-morning home delivery)
merely reported his speech as it was given to newsmen in the
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advance text. When the President abandoned the advance text,
later editions of the Chicago Sun-Times headlined: “Kennedy
Speaks Off Cuff. . . .” The article beneath emphasized that he
had departed from his advance text and gave about equal space
to his off-the-cuff speech and to the speech he never gave. Ap-
parently the most newsworthy fact was that the President had
not stuck to his prepared text.

We begin to be puzzled about what is really the “original” of
an event. The authentic news record of what “happens” or is
said comes increasingly to seem to be what is given out in ad-
vance. More and more news events become dramatic perfor-
mances in which “men in the news” simply act out more or less
well their prepared script. The story prepared “for future re-
lease” acquires an authenticity that competes with that of the
actual occurrences on the scheduled date.

In recent years our successful politicians have been those most
“adept at using the press and other means to create pseudo-
events. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, whom Heywood
Broun called “the best newspaperman who has ever been Presi-
dent of the United States,” was the first modern master. While
newspaper owners opposed him in editorials which few read,
F.D.R. himself, with the collaboration of a friendly corps of
Washington correspondents, was using front-page headlines to
make news read by everybody. He was making “facts”"—
pseudo-events—while editorial writers were simply expressing
opinions. It is a familiar story how he employed the trial bal-
loon, how he exploited the ethic of off-the-record remarks, how
he transformed the presidential press conference from a boring
ritual into a major national institution which no later presi-
dent dared disrespect, and how he developed the fireside chat.
Knowing that newspapermen lived on news, he helped them
manufacture it. And he knew enough about news-making tech-
niques to help shape their stories to his own purposes.

Take, for example, these comments which President Roose-
velt made at a press conference during his visit to a Civilian
Conservation Corps camp in Florida on February 18, 1939,
when war tensions were mounting:
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I want to get something across, only don’t put it that way. In
other words, it is a thing that I cannot put as direct stuff, but
it is background. And the way—as you know I very often do it
—if I were writing the story, the way I'd write it is this—you
know the formula: When asked when he was returning [to
Washington], the President intimated that it was impossible to
give any date; because, while he hoped to be away until the
third or fourth of March, information that continues to be re-
ceived with respect to the international situation continues to
be disturbing, therefore, it may be necessary for the President
to return [to the capital] before the third or fourth of March.
It is understood that this information relates to the possible re-
newal of demands by certain countries, these demands being
pushed, not through normal diplomatic channels but, rather,
through the more recent type of relations; in other words, the
use of fear of aggression.

F.D.R. was a man of great warmth, natural spontaneity, and
simple eloquence, and his public utterances reached the citizen
with a new intimacy. Yet, paradoxically, it was under his ad-
ministrations that statements by the President attained a new
subtlety and a new calculatedness. On his production team, in
addition to newspapermen, there were poets, playwrights, and
a regular corps of speech writers. Far from detracting from his
effectiveness, this collaborative system for producing the im-
pression of personal frankness and spontaneity provided an ad-
ditional subject of newsworthy interest. Was it Robert Sher-
wood or Judge Samuel Rosenman who contributed this or that
phrase? How much had the President revised the draft given
him by his speech-writing team? Citizens became nearly as in-
terested in how a particular speech was put together as in what
it said. And when the President spoke, almost everyone knew it
was a long-planned group production in which F.D.R. was only
the star performer.

Of course President Roosevelt made many great decisions
and lived in times which he only helped make stirring. But it
is possible to build a political career almost entirely on pseu-
do-events. Such was that of the late Joseph R. McCarthy, sena-
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tor from Wisconsin from 1947 to 1957. His career might have
been impossible without the elaborate, perpetually grinding
machinery of “information” which I have already described.
And he was a natural genius at creating reportable happenings
that had an interestingly ambiguous relation to underlying
reality. Richard Rovere, a reporter in Washington during
McCarthy’'s heyday, recalls:

He knew how to get into the news even on those rare occa-
sions when invention failed him and he had no un-facts to give
out. For example, he invented the morning press conference
called for the purpose of announcing an afternoon press confer-
ence. The reporters would come in—they were beginning, in
this period, to respond to his summonses like Pavlov’'s dogs at
the clang of a bell—and McCarthy would say that he just
wanted to give them the word that he expected to be ready
with a shattering announcement later in the day, for use in the
papers the following morning. This would gain him a headline
in the afternoon papers: “New McCarthy Revelations Awaited
in Capital.” Afternoon would come, and if McCarthy had
something, he would give it out, but often enough he had
nothing, and this was a matter of slight concern. He would
simply say that he wasn’t quite ready, that he was having diffi-
culty in getting some of the “documents” he needed or that a
“witness” was proving elusive. Morning headlines: “Delay Seen
in McCarthy Case— Mystery Witness Being Sought.”

He had a diabolical fascination and an almost hypnotic
power over news-hungry reporters. They were somehow reluc-
tantly grateful to him for turning out their product. They
stood astonished that he could make so much news from such
meager raw material. Many hated him; all helped him. They
were victims of what one of them called their “indiscriminate
objectivity.” In other words, McCarthy and the newsmen both
thrived on the same synthetic commodity.

Senator McCarthy's political fortunes were promoted almost
as much by newsmen who considered themselves his enemies as
by those few who were his friends. Without the active help of
all of them he could never have created the pseudo-events
which brought him notoriety and power. Newspaper editors,
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who self-righteously attacked the Senator’'s “collaborators,”
themselves proved worse than powerless to cut him down to
size. Even while they attacked him on the editorial page in-
side, they were building him up in front-page headlines. News-
papermen were his most potent allies, for they were his co-man-
ufacturers of pseudo-events. They were caught in their own
web. Honest newsmen and the unscrupulous Senator McCarthy
were in separate branches of the same business.

In the traditional vocabulary of newspapermen, there is a
well-recognized distinction between “hard” and “soft” news.
Hard news is supposed to be the solid report of significant mat-
ters: politics, economics, international relations, social welfare,
science. Soft news reports popular interests, curiosities, and di-
versions: it includes sensational local reporting, scandalmon-
gering, gossip columns, comic strips, the sexual lives of movie
stars, and the latest murder. Journalists-critics attack American
newspapers today for not being “serious” enough, for giving a
larger and larger proportion of their space to soft rather than
to hard news.

But the rising tide of pseudo-events washes away the distinc-
tion. Here is one example. On June 21, 1960, President Eisen-
hower was in Honolulu, en route to the Far East for a trip to
meet the heads of government in Korea, the Philippines, and
elsewhere. A seven-column headline in the Chicago Daily News
brought readers the following information: “What Are Ike's
Feelings about Trip? Aides Mum”™ “Doesn’t Show Any Worry”
“Members of Official Party Resent Queries by Newsmen.” And
the two-column story led off:

HonoLuLu—President Eisenhower’s reaction to his Far East-
ern trip remains as closely guarded a secret as his golf score.
While the President rests at Kaneohe Marine air station on the
windward side of the Pali hills, hard by the blue Pacific and
an 18-hole golf course, he might be toting up the pluses and
minuses of his Asian sojourn. But there is no evidence of it.
Members of his official party resent any inquiry into how
the White House feels about the whole experience, especially
the blowup of the Japanese visit which produced a critical
storm.
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The story concludes: “But sooner or later the realities will in-
trude. The likelihood is that it will be sooner than later.”

Nowadays a successful reporter must be the midwife—or
more often the conceiver—of his news. By the interview tech-
nique he incites a public figure to make statements which will
sound like news. During the twentieth century this technique
has grown into a devious apparatus which, in skillful hands,
can shape national policy.

The pressure of time, and the need to produce a uniform
news stream to fill the issuing media, induce Washington corre-
spondents and others to use the interview and other techniques
for making pseudo-events in novel, ever more ingenious and
aggressive ways. One of the main facts of life for the wire serv-
ice reporter in Washington is that there are many more after-
noon than morning papers in the United States. The early af-
ternoon paper on the East Coast goes to press about 10 A.M.,
before the spontaneous news of the day has had an opportunity
to develop. “It means,” one conscientious capital correspondent
confides, in Douglass Cater’s admirable Fourth Branch of Gov-
ernment, “the wire service reporter must engage in the basi-
cally phony operation of writing the ‘overnight'—a story com-
posed the previous evening but giving the impression when it
appears the next afternoon that it covers that day’'s events.”

What this can mean in a particular case is illustrated by the
tribulations of a certain hard-working reporter who was trying
to do his job and earn his keep at the time when the Austrian
Treaty of 1955 came up for debate in the Senate. Although it
was a matter of some national and international importance,
the adoption of the treaty was a foregone conclusion; there
would be little news in it. So, in order to make a story, this re-
porter went to Senator Walter George, chairman of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, and extracted a statement to the
effect that under the treaty Austria would receive no money or
military aid, only long-term credits. “That became my lead,”
the reporter recalled. “I had fulfilled the necessary function
of having a story that seemed to be part of the next day’s
news.

The next day, the treaty came up for debate. The debate was
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dull, and it was hard to squeeze out a story. Luckily, however,
Senator Jenner made a nasty crack about President Eisen-
hower, which the reporter (after considering what other wire
service reporters covering the story might be doing) sent off as
an “insert.” The treaty was adopted by the Senate a little after
3:30 P.M. That automatically made a bulletin and required a
new lead for the story on the debate. But by that time the
hard-pressed reporter was faced with writing a completely new
story for the next day’'s morning papers.

But my job had not finished. The Treaty adoption bulletin
had gone out too late to get into most of the East Coast after-
noon papers except the big city ones like the Philadelphia Eve-
ning Bulletin, which has seven editions. I had to find a new
angle for an overnight to be carried next day by those p.M.’s
which failed to carry the Treaty story.

They don’t want to carry simply a day-old account of the de-
bate. They want a “top” to the news. So, to put it quite
bluntly, I went and got Senator Thye to say that Jenner by his
actions was weakening the President’s authority. Actually, the
Thye charge was more lively news than the passage of the
Austrian Treaty itself. It revealed conflict among the Senate
Republicans. But the story had developed out of my need for a
new peg for the news. It was not spontaneous on Thye's part. |
had called seven other Senators before I could get someone to
make a statement on Jenner. There is a fair criticism, I recog-
nize, to be made of this practice. These Senators didn't call me.
I called them. I, in a sense, generated the news. The reporter’s
imagination brought the Senator’s thinking to bear on alterna-
tives that he might not have thought of by himself.

This can be a very pervasive practice. One wire service re-
porter hounded Senator George daily on the foreign trade
question until he finally got George to make the suggestion
that Japan should trade with Red China as an alternative to
dumping textiles on the American market. Then the reporter
went straightway to Senator Knowland to get him to knock
down the suggestion. It made a good story, and it also stimu-
lated a minor policy debate that might not have got started
otherwise. The “overnight” is the greatest single field for explo-
ratory reporting for the wire services. It is what might be called
“milking the news.”
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The reporter shrewdly adds that the task of his profession
today is seldom to compose accounts of the latest events at
lightning speed. Rather, it is shaped by “the problem of pack-
aging.” He says: “Our job is to report the news but it is also to
keep a steady flow of news coming forward. Every Saturday
morning, for example, we visit the Congressional leaders. We
could write all the stories that we get out of these conferences
for the Sunday A.M.’s but we don’t. We learn to schedule them
in order to space them out over Sunday's and Monday's pa-
pers.”

An innocent observer might have expected that the rise of
television and on-the-spot telecasting of the news would pro-
duce a pressure to report authentic spontaneous events exactly
as they occur. But, ironically, these, like earlier improvements
in the techniques of precise representation, have simply created
more and better pseudo-events.

When General Douglas MacArthur returned to the United
States (after President Truman relieved him of command in
the Far East, on April 11, 1951, during the Korean War) he
made a “triumphal” journey around the country. He was in-
vited to help Chicago celebrate “"MacArthur Day” (April 26,
1951), which had been proclaimed by resolution of the City
Council. Elaborate ceremonies were arranged, including a pa-
rade. The proceedings were being televised.

A team of thirty-one University of Chicago sociologists,
under the imaginative direction of Kurt Lang, took their posts
at strategic points along the route of the MacArthur parade.
The purpose was to note the reactions of the crowd and to
compare what the spectators were seeing (or said they were
seeing) with what they might have witnessed on television.
This ingenious study confirmed my observation that we tend
increasingly to fill our experience with contrived content. The
newspapers had, of course, already prepared people for what
the Chicago Tribune that morning predicted to be “a trium-
phant hero’s welcome—biggest and warmest in the history of
the middle west.” Many of the actual spectators jammed in the
crowd at the scene complained it was hard to see what was
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going on; in some places they waited for hours and then were
lucky to have a fleeting glimpse of the General.

But the television perspective was quite different. The video
viewer had the advantage of numerous cameras which were
widely dispersed. Television thus ordered the events in its own
way, quite different from that of the on-the-spot confusion. The
cameras were carefully focused on “significant” happenings—
that is, those which emphasized the drama of the occasion. For
the television watcher, the General was the continuous center
of attraction from his appearance during the parade at 2:21
P.M. until the sudden blackout at §:00 .M. Announcers contin-
ually reiterated (the scripts showed over fifteen explicit refer-
ences) the unprecedented drama of the event, or that this was
“the greatest ovation this city has ever turned out.” On the
television screen one received the impression of wildly cheering
and enthusiastic crowds before, during, and after the parade.
Of course the cameras were specially selecting “action” shots,
which showed a noisy, waving audience; yet in many cases the
cheering, waving, and shouting were really a response not so
much to the General as to the aiming of the camera. Actual
spectators, with sore feet, suffered long periods of boredom.
Many groups were apathetic. The video viewer, his eyes fixed
alternately on the General and on an enthusiastic crowd, his
ears filled with a breathless narrative emphasizing the interplay
of crowd and celebrity, could not fail to receive an impression
of continuous dramatic pageantry.

The most important single conclusion of these sociologists
was that the television presentation (as contrasted with the ac-
tual witnessing) of the events “remained true to form until the
very end, interpreting the entire proceedings according to ex-
pectations. . . . The telecast was made to conform to what was
interpreted as the pattern of viewers' expectations.” Actual
spectators at the scene were doubly disappointed, not only be-
cause they usually saw very little (and that only briefly) from
where they happened to be standing, but also because they
knew they were missing a much better performance (with far
more of the drama they expected) on the television screen. I
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bet my wife saw it much better over television!” and “We
should have stayed home and watched it on TV” were the al-
most universal forms of dissatisfaction. While those at the scene
were envying the viewers of the pseudo-event back home, the
television viewers were, of course, being told again and again
by the network commentators how great was the excitement of
being “actually present.”

Yet, as the Chicago sociologists noted, for many of those ac-
tually present one of the greatest thrills of the day was the op-
portunity to be on television. Just as everybody likes to see his
name in the newspapers, so nearly everybody likes to think that
he can be seen (or still better, with the aid of videotape, ac-
tually can see himself) on television. Similarly, reporters follow:-
ing candidates Kennedy and Nixon during their tours in the
1960 presidential campaign noted how many of the “support-
ers” in the large crowds that were being televised had come out
hecause they wanted to be seen on the television cameras.

Television reporting allows us all to be the actors we really
are. Recently I wandered onto the campus of the University of
Chicago and happened to witness a tug of war between teams
of students. It was amusing to see the women'’s team drench the
men’s team by pulling them into Botany Pond. Television
cameras of the leading networks were there. The victory of the
women’s team seemed suspiciously easy to me. I was puzzled
until told that this was not the original contest at all; the real
tug of war had occurred a day or two before when telecasting
conditions were not so good. This was a re-enactment for tele-
vision.

On December 2, 1960, during the school integration disor-
ders in New Orleans, Mayor de Lesseps S. Morrison wrote a
letter to newsmen proposing a three-day moratorium on news
and television coverage of the controversy. He argued that the
printed and televised reports were exaggerated and were dam-
aging the city's reputation and its tourist trade. People were
given an impression of prevailing violence, when, he said, only
one-tenth of 1 percent of the population had been involved in
the demonstration. But he also pointed out that the mere pres-
ence of telecasting facilities was breeding disorder. “In many
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cases,” he observed, “these people go to the area to get them-
selves on television and hurry home for the afternoon and eve-
ning telecasts to see the show.” At least two television reporters
had gone about the crowd interviewing demonstrators with in-
flammatory questions like “Why are you opposed to
intermarriage?” Mayor Morrison said he himself had witnessed
a television cameraman “setting up a scene,” and then, having
persuaded a group of students to respond like a “‘cheering sec-
tion,” had them yell and demonstrate on cue. The conscien-
tious reporters indignantly rejected the Mayor’s proposed mor-
atorium on news. They said that “freedom of the press” was at
stake. That was once an institution preserved in the interest of
the community. Now it is often a euphemism for the preroga-
tive of reporters to produce their synthetic commodity.

v

In many subtle ways, the rise of pseudo-events has mixed up
our roles as actors and as audience—or, the philosophers would
say, as “object” and as “subject.” Now we can oscillate between
the two roles. “The movies are the only business,” Will Rogers
once remarked, “where you can go out front and applaud your-
self.” Nowadays one need not be a professional actor to have
this satisfaction. We can appear in the mob scene and then go
home and see ourselves on the television screen. No wonder we
became confused about what is spontaneous, about what is
really going on out there!

New forms of pseudo-events, especially in the world of poli-
tics, thus offer a new kind of bewilderment to both politician
and newsman. The politician (like F.D.R. in our example, or
any holder of a press conference) himself in a sense composes
the story; the journalist (like the wire service reporter we have
quoted, or any newsman who incites an inflammatory state-
ment) himself generates the event. The citizen can hardly be
expected to assess the reality when the participants themselves
are so often unsure who is doing the deed and who is making
the report of it. Who is the history, and who is the historian?

An admirable example of this new intertwinement of subject
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and object, of the history and the historian, of the actor and
the reporter, is the so-called news “leak.” By now the leak has
become an important and well-established institution in Amer-
ican politics. It is, in fact, one of the main vehicles for commu-
nicating important information from officials to the public.

A clue to the new unreality of the citizen's world is the per-
verse new meaning now given to the word “leak.” To leak,
according to the dictionary, is to “let a fluid substance out or in
accidentally: as, the ship leaks.” But nowadays a news leak is
one of the most elaborately planned ways of emitting informa-
tion. It is, of course, a way in which a government official, with
some clearly defined purpose (a leak, even more than a direct
announcement, is apt to have some definite devious purpose
behind it) makes an announcement, asks a question, or puts a
suggestion. It might more accurately be called a “sub rosa an-
nouncement,” an “indirect statement,” or “cloaked news.”

The news leak is a pseudo-event par excellence. In its origin
and growth, the leak illustrates another axiom of the world of
pseudo-events: pseudo-events produce more pseudo-events. 1
will say more on this later.

With the elaboration of news-gathering facilities in Wash-
ington—of regular, planned press conferences, of prepared
statements for future release, and of countless other practices
—the news protocol has hardened. Both government officials
and reporters have felt the need for more flexible and more
ambiguous modes of communication between them. The pres-
idential press conference itself actually began as a kind of leak.
President Theodore Roosevelt for some time allowed Lincoln
Steffens to interview him as he was being shaved. Other presi-
dents gave favored correspondents an interview from time to
time or dropped hints to friendly journalists. Similarly, the
present institution of the news leak began in the irregular prac-
tice of a government official’s helping a particular correspond-
ent by confidentially giving him information not yet generally
released. But today the leak is almost as well organized and as
rigidly ruled by protocol as a formal press conference. Being
fuller of ambiguity, with a welcome atmosphere of confidence
and intrigue, it is more appealing to all concerned. The insti-
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tutionalized leak puts a greater burden of contrivance and pre-
tense on both government officials and reporters.

In Washington these days, and elsewhere on a smaller scale,
the custom has grown up among important members of the
government of arranging to dine with select representatives of
the news corps. Such dinners are usually preceded by drinks,
and beforehand there is a certain amount of restrained conviv-
iality. Everyone knows the rules: the occasion is private, and
any information given out afterwards must be communicated
according to rule and in the technically proper vocabulary.
After dinner the undersecretary, the general, or the admiral al-
lows himself to be questioned. He may recount “facts” behind
past news, state plans, or declare policy. The reporters have
confidence, if not in the ingenuousness of the official, at least in
their colleagues’ respect of the protocol. Everybody under-
stands the degree of attribution permissible for every statement
made: what, if anything, can be directly quoted, what is “back-
ground,” what is “deep background,” what must be ascribed to
“a spokesman,” to “an informed source,” to speculation, to
rumor, or to remote possibility.

Such occasions and the reports flowing from them are loaded
with ambiguity. The reporter himself often is not clear
whether he is being told a simple fact, a newly settled policy,
an administrative hope, or whether perhaps untruths are being
deliberately diffused to allay public fears that the true facts are
really true. The government official himself (who is sometimes
no more than a spokesman) may not be clear. The reporter’s
task is to find a way of weaving these threads of unreality into a
fabric that the reader will not recognize as entirely unreal.
Some people have criticized the institutionalized leak as a form
of domestic counterintelligence inappropriate in a republic. It
has become more and more important and is the source today
of many of the most influential reports of current politics.

One example will be enough. On March 26, 1955, the New
York Times carried a three-column headline on the front page:
“U.S. Expects Chinese Reds to Attack Isles in April; Weighs
All-Out Defense.” Three days later a contradictory headline in
the same place read: “Eisenhower Sees No War Now Over
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Chinese Isles.” Under each of these headlines appeared a
lengthy story. Neither story named any person as a source of
the ostensible facts. The then-undisclosed story (months later
recorded by Douglass Cater) was this. In the first instance, Ad-
miral Robert B. Carney, Chief of Naval Operations, had an
off-the-record “background” dinner for a few reporters. There
the admiral gave reporters what they (and their readers) took
to be facts. Since the story was “not for attribution,” reporters
were not free to mention some very relevant facts—such as that
this was the opinion only of Admiral Carney, that this was the
same Admiral Carney who had long been saying that war in
Asia was inevitable, and that many in Washington (even in the
Joint Chiefs of Staff) did not agree with him. Under the
ground rules the first story could appear in the papers only by
being given an impersonal authority, an atmosphere of official
unanimity which it did not merit. The second, and contradic-
tory, statement was in fact made not by the President himself,
but by the President’s press secretary, James Hagerty, who, hav-
ing been alarmed by what he saw in the papers, quickly called
a second “background” meeting to deny the stories that had
sprouted from the first. What, if anything, did it all mean? Was
there any real news here at all—except that there was disagree-
ment between Admiral Carney and James Hagerty? Yet this
was the fact newsmen were not free to print.

Pseudo-events spawn other pseudo-events in geometric pro-
gression. This is partly because every kind of pseudo-event
(being planned) tends to become ritualized, with a protocol
and a rigidity all its own. As each type of pseudo-event acquires
this rigidity, pressures arise to produce other derivative forms
of pseudo-event which are more fluid, more tantalizing, and
more interestingly ambiguous. Thus, as the press conference
(itself a pseudo-event) became formalized, there grew up the in-
stitutionalized leak. As the leak becomes formalized still other
devices will appear. Of course the shrewd politician or the en-
terprising newsman knows this and knows how to take advan-
tage of it. Seldom for outright deception; more often simply to
make more “news,” to provide more “information,” or to “im-
prove communication.”
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For example, a background off-the-record press conference, if
it is actually a mere trial balloon or a diplomatic device (as it
sometimes was for Secretary of State John Foster Dulles), be-
comes the basis of official “denials” and “disavowals,” of specu-
lation and interpretation by columnists and commentators, and
of special interviews on and off television with senators, repre-
sentatives, and other public officials. Any statement or
nonstatement by anyone in the public eye can become the basis
of counterstatements or refusals to comment by others. All
these compound the ambiguity of the occasion which first
brought them into being.

Nowadays the test of a Washington reporter is seldom his
skill at precise dramatic reporting, but more often his adept-
ness at dark intimation. If he wishes to keep his news channels
open he must accumulate a vocabulary and develop a style to
conceal his sources and obscure the relation of a supposed
event or statement to the underlying facts of life, at the same
time seeming to offer hard facts. Much of his stock in trade is
his own and other people’s speculation about the reality of
what he reports. He lives in a penumbra between fact and fan-
tasy. He helps create that very obscurity without which the
supposed illumination of his reports would be unnecessary. A
deft administrator these days must have similar skills. He must
master “the technique of denying the truth without actually
lying.”

These pseudo-events which flood our consciousness must be
distinguished from propaganda. The two do have some charac-
teristics in common. But our peculiar problems come from the
fact that pseudo-events are in some respects the opposite of the
propaganda which rules totalitarian countries. Propaganda—as
prescribed, say, by Hitler in Mein Kampf—is information in-
tentionally biased. Its effect depends primarily on its emotional
appeal. While a pseudo-event is an ambiguous truth, propa-
ganda is an appealing falsehood. Pseudo-events thrive on our
honest desire to be informed, to have “all the facts,” and even
to have more facts than there really are. But propaganda feeds
on our willingness to be inlamed. Pseudo-events appeal to our
duty to be educated, propaganda appeals to our desire to be
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aroused. While propaganda substitutes opinion for facts, pseu-
do-events are synthetic facts which move people indirectly, by
providing the “factual” basis on which they are supposed to
make up their minds. Propaganda moves them directly by ex-
plicitly making judgments for them.

In a totalitarian society, where people are flooded by pur-
poseful lies, the real facts are of course misrepresented, but the
representation itself is not ambiguous. The propaganda lie is
asserted as if it were true. Its object is to lead people to believe
that the truth is simpler, more intelligible, than it really is.
“Now the purpose of propaganda,” Hitler explained, “is not
continually to produce interesting changes for a few blasé little
masters, but to convince; that means, to convince the masses.
The masses, however, with their inertia, always need a certain
time before they are ready even to notice a thing, and they will
lend their memories only to the thousandfold repetition of the
most simple ideas.” But in our society, pseudo-events make sim-
ple facts seem more subtle, more ambiguous, and more specula-
tive than they really are. Propaganda oversimplifies experience,
pseudo-events overcomplicate it.

At first it may seem strange that the rise of pseudo-events has
coincided with the growth of the professional ethic which
obliges newsmen to omit editorializing and personal judgments
from their news accounts. But now it is in the making of pseu-
do-events that newsmen find ample scope for their individual-
ity and creative imagination.

In a democratic society like ours—and more especially in a
highly literate, wealthy, competitive, and technologically ad-
vanced society—the people can be flooded by pseudo-events.
For us, freedom of speech and of the press and of broadcasting
includes freedom to create pseudo-events. Competing politi-
cians, competing newsmen, and competing news media contest
in this creation. They vie with one another in offering attrac-
tive, “informative” accounts and images of the world. They are
free to speculate on the facts, to bring new facts into being, to
demand answers to their own contrived questions. Qur “free
marketplace of ideas” is a place where people are confronted by
competing pseudo-events and are allowed to judge among
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them. When we speak of “informing” the people, this is what
we really mean.

v

Until recently we have been justified in believing Abraham
Lincoln’s familiar maxim: “You may fool all the people some
of the time; you can even fool some of the people all the time;
but you can't fool all of the people all the time.” This has been
the foundation belief of American democracy. Lincoln’s appeal-
ing slogan rests on two elementary assumptions. First, that
there is a clear and visible distinction between sham and real-
ity, between the lies a demagogue would have us believe and
the truths which are there all the time. Second, that the people
tend to prefer reality to sham, that if offered a choice between
a simple truth and a contrived image, they will prefer the
truth.

Neither of these any longer fits the facts. Not because people
are less intelligent or more dishonest. Rather because great un-
foreseen changes—the great forward strides of American
civilization—have blurred the edges of reality. The pseudo-
events which flood our consciousness are neither true nor false
in the old familiar senses. The very same advances which have
made them possible have also made the images—however
planned, contrived, or distorted—more vivid, more attractive,
more impressive, and more persuasive than reality itself.

We cannot say that we are being fooled. It is not entirely in-
accurate to say that we are being “informed.” This world of
ambiguity is created by those who believe they are instructing
us, by our best public servants, and with our own collabora-
tion. Our problem is the harder to solve because it is created
by people working honestly and industriously at respectable
jobs. It is not created by demagogues or crooks, by conspiracy
or evil purpose. The efficient mass production of pseudo-events
—in all kinds of packages, in black-and-white, in technicolor,
in words, and in a thousand other forms—is the work of the
whole machinery of our society. It is the daily product of men
of good will. The media must be fed! The people must be in-
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formed! Most pleas for “more information™ are therefore mis-
guided. So long as we define information as a knowledge of
pseudo-events, “more information” will simply multiply the
symptoms without curing the disease.

The American citizen thus lives in a world where fantasy is
more real than reality, where the image has more dignity than
its original. We hardly dare face our bewilderment, because
our ambiguous experience is so pleasantly iridescent, and the
solace of belief in contrived reality is so thoroughly real. We
have become eager accessories to the great hoaxes of the age.
These are the hoaxes we play on ourselves.

Pseudo-events from their very nature tend to be more inter-
esting and more attractive than spontaneous events. Therefore
in American public life today pseudo-events tend to drive all
other kinds of events out of our consciousness, or at least to
overshadow them. Earnest, well-informed citizens seldom notice
that their experience of spontaneous events is buried by pseu-
do-events. Yet nowadays, the more industriously they work at
“informing” themselves, the more this tends to be true.

In his now-classic work, Public Opinion, Walter Lippmann
in 1922 began by distinguishing between “the world outside
and the pictures in our heads.” He defined a “stereotype” as an
oversimplified pattern that helps us find meaning in the world.
As examples he gave the crude “stereotypes we carry about in
our heads,” of large and varied classes of people like “Ger-
mans,” “South Europeans,” ““Negroes,” “Harvard men,” “agita-
tors,” etc. The stereotype, Lippmann explained, satisfies our
needs and helps us defend our prejudices by seeming to give
definiteness and consistency to our turbulent and disorderly
daily experience. In one sense, of course, stereotypes—the ex-
cessively simple, but easily grasped images of racial, national,
or religious groups—are only another example of pseudo-
events. But, generally speaking, they are closer to propaganda.
For they simplify rather than complicate. Stereotypes narrow
and limit experience in an emotionally satisfying way; but
pseudo-events embroider and dramatize experience in an inter-
esting way. This itself makes pseudo-events far more seductive;
intellectually they are more defensible, more intricate, and
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more intriguing. To discover how the stereotype is made—to
unmask the sources of propaganda—is to make the stereotype
less believable. Information about the staging of a pseudo-event
simply adds to its fascination.

Lippmann’s description of stereotypes was helpful in its day.
But he wrote before pseudo-events had come in full flood. Pho-
tographic journalism was then still in its infancy. Wide World
Photos had just been organized by the New York Times in
1919. The first wirephoto to attract wide attention was in 1924,
when the American Telephone and Telegraph Company sent
to the New York Times pictures of the Republican convention
in Cleveland which nominated Calvin Coolidge. Associated
Press Picture Service was established in 1928. Life, the first
wide-circulating weekly picture news magazine, appeared in
1936; within a year it had a circulation of 1,000,000, and
within two years, 2,000,000. Look followed, in 1937. The news-
reel, originated in France by Pathé, had been introduced to
the United States only in 1910. When Lippmann wrote his
book in 1922, radio was not yet reporting news to the con-
sumer; television was of course unknown.

Recent improvements in vividness and speed, the enlarge-
ment and multiplying of news-reporting media, and the pub-
lic’s increasing news hunger now make Lippmann’s brilliant
analysis of the stereotype the legacy of a simpler age. For ste-
reotypes made experience handy to grasp. But pseudo-events
would make experience newly and satisfyingly elusive. In 1911
Will Irwin, writing in Collier’s, described the new era’s grow-
ing public demand for news as “a crying primal want of the
mind, like hunger of the body.” The mania for news was a
symptom of expectations enlarged far beyond the capacity of
the natural world to satisfy. It required a synthetic product. It
stirred an irrational and undiscriminating hunger for fancier,
more varied items. Stereotypes there had been and always
would be; but they only dulled the palate for information.
They were an opiate. Pseudo-events whetted the appetite; they
aroused news hunger in the very act of satisfying it.

In the age of pseudo-events it is less the artificial simplifica-
tion than the artificial complication of experience that confuses
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us. Whenever in the public mind a pseudo-event competes for
attention with a spontaneous event in the same field, the pseu-
do-event will tend to dominate. What happens on television
will overshadow what happens off television. Of course I am
concerned here not with our private worlds but with our world
of public affairs.

Here are some characteristics of pseudo-events which make
them overshadow spontaneous events. (1) Pseudo-events are
more dramatic. A television debate between candidates can be
planned to be more suspenseful (for example, by reserving
questions which are then popped suddenly) than a casual en-
counter or consecutive formal speeches planned by each sepa-
rately. (2) Pseudo-events, being planned for dissemination, are
easier to disseminate and to make vivid. Participants are se-
lected for their newsworthy and dramatic interest. (3) Pseudo-
events can be repeated at will, and thus their impression can be
reinforced. (4) Pseudo-events cost money to create; hence some-
body has an interest in disseminating, magnifying, advertising,
and extolling them as events worth watching or worth believ-
ing. They are therefore advertised in advance and rerun in
order to get money’s worth. (5) Pseudo-events, being planned
for intelligibility, are more intelligible and hence more reassur-
ing. Even if we cannot discuss intelligently the qualifications of
the candidates or the complicated issues, we can at least judge
the effectiveness of a television performance. How comforting
to have some political matter we can grasp! (6) Pseudo-events
are more sociable, more conversable, and more convenient to
witness. Their occurrence is planned for our convenience. The
Sunday newspaper appears when we have a lazy morning for it.
Television programs appear when we are ready with our glass
of beer. In the office the next morning, Jack Paar’s (or any
other star performer’s) regular late-night show at the usual
hour will overshadow in conversation a casual event that sud-
denly came up and had to find its way into the news. (7)
Knowledge of pseudo-events—of what has been reported, or
what has been staged, and how—becomes the test of being “in-
formed.” News magazines provide us regularly with quiz ques-
tions concerning not what has happened but concerning
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“names in the news"—what has been reported in the news
magazines. Pseudo-events begin to provide that “common dis-
course” which some of my old-fashioned friends have hoped to
find in the Great Books. (8) Finally, pseudo-events spawn other
pseudo-events in geometric progression. They dominate our
consciousness simply because there are more of them, and ever
more.

By this new Gresham'’s law of American public life, counter-
feit happenings tend to drive spontaneous happenings out of
circulation. The rise in the power and prestige of the presi-
dency is due not only to the broadening powers of the office
and the need for quick decisions, but also to the rise of central-
ized news-gathering and broadcasting, and the increase of the
Washington press corps. The president has an ever more ready,
more frequent, and more centralized access to the world of
pseudo-events. A similar explanation helps account for the ris-
ing prominence in recent years of the congressional investigat-
ing committees. In many cases these committees have virtually
no legislative impulse, and sometimes no intelligible legislative
assignment. But they do have an almost unprecedented power,
possessed now by no one else in the Federal government except
the President, to make news. Newsmen support the committees
because the committees feed the newsmen: they live together in
happy symbiosis. The battle for power among Washington
agencies becomes a contest to dominate the citizen’s informa-
tion of the government. This can most easily be done by fabri-
cating pseudo-events.

A perfect example of how pseudo-events can dominate is the
recent popularity of the quiz show format. Its original appeal
came less from the fact that such shows were tests of intelli-
gence (or of dissimulation) than from the fact that the situa-
tions were elaborately contrived—with isolation booths, armed
bank guards, and all the rest—and they purported to inform
the public.

The application of the quiz show format to the so-called
“Great Debates” between presidential candidates in the elec-
tion of 1960 is only another example. These four campaign
programs, pompously and selfrighteously advertised by the
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broadcasting networks, were remarkably successful in reducing
great national issues to trivial dimensions. With appropriate
vulgarity, they might have been called the $400,000 Question
(prize: a $100,000-a-year job for four years). They were a clini-
cal example of the pseudo-event, of how it is made, why it ap-
peals, and of its consequences for democracy in America.

In origin the Great Debates were confusedly collaborative
between politicians and news makers. Public interest centered
around the pseudo-event itself: the lighting, make-up, ground
rules, whether notes would be allowed, etc. Far more interest
was shown in the performance than in what was said. The
pseudo-events spawned in turn by the Great Debates were
numberless. People who had seen the shows read about them
the more avidly, and listened eagerly for interpretations by
news commentators. Representatives of both parties made
“statements” on the probable effects of the debates. Numerous
interviews and discussion programs were broadcast exploring
their meaning. Opinion polls kept us informed on the nuances
of our own and other people’s reactions. Topics of speculation
multiplied. Even the question whether there should be a fifth
debate became for a while a lively “issue.”

The drama of the situation was mostly specious, or at least
had an extremely ambiguous relevance to the main (but forgot-
ten) issue: which participant was better qualified for the presi-
dency. Of course, a man’s ability, while standing under klieg
lights, without notes, to answer in two and a half minutes a
question kept secret until that moment, had only the most du-
bious relevance—if any at all—to his real qualifications to
make deliberate presidential decisions on long-standing public
questions after being instructed by a corps of advisers. The
great presidents in our history (with the possible exception of
F.D.R.) would have done miserably; but our most notorious
demagogues would have shone. A number of exciting pseudo-
events were created—for example, the Quemoy-Matsu issue. But
that, too, was a good example of a pseudo-event: it was created
to be reported, it concerned a then-quiescent problem, and it
put into the most factitious and trivial terms the great and real
issue of our relation to Communist China.
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The television medium shapes this new kind of political
quiz-show spectacular in many crucial ways. Theodore H.
White has proven this with copious detail in his The Making
of the President: 1960. All the circumstances of this particular
competition for votes were far more novel than the old word
“debate” and the comparisons with the Lincoln-Douglas De-
bates suggested. Kennedy’s great strength in the critical first de-
bate, according to White, was that he was in fact not “debat-
ing” at all, but was seizing the opportunity to address the
whole nation; while Nixon stuck close to the issues raised by
his opponent, rebutting them one by one. Nixon, moreover,
suffered a handicap that was serious only on television: he has
a light, naturally transparent skin. On an ordinary camera that
takes pictures by optical projection, this skin photographs well.
But a television camera projects electronically, by an “image-or-
thicon tube” which has an x-ray effect. This camera penetrates
Nixon’s transparent skin and brings out (even just after a
shave) the tiniest hair growing in the follicles beneath the sur-
face. For the decisive first program Nixon wore a makeup
called “Lazy Shave” which was ineffective under these condi-
tions. He therefore looked haggard and heavy-bearded by con-
trast to Kennedy, who looked pert and clean-cut.

This greatest opportunity in American history to educate the
voters by debating the large issues of the campaign failed. The
main reason, as White points out, was the compulsions of the
medium. “The nature of both TV and radio is that they abhor
silence and ‘dead time." All TV and radio discussion programs
are compelled to snap question and answer back and forth as if
the contestants were adversaries in an intellectual tennis match.
Although every experienced newspaperman and inquirer
knows that the most thoughtful and responsive answers to any
difficult question come after long pause, and that the longer
the pause the more illuminating the thought that follows it,
nonetheless the electronic media cannot bear to suffer a pause
of more than five seconds; a pause of thirty seconds of dead
time on air seems interminable. Thus, snapping their two-and-
a-half-minute answers back and forth, both candidates could
only react for the cameras and the people, they could not
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think.” Whenever either candidate found himself touching a
thought too large for two-minute exploration, he quickly re-
treated. Finally the television-watching voter was left to judge,
not on issues explored by thoughtful men, but on the relative
capacity of the two candidates to perform under television
stress.

Pseudo-events thus lead to emphasis on pseudo-qualifica-
tions. Again the self-fulfilling prophecy. If we test presidential
candidates by their talents on TV quiz performances, we will,
of course, choose presidents for precisely these qualifications.
In a democracy, reality tends to conform to the pseudo-event.
Nature imitates art.

We are frustrated by our very efforts publicly to unmask the
pseudo-event. Whenever we describe the lighting, the makeup,
the studio setting, the rehearsals, etc., we simply arouse more
interest. One newsman'’s interpretation makes us more eager to
hear another’s. One commentator’s speculation that the debates
may have little significance makes us curious to hear whether
another commentator disagrees.

Pseudo-events do, of course, increase our illusion of grasp on
the world, what some have called the American illusion of om-
nipotence. Perhaps, we come to think, the world’s problems
can really be settled by “statements,” by “summit” meetings, by
a competition of “prestige,” by overshadowing images, and by
political quiz shows.

Once we have tasted the charm of pseudo-events, we are
tempted to believe they are the only important events. Qur
progress poisons the sources of our experience. And the poison
tastes so sweet that it spoils our appetite for plain fact. Our
seeming ability to satisfy our exaggerated expectations makes
us forget that they are exaggerated.



WILLIAM L. RIVERS

The Negro and the News:
A Case Study

The “human explosion” in Los Angeles, in the summer of 196s,
that we call the Watts riots, shocked the country and caused a great
deal of analysis and self-analysis of the role of the news media with
relation to such an event. Did the coverage itself stimulate and feed
the rioting? Dr. Rivers, who is a professor of communication at
Stanford, points out that the McCone Report, like nearly every
other large-scale investigation of race riots, “gingerly avoided ex-
ploring the role of the mass media.” He himself displays no such re-
luctance, and he points out things that probably should not have
been done, but on the whole comes out for more information rather
than suppressing information. Concerning a penetrating series of
stories on Watts published after the events of 1965, he quotes a
reader: “*Maybe if these stories had been published before the riots,
there wouldn’t have been any.” This paper is a chapter in Responsi-
bility in Mass Communication, revised edition, by William L. Riv-
ers and Wilbur Schramm, published by Harper and Row, New
York, 1969, copyrighted 196g by the National Council of the
Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. Copyright 1957 by the Federal
Council of Churches of Christ in America. It is printed here by per-
mission of the author and the publisher.

The ability to present news objectively and to interpret it real-
istically is not a native instinct in the human species; it is a
product of culture which comes only with the knowledge of the
past and acute awareness of how deceptive is our normal obser-
vation and how wishful is our thinking.

—WALTER LIPPMANN

AFTER THE HUMAN EXPLOSION in Los Angeles that has come
to be called the “Watts Riots,” the state of California began to
look for causes and cures. John McCone, a no-nonsense busi-
nessman and former government official who had once headed
the Central Intelligence Agency, was asked to investigate the
conditions that had led to the riots. The work was well under
way when staff executives of the McCone Commission became
convinced that their wide-ranging investigation (which eventu-
ally employed more than forty staff workers and twenty-six con-
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sultants) must probe into the involvement of the mass media.
They invited a social researcher to plan a study. The staff en-
dorsed the plan and then, with the researcher, went to McCone
himself for final approval.

McCone was instantly and emphatically negative. The re-
searcher had hardly begun to speak when McCone broke in
with a long diatribe against journalists, especially their instinct
for attack and their sensitivity. It was clear, he said, that any
criticism of media performance would be “counter-productive.”
Not only would journalists react against the section of the com-
mission report which dealt with their own derelictions, but
their vengeful spirit would jeopardize the entire report.

To understand the full implications of McCone's fears, one
must recognize his stature and be aware of his temperament.
He is at the very center of the American Establishment, which
is made up largely of those quiet movers and shakers who, re-
gardless of political affiliation, serve and advise the leaders of
both parties at the highest levels. (Significantly, Republican
McCone has served both Democratic and Republican presi-
dents. In California, he was invited by Democratic Governor
Pat Brown to investigate the Watts riots—and by Republican
Governor Ronald Reagan to investigate the student uprisings
at Berkeley.) Moreover, McCone is a man of stern, authoritar-
ian temper. One reporter who has interviewed him and was
told of his timidity in this case whistled and exclaimed: “But
McCone’s such a crusty old man!” The clear question is: if he
backs away from ‘he threat of combat with the mass media,
how deep are the secret fears of less abrasive public men?

All this helps to explain why nearly every large-scale investi-
gation of race riots has gingerly avoided exploring the role of
the mass media. The 101-page McCone Commission Report is
typical. In three short, carefully worded paragraphs, it does lit-
tle more than urge that journalists “meet and consider whether
there might be wisdom in the establishment of guide lines,
completely voluntary on their part, for reporting of such
disasters.” !

! Governor’s Commission on the Los Angeles Riots, Violence in the City—an
End or a Beginning? (Los Angeles: Governor’s Commission, 1965), pp. 84-85.
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If investigators of race riots had chosen to analyze the role of
the media rather than tiptoe around it, they would have traced
one of the deepest roots of racial turmoil. And they could have
done it almost as easily in Los Angeles and Detroit as in New
Orleans and Jackson, Mississippi.

Gradually, officialdom is becoming convinced that the role
of the media should be analyzed. In 1967, President Johnson
appointed a Commission on Civil Disorders. The fourteenth in
its list of charges was to determine what effects the mass media
have on riots. The commission’s report, which was issued in
1968, held that “elements of the news media failed to portray
accurately the scale and character of the violence that occurred
last summer. The overall effect was, we believe, an exaggera-
tion of both mood and content.” The President’s commission
paid tribute to the balanced factual accounts carried by most of
the media, but it charged that important segments of the press
“have not communicated to the majority of their audience—
which is white—a sense of the degradation, misery and hope-
lessness of life in the ghetto.” Television is especially guilty of
flaunting before the ghetto the afluence of most of the white
society, the commission held.

Senator Hugh Scott (R-Pennsylvania) and Representative
Durward Hall (R-Missouri) became especially vocal about tele-
vision after the riots during the summer of 1967. Senator Scott
said: “The communications media must meet their responsibil-
ity to report the news, but to help dampen the fires burning in
our cities they must avoid inciting to further violence by the
very manner in which the news is carried.” He suggested that
the inlammatory speeches of H. Rap Brown and Stokely Car-
michael be balanced with the voices of such responsible Negro
leaders as Roy Wilkins, Whitney Young, and the late Martin
Luther King. And, of course, television spokesmen were able to
show that the voices of riot leaders were more than balanced by
the voices of responsibility. CBS President Frank Stanton
pointed out, for example, that during the three-week period of
most intense rioting, Brown had appeared on CBS four times,
Carmichael not at all, and Wilkins, Young, and King a total of
ten times.



154 MEDIA AND MESSAGES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

All this is in danger of missing the chief point.

The involvement of the mass media in the cruelest trouble
of our time begins long before a riot threatens. The subtlety of
this involvement can be drawn from a judgment made by Paul
Lazarsfeld and Robert Merton: “Recognition by the press or
radio or magazines or newsreels testifies that one has arrived.
. . . The audiences of the mass media apparently subscribe to
the circular belief: If you really matter, you will be at the focus
of mass attention, and if you are at the focus of mass attention,
then surely you must really matter.” 2

It is paradoxical but true that at a time when “civil rights” is
front-page language, the Negro has not arrived. Only the super-
stars in entertainment, athletics, and civil rights—like Sammy
Davis, Jr., Willie Mays, and Martin Luther King—really mat-
ter. The everyday world of the Negro and the continuing sub-
stance of Negro life in the United States seem to matter not at
all. Radio, television, films, magazines, and books occasionally
focus on the Negro plight, which is only the most newsworthy
aspect of his life. Only a few of the most enlightened newspa-
pers give space to the three landmarks of Negro existence:
birth, marriage, and death. The sensational papers have their
own curious version of Jim Crow journalism: white men must
be involved in murders—as slayers, as slain, or as both—to
warrant the biggest headlines and the blackest type. (It is an
ironic commentary on law enforcement publicity that “Public
Enemy No. 1" is a label usually reserved for whites.)

The white world created by mass communication is more
pervasive than any white can know. The late Judge lLoren
Miller of Los Angeles, who published the California Eagle in
Watts before he became a municipal court judge, makes the
point sharply in describing the effect of white culture on the
Negro child: “His concept of beauty is inevitably a picture of
the white bathing beauty on the billboards, the white girls who
find Coca-Cola so exhilarating on the television, and the beau-
tiful white debs on the society pages. Subconsciously, he knows

2 p. ¥. Lazarsfeld and R. K. Merion, “Mass Communication, Popular Taste,
and Organized Social Action,” in W. Schramm, ed., Mass Communication (Ur-
bana: Universily of lllinois Press, 1960), p. 498.
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that his group is set aside and left out. That knowledge builds
up the self-hate and self-contempt which is so prevalent in
Negro life.”

Judge Miller had always been outspoken, but it is usually
difficult for outsiders to learn from other Negroes how bitterly
they resent a mass culture which is so pervasively white. After
the Watts riots, however, Negro intellectuals were eager to
make outsiders aware. One who was interviewed, a psychiatrist,
veered angrily from picturing the plight of the Negro child
who reads comic strips in which “every Superman is white” to
denouncing the media because “Negroes are portrayed in
ninety per cent of the stories about them as problems.” The
same kind of point was made in a broadcast interview with a
youth leader who works in the Hunters Point district of San
Francisco, which was the scene of bitter riots in 1966. Asked
why the Negroes of the district smashed television cameras, he
replied: “Look, we're trying a lot of good things out here—
drama groups, poetry readings, touch football games—and we
always ask you reporters to come out and cover them. You
never do. We only see you guys when you can show us at our
worst.”

Some newspapers are apparently aware that their Negro
news is primarily problem-oriented. A few have tried to make
Negro news an integral part of their continuing coverage of
community life. Most have merely made it clear that they are
luring additional readers. Even if the Los Angeles Herald-Ex-
aminer was motivated by the most praiseworthy goals when it
began issuing a special weekly section on Negro life (a syndi-
cated section not produced in Los Angeles), many Negroes
both suspected that the motive was only monetary and resented
the segregated attention. Curt Moody of the Community Rela-
tions Conference said, “I'm sure that by doing this the Herald-
Examiner is trying to build up Negro circulation. The ques-
tion that I ask is: Why can’t these same feature articles be
included day after day to be read by all rather than featured as
something apart from the mainstream of community life?” This
is a question neither newspapers nor the other media seem to
have thought through.
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The result of such estrangement is predictable. Although the
Negro has a full opportunity to observe the white world
through the mass media—indeed, he can hardly avoid it—
communication flows only from white to Negro, hardly ever
the other way. The one aspect of the Negro world that most
whites are able to experience vicariously through the mass
media is riotous and torn from its context. Few whites see Ne-
groes except when the Negro community is inflamed.

It is not necessary to point the case by analyzing a sensation-
alist newspaper or television station in the bigotry belt. Some
of the Negro’s firmest friends in the mass media quite uncon-
sciously distort the public view of his life. Consider Life maga-
zine, which is editorially so devoted to integration that legions
of segregationists have canceled their subscriptions. A study of
all the integration crisis photographs which appeared in Life
during 1962 and 1963—a period when most integration pro-
tests were characterized by passive resistance—revealed that
more than half showed violence rather than passive resistance.
In sharp contrast, only 20 percent of the integration crisis pho-
tographs published during the same period in Ebony, a Life-
like magazine for Negroes, pictured violence, 8o percent show-
ing passive resistance. Moreover, nearly 10 percent of all the
photographs of Negroes which appeared in Life during this pe-
riod were of Black Muslims, the most fearsome of the organized
Negro groups. Only 1 percent of the photographs in Ebony
were of Black Muslims.3

When reporters talk to Negroes, they often pick the wrong
ones. It is easy to suspect that the journalistic habit of inter-
viewing leaders—including Negro leaders like Detroit’s two
Congressmen—contributed to the shocked surprise when De-
troit erupted in 1967. Negroes make the point over and over in
interviews that reporters only think they know who the Negro
leaders are. As in the white world, a Negro who leads one kind
of opinion may not lead another. Relying upon the judgment
of an NAACP leader or a congressman about the temper of the

3 Leslie Sargent, Wiley Carr, and Elizabeth McDonald, “Significant Coverage
of Integration by Minority Group Magazines,” Journal of Human Relations 14,

no. 4 (1965).
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Negro community is dangerous. That may be the chief lesson
of the Detroit riot.

Cut off from the general world of the Negro, whites are often
out of touch with basic Negro attitudes. “Black power” has be-
come to them a fearsome phrase because the most militant and
frustrated Negroes have made it seem a threat. In future riots,
“black power” is likely to become a battle cry. But this threat
obscures the fact that the phrase symbolizes an important and
growing change in the American Negro. As one of them points
out, there was a recent time when the appellation “black”™ was
offensive. A Negro boy who called another Negro boy “black”
either smiled disarmingly or prepared to defend himself. A
Negro man considered “black” synonymous with “nigger.”
Now, however, “black man” is becoming a proud term. One
cannot be certain whether this springs from pride in the spir-
ited emergence of so many African nations, from pride in the
American Negro's own struggle for civil rights and equal op-
portunity, or from a combination of these and other reasons. It
is clear, however, that the increasing pride in being black
which can be observed today among some Negroes may one day
submerge the self-contempt that afflicts so many. More than a
few Negro leaders and intellectuals who were long suspected of
holding themselves above their fellows refer proudly to the
black race and speak of “Negritude” in a way that gives it an
almost mystical significance. Several intellectuals who were in-
terviewed about Negro publications are quick to say that the
newspapers and magazines aimed at the Negro community
must be maintained to help preserve the Negro identity. Such
are the positive, and largely unrecognized, aspects of “black
power.

When whites attempt to bridge this gulf of misunderstand-
ing, they usually communicate ineptly. Those with the best
will may use the most wounding words, largely because they
know so little of the context of Negro life that they do not
know which words wound. Consider the McCone Commission
Report, which is so carefully worded and so obviously the
product of well-intentioned white men that other white men
cannot really analyze it. One of the first sentences reads, “Many
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Negroes moved to the city in the last generation and are totally
unprepared to meet the conditions of city life.” This seemed to
the editorialists of the mass media who commented on the com-
mission report to be so demonstrably true that it hardly de-
served attention, Only a thoughtful Negro, Bayard Rustin,
could see that the words were written from the point of view of
the white man:

The burden of responsibility has already been placed on
these hapless migrants to the cities. There is not one word
about the conditions, economic as well as social, that have
pushed the Negroes out of the rural areas; nor is there one
word about whether the cities have been willing and able to
meet the demand for jobs, adequate housing, proper schools.
After all, one could as well say that it is the cities which have
been totally unprepared to meet the conditions of Negro life,
but the moralistic bias of the McCone Report, involving as it
does an emphasis on the decisions of men rather than the pres-
sures of social forces, continually operates in the other direc-
tion.4

In another section, the McCone Commission Report referred
to the repeal in 1964 of the Rumford Act—the California fair
housing law—with: “In addition, many Negroes here felt and
were encouraged to feel that they had been affronted by the
passage of Proposition 14.” Again the editorial writers seemed
to nod in agreement with demonstrable fact. And again Rustin
made it clear that the words have a bitter flavor for Negroes:
“Affronted, indeed!- The largest state in the Union, by a three-
to-one majority, abolishes one of its own laws against discrimi-
nation, and Negroes are described as regarding this as they
might the failure of a friend to keep an engagement.” 3

Shortly after the San Francisco riots of 1966, KQED, one of
the best educational television stations, invited two Negro
spokesmen to an on-the-air discussion of job opportunities with
labor leaders and employment officials, Sensing an unusual
chance to be heard, the Negroes invited some of their friends.

4 Bayard Rustin, “'The Watts "Manifesto’ & the McCone Report,” Commen-

tary, March, 1966, p. so.
5 Ibid., p. 31.
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When the program began, more than twenty Negroes and
whites were crowded into camera focus, but not for long. The
discussion became a shouting match. Just before most of the
Negroes walked out—which was well before the scheduled end
of the program—one declared angrily that the moderator had
allowed the white participants to make their points in full but
had interrupted nearly every Negro. For at least a few white
viewers, and perhaps for all, it was a startling truth that they
had not been able to discern for themselves. One of the Ne-
groes emphasized it by responding to the charge that he had in-
terrupted the moderator with “Man, you been interruptin’ me
all my life!”

If the news media are all but oblivious to the Negro during
those long periods when his life is a network of quiet indigni-
ties, the contrast is sharp when racial crisis erupts. So attentive
have newsmen been to the civil rights struggle that George
Hunt of Life has called the time since the 1954 Supreme Court
decision which upset the separate-but-equal principle in educa-
tion “a brilliant virtuoso period in the history of the American
press.”

Indeed, many journalists not only have made front-page
news of racial crisis but have sometimes risked their lives to re-

ort it. First in the southern cities and towns, where many red-
necks look on visiting journalists as tools of integration and
treat them harshly, then in the troubled cities of the North, the
Midwest, and the West, where the black power elite considers
journalism a tool of the white power structure, reporters and
photographers have needed courage, and many have shown it.
During the long days and nights in Watts when the Negro war
cry was “Get Whitey!” and men and women were dragged from
their cars and beaten unconscious, white journalists roamed
areas that were shunned by armed police. Snipers fired at those
on foot and at others in a hovering helicopter. A Life photogra-
pher was so open and fearless in his lonely forays to photo-
graph scenes of violence that one leader of a Negro mob stared
at him in disbelief, laughed aloud at his audacity—and left
him unharmed. Many reporters and photographers were hit by
stones and bottles, several were beaten, and one was nearly
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killed by two savage mob beatings in the space of half an hour.

By the standards of professional journalism, it all seemed
worthwhile, for never has a riot been publicized so starkly and
in such extravagant detail. During long periods, the police
were informed of their own operations in danger zones chiefly
through the news media. So intense was the reportage that mil-
lions of television viewers could have identified in a police
line-up two looters who were followed by the camera as they
trudged out of a burning store and down the street carrying a
huge couch, and stopped occasionally to sprawl on it and rest.

One may applaud the courage, skill, and enterprise of such
journalism and yet wonder: does intense riot coverage fan more
flames than it describes?

We can begin to answer the question by quoting the sar-
donic observation of a television critic. When the managing ed-
itor of dmerican Opinion, the John Birch Society magazine,
said in a public speech that he hoped to make his first million
dollars by cornering the spear concession in Watts, and radio
and television stations did not race onto the air with the re-
mark, “It was the first instance of electronic restraint on the
question of the Los Angeles riots.”

Considering some of the provocative statements that were
put on the air, the critic’s judgment is hardly too severe. Hour
after hour was given over to broadcasting such a confusing
mélange that rumor was institutionalized. “There’s a report
that one or two policemen are surrounded, so we're going over
that way for a look,” announced a newsman aboard the KTLA
helicopter. The report was wrong, but as with so many other
unfounded statements—the Shrine Auditorium is on fire, the
Communists are now directing the riots, the Minute Men are
invading Watts—the qualifying words (“There’s a report,”
“police believe,” and the like) got lost. In the continuing holo-
caust, rumor merged with vivid fact, and the qualifying words
of careful reporters became entangled both in the reality and
in the wild comments flowing from those call-in programs
which cater to the subliterate. To the unknowing audience, it
was all “news.”
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Even if one considers only the unvarnished facts of the Watts
riots, the effects of news are awesome. As Judge Miller made
clear, television was a “remarkable organizing force” for the ri-
oters: “All you had to do was sit at the TV and look and you
could say, ‘Well, the police officers are there and the firemen
are there, so we can do something over here. Now this, of
course, was not intentional on the part of TV; it was an inevi-
table part of the reporting system.”

One need not condemn the system to question some of its
methods. Los Angeles City Councilman Thomas Bradley
pointed out, for example:

In the competition to secure exciting material for radio, tele-
vision and newspaper, some went beyond the bounds of good
judgment. As an example, there was a meeting called on the
second day of the riot. This meeting occurred at Athens Park
and was attended by several hundred community leaders. With
one exception, the speakers were offering constructive ways of
dealing with the outbreak of violence and were making sugges-
tions as to how it could be controlled and the participants dis-
suaded.

The one exception was a 16-year-old boy who made threats
that the burning would spread to the white community and
made several irresponsible statements. The other people in the
audience shouted him down, but this was the one and only
phase of the entire meeting which was carried by the communi-
cations media.

Bradley is not alone in questioning this incident. Eight days
after it occurred, Paul Udell of KNXT-TV in Los Angeles dis-
played on the air a film clip which showed the youth disrupt-
ing the meeting with a shout that he was “going to do the
white man in tonight.” Udell stated that KNXT had not
shown the scene at the time “because we considered it inflam-
matory in the circumstances. Some stations disagreed.”

Some of the other media disagreed as well. So many journal-
ists were so shrill in their selectivity that readers, listeners, and
viewers must have imagined that the entirety of Negro Los An-
geles was in eruption. It was startling to learn when the Watts
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riots were over that Police Chief William Parker, a stern and
feared critic of troubled minorities, estimated that no more
than 1 percent of Los Angeles’ Negroes were involved.

If all this suggests that the news media are not concerned
about their treatment of racial minorities, it is misleading.
Those who complain that broadcasters and publishers are una-
ware of their responsibilities are themselves unaware of signifi-
cant changes. The critics who say that the southern media re-
main unreconstructed can cite the case of WLBT, a television
station in Jackson, Mississippi, which slanted news of the civil
rights movement so obviously that in 1965 its management was
rebuked and ordered to reform by the Federal Communica-
tions Commission. Few other broadcast stations or newspapers
are as virulent, and none conforms to the stereotype established
a century ago, when the Natchez Courier reacted to the Eman-
cipation Proclamation in an editorial holding, “A monkey with
his tail off is a monkey still,” and the Jackson Daily News ad-
vised its readers: “We must keep the ex-slave in a position of
inferiority. We must pass such laws as will make him feel his
inferiority.”

Today, few southern tbroadcasters and publishers are guilty
of more than an unconscious bias that will not allow them to
see that they view facts from a distorted perspective (a malady
not limited by geography). A North Carolina publisher, for ex-
ample, complained to United Press International: “As a new
subscriber to U.P.1., I am beginning to realize why newspapers
are so loaded with nothing but racial news centered around
such people as Martin Luther King. In trying to get some
items worthy of reading last night, I found long and constant
harangues coming over the wire about this questionable person
during his visit with an even more questionable organization
in North Carolina.” Checking up, a U.P.I. executive discov-
ered that only one story on Martin Luther King had been dis-
patched that night, that it reported that King was entering a
retreat of the Southern Christian Leadership Council, and that
the story was only 150 words long.

Most southern broadcasters and publishers must stand up to
pressure from local communities whose perspectives are far
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more distorted. Southern media disseminate impartial news of
the civil rights movement from United Press International, the
Associated Press, and the national networks and syndicates on a
scale that many Southerners consider scandalous. And at least
three southern editors—Hodding Carter and Hazel Brannon
Smith in Mississippi and Ralph McGill in Georgia—gave evi-
dence in editorials of such clear understanding of Negro life
and aspirations that many of their white readers consider them
traitors.

A majority of the news media, North and South, long ago
gave up the practice of identifying people in the news by race,
except when racial identification is unavoidable. Northern as
well as southern media have been focusing for years on the fact
that there are ghettos everywhere, some of the worst in the
great cities of the North. Negro faces have been turning up
more and more often in advertisements, in news pictures, and
in television dramas.

There has also been progress in reporting civil disorder.
Shaken by charges that their reporting of riots often has the ef-
fect of pouring gasoline on a fire, journalists have been reap-
praising their own practices. New guidelines were developed in
Chicago in the 1950's and spread swiftly to other cities. After
the Watts riots, Dr. Theodore Kruglak and Dr. Kenneth Har-
wood of the University of Southern California conferred with
reporters, then drew up more extensive guidelines that have
been widely praised:

1. Avoid emphasizing stories on public tensions while the ten-
sions of a particular incident are developing. Ask the law
enforcement agency involved whether the developing inci-
dent is designated as a disturbance of the peace or other-
wise. Report the official designation of the incident.

2. Public reports should not state the exact location, intersec-
tion, street name or number until authorities have
sufficient personnel on hand to maintain control.

3. Immediate or direct reporting should minimize interpreta-
tion, eliminate airing of rumors, and avoid using unverified
statements.

4. Avoid reporting trivial incidents.
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5. Because inexpert use of cameras, bright lights, or micro-
phones may stir exhibitionism, great care should be exer-
cised by crews at scenes of public disorders. Because, too, of
the danger of injury or even death to news personnel, their
presence should be as unobstrusive as possible. Unmarked
vehicles should be used for initial evaluation of events of
this nature.

6. Cruising in an area of potential crisis may invite trouble.
Reporters should make full use of the law enforcement
headquarters nearest such an area until a newsworthy event
occurs.

7. Reporters who are at the scene of an explosive or poten-
tially explosive situation should avoid reporting of inter-
views with obvious “inciters.”

8. Reporters should inform in advance any person who is in-
terviewed that the interview may be made public.

9. Scare headlines, scare bulletins, and sensationalism of other
kinds should be avoided in magazines, newspapers, radio,
and television.

10. All news media should make every effort to assure that
only seasoned reporters are sent to the scene of a disaster.

11. No report should use superlatives or adjectives which
might incite or enlarge a conflict, or cause renewal of trou-
ble in areas where disturbances have quieted.

12. Advisory data for discretionary use by newsmen should be
written in calm, matter-of-fact sentences. This is to avoid
inflammatory results from unintended public report of dis-
cretionary information. Honest and dispassionate reporting
is the best reporting.

13. Reporters should not detail how any weapon is obtained,
made, or used.

14. Reporters should not identify precise locations of command
posts of public officials, police, fire units, or military units.

15. Every reporter and technician should be governed by the
rules of good taste and common sense. The potential for in-
citing public disorders demands that competition be sec-
ondary to the cause of public safety.

The changes we have noted and the guidelines for reporting
civil disorder are certainly valuable, but they do not prescribe
the most compelling necessity: to report violence in its full con-
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text. That is, the news media must make it clear that the savage
threat of the sixteen-year-old at the Athens Park meeting was
shouted down by peaceful voices and was not at all indicative
of the majority sentiment. They must make it clear that many
Negroes, some of them teenagers, worked tirelessly to persuade
the rioters to “cool it.” They must make it clear that violence is
not total merely because there are episodes of violence. Above
all, the news media must focus on why there is unrest, and well
before rioting breaks out.

The need for reporting inflammatory statements and acts of
violence in their full context becomes most apparent when one
examines those cities where a quite different practice is in
operation—suppressing news of civil disorder. The two news-
papers in Dallas, the News and the Times-Herald, initiated
just such a policy in 1960, immediately before a visit to the city
by Roy Wilkins of the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People. Felix McKnight of the Times-Herald
recounts that many of Dallas’s civic leaders and news media ex-
ecutives were brought together in the Times-Herald's offices.
“Qut of this, we selected a standing committee of fourteen,
seven white and seven black. We set up some standards, some
ground rules for both sides—and both papers. It has paid tre-
mendous dividends to the News and us, and to the city.”

A businessman who is chairman of a similar biracial commis-
sion in another city was candid (although anonymous) in de-
scribing its operations for Columbia Journalism Review:

In my city, we have made progress in eliminating racial
friction and in establishing just racial relations because our
newspapers and our broadcasting stations have joined in what
journalists would call a conspiracy to suppress the news. . . .
Local businessmen, drawn largely from the Chamber of Com-
merce, took the initiative in forming a commission. As ulti-
mately constituted, the commission was made up of business-
men and professionals of both races, representatives of all the
newspapers, white and colored, and the broadcasting stations.

. . . There was a public announcement of the original for-
mation of the commission. Thereafter, by agreement, news cov-
erage of its actions ceased. There has not been a single news
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item published about its meetings, about the particular issues it
has discussed, or about the steps it has taken to bring about the
desegregation of publicly used facilities.

Here is one example of how the commission has worked:
Leaders of the Negro community were especially eager last year
to establish the right of Negro citizens to eat at downtown
lunch counters, where the sit-ins had failed. After long negotia-
tions, the proprietors agreed to serve Negroes starting on an
agreed date. In their turn, the Negro members of the commis-
sion agreed to select representatives of their race to go to the
lunch counters on that date in small numbers. There was no
incident, no demonstration. Since that beginning, Negroes have
continued to patronize the counters in small numbers, scarcely
noticed—because there have been no news stories on the sub-
ject.

- .. I am convinced that if these matters had received nor-
mal news treatment, the alarm would have sounded among the
Ku Klux Klan and the redneck types, and that they would
have been there with their baseball bats and ax handles; extre-
mists among the Negroes would have responded in kind.

These arguments are superficially persuasive. It is probably
true that agreements to suppress the news prevented violence.
And there may be occasions when journalists should fail to re-
port pivotal events—but it is unlikely that these can be fore-
seen, and unimaginable that respounsible journalists should
help plan them. It is dismaying to contemplate journalists, who
should be committed to breaking through walls of secrecy,
helping to build them—especially in the company of civic
leaders, many of whom are eager to promote the kind of friend-
ship that leads to country club journalism. Journalists who
march beside the First People of a community can neither see
nor report the broad sweep of community life. Without a per-
sistent and questioning journalism, civic leaders and public of-
ficials are unlikely to push the police into upholding the law
when the Ku Klux Klan and the redneck types appear with
their baseball bats and ax handles. If they are not held to ac-

8 Anonymous, "A Case for News Suppression,” Columbia Journalism Review
2, no. 3 (1968): 11-12.
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count, the First People are all too likely to consider the Negro
response to bats and ax handles the deplorable actions of
“extremists.”

The chief objection to these comfortable conspiracies is that
news suppression of another kind has helped to create crisis sit-
uations. For surely the ingrained habit of gathering news and
opinion from civic leaders and officials has long prevented
journalists from assessing Negro poverty and inequality. Here
the necessity for full context is all-important. We might not
now be experiencing such a cataclysmic period had the news
media alerted us to the pitiful conditions of Negro life decades
ago. The context of history has long been absent. At the very
least, journalistic explorations of ghetto existence would have
enabled us to understand the violence that accompanies the
modern demand for civil rights. Such reportage might have
helped make the Negro American an integral part of his society
rather than an unhappy graft upon it. Or, as one reader of a
penetrating series on Watts by Jack Jones of the Los 4Angeles
Times said: “Maybe if these stories had been published before
the riots, there wouldn’t have been any.”

The reader was not suggesting, of course, that there is a
magic preventive in a series of newspaper articles. He meant
that the series would have helped to create a climate of concern
about Negro life that might have prodded the community, es-
pecially community leaders, into correcting economic and so-
cial injustice. Although this is more than a single newspaper
can accomplish—it is a national problem—one can imagine a
concert of all the mass media awakening the nation to its re-
sponsibility. The question now is whether it is too late,
whether the hour for understanding has passed. In some cities
where the news media are now attempting to report fully on
the conditions of Negro life, there is little evidence that they
are helping to reverse the tide of violence.

No one can doubt that mistakes have been made in covering
riots. But it is also clear that not even the most public-spirited
newspaperman or broadcaster could have turned for guidance
to any code of ethics; none could embrace all the decisions that



168 MEDIA AND MESSAGES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

had to be made. Nor could the best-informed newspaperman or
broadcaster have predicted the full effect of the decisions he
made. Responsible performance in a democratic society is a
standard that evolves out of a cumulative series of decisions, re-
flecting a way of life and the needs of a society.
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The Unique Perspective
of Television and Its Effect:
A Pilot Study

When General Douglas MacArthur returned to the United States
from Korea in 1951, his progress across the country was more like a
triumphal procession than the return of a general who had been re-
moved from his command by the President. Among his stops was
Chicago, where welcoming ceremonies at the airport, a parade
through the city, and an evening address to a vast audience at Sol-
diers Field had been arranged for him. A group of social scientists
had the foresight to use this natural event to study the performance
and effect of television. They posted observers at various points to
observe the parade itself and obtain samples of the crowd reaction.
At the same time, they analyzed carefully the pictures of the parade
that appeared on television. Not surprisingly, they found a wide dis-
parity between the event as seen in person and the televised event.
Their analysis of how television, because it is the kind of medium it
is and because of what its viewers expect of it, reports a public
event makes interesting reading beside the McLuhan chapter on
media effect, the Boorstin chapter on the creation of pseudo-events,
and the Rivers chapter on the responsibility of the news media for
what tirey cover. Dr. Lang is a professor of sociology at Stonybrook
College, in the state university system of New York, and Mrs. Lang
until recently has been on the staff of the Center for Urban Educa-
tion, New York. The paper won the research prize for 1952 of the
Edward L. Bernays Foundation, and is published by permission of
the Foundation and the authors.

THIS PAPER aims to investigate a public event as viewed over
television or, to put it differently, to study in the context of
public life an event transmitted over video. The concern is not
with the effects of television on individual persons, irrespective
of the spread of this effect. Our assumption is, on the contrary,
that the effect of exposure to TV broadcasting of public events
cannot be measured most successfully in isolation. For the in-
fluence on one person is communicated to others, until the sig-
nificance attached to the video event overshadows the “true”
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picture of the event, namely the impression obtained by some-
one physically present at the scene of the event. The experi-
ence of spectators may not be disseminated at all or may be dis-
counted as the biased version of a specially interested
participant. Or, again, the spectator’s interpretation of his own
experience may be reinterpreted when he finds the event in
which he participated discussed by friends, newspapermen, and
radio commentators. If the significance of the event is magni-
fied, even casual spectatorship assumes importance. The fact of
having “been there” is to be remembered—not so much be-
cause the event, in itself, has left an impression, but because
the event has been recorded by others. At the opposite ex-
treme, privately significant experiences, unless revived in subse-
quent interpersonal relations, soon recede into the deeper lay-
ers of memory.

By taking MacArthur Day in Chicago,! as it was experienced
by millions of spectators and video viewers, we have attempted
to study an event transmitted over video. The basis of this re-
port is the contrast between the actually recorded experience of
participant observers on the scene, on the one hand, and the
picture which a video viewer received by way of the television
screen, and the way in which the event was interpreted, magni-
fied, and took on added significance, on the other. The contrast
between these two perspectives from which the larger social en-
vironment can be viewed and “known” forms the starting point
for the assessment of a particular effect of television in structur-
ing public events.

The Research Design

The present research was undertaken as an exploration in
collective behavior.2 The design of the communications analy-

1*MacArthur Day in Chicago” includes the following occasions which were
televised: arrival at Midway Airport, parade through the city including the ded-
ication at the Bataan-Corregidor Bridge. and the evening speech at Soldiers
Field.

2 This paper reports only one aspect of a larger study of MacArthur Day in
Chicago. This writeup is limited to drawing together some of the implications
concerning the role of television in public events, this particular study being
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sis differs significantly from most studies of content amnalysis.
‘The usual process of inferring effect from content and validat-
ing the effect by means of interviews with an audience and con-
trol group is reversed. A generally apparent effect, i.e., the
“landslide effect” of national indignation at MacArthur’s ab-
rupt dismissal and the impression of enthusiastic support, bor-
dering on “mass hysteria,” given to him, was used to make in-
ferences on given aspects of the television content. ‘I'he concern
was with the picture disseminated, especially as it bore on the
political atmosphere. To explain how people could have a false
imagery (the implication of participant observational data), it
was necessary to show how their perspective of the larger politi-
cal environment was limited and how the occasion of Chicago’s
welcome to MacArthur, an event mediately known already, was
given a particular structure. The concern is how the picture of
the events was shaped by selection, emphasis, and suggested in-
ferences which fitted into the already existing pattern of expec-
tations.

The content analysis was therefore focused on two aspects—
the selections made by the camera and their structuring of the
event in terms of foreground and background, and the explana-
tion and interpretations of televised events given by commenta-
tors and persos interviewed by them. Moreover, each monitor
was instructed to give his impression of what was happening,
on the basis of the picture and information received by way of
television. The monitors’ interpretations and subjective im-
pressions were separately recorded. They served as a check that

considered as a pilot study for the framing of hypotheses and categories prereq-
uisite for a more complete analysis of other such events in general. 'The present
study could not test these categories, but was limited to an analysis of the tele
vision content in terms of the observed “landslide effect” of the telecast. 'The
authors wish to express their indebtedness to Dr. Tamatsu Shibutani (then of
the Department of Sociology, University of Chicago) for lending his encourage-
ment and giving us absolute freedom for a study which, due to the short notice
of MacArthur’s planned arrival in Chicago, had to be prepared and drawn up
in three days, and for allowing his classes to be used for soliciting volunteers.
No funds of any sort were at our disposal. Dr. Donald Horton was kind enough
to supply us with television sets and tape recorders. In discussions of the general
problems involved in the analysis of television content, he has indirectly been of
invaluable aid. Finally, we are indebted to the other twenty-nine observers,
without whose splendid cooperation the data could never have been gathered.
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the structure inferred from the two operations of “objective”
analysis of content were, in fact, legitimate inferences.? At the
same time, utilizing the categories of the objective analysis, the
devices by which the event was structured could be isolated,
and the specific ways in which television reportage differed
from the combined observations could be determined.

Thirty-one participant observers took part in the study.
They were spatially distributed to allow for the maximum cov-
erage of all the important phases of the day’s activities, i.e.,, no
important vantage point of spectatorship was neglected. Since
the events were temporally distributed, many observers took
more than one station, so that coverage was actually based on
more than thirty-one perspectives. Thus the sampling error in-
herent in individual participant observation or unplanned
mass observation was greatly reduced. Observers could witness
the arrival at Midway Airport and still arrive in the Loop area
long before the scheduled time for the parade. Reports were re-
ceived from forty-three points of observation.

Volunteers received instruction sheets which drew their at-
tention to principles of observation # and details to be carefully
recorded. Among these was the directive to take careful note of
any activity indicating possible influences of the televising of
the event upon the behavior of spectators, e.g., actions specifi-
cally addressed to the cameras, indications that events were

staged with an eye toward transmission over television, and the
like.

3That this check together with our observation of the general impression left
by MacArthur Day constitutes only a very limited validation is beyond question.
Under the conditions of the study-—carried on without financial support and as
an adjunct to other research commitments—it was the best we could do.

4 Analysis of personal data sheets, filled out by participants prior to MacAr-
thur Day, revealed that “objectivity” in observation was not related to political
opinion held, papers and periodicals subscribed to, and previous exposure to
radio or TV coverage of MacArthur's homecoming. The significant factor in
evaluating the reports for individual or deviant interpretation was found to re-
side in the degree to which individual observers were committed to scientific
and objective procedures. Our observers were all advanced graduate students in
the social sciences.
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Summary of Findings

THE PATTERN OF EXPECTATIONS

The mass observation concentrated on discerning the psycho-
logical structure of the unfolding event in terms of present and
subsequent anticipations, Certainly the crowd which turned
out for the MacArthur Day celebration was far from a casual
collection of individuals: the members intended to be witnesses
to this “unusual event.” One may call these intentions specific
attitudes, emergent acts, expectations, or predispositions. What-
ever the label, materials on these patterns of expectations were
taken from two sources: (1) all statements of spectators re-
corded in the observer reports which could be interpreted as
indicative of such expectations (coded in terms of the infer-
ences therein); (2) personal expectations of the thirty-one study
observers (as stated in the personal questionnaire).

Though not strictly comparable—since the observations on
the scene contained purely personal, very short-range, and fac-
tually limited expectations—both series of data provide confir-
miation of a basic pattern of observer expectations. The persons
on the scene anticipated “mobs” and “wild crowds.” They ex-
pected some disruption of transportation. Their journey
downtown was in search of adventure and excitement. Leaving
out such purely personal expectations as “seeing” and “greet-
ing,” the second most frequent preconception emphasizes the
extraordinary nature of the preparations and the entertaining
showmanship connected with the spectacle.

As a result of an unfortunate collapsing of several questions
regarding personal data into one, the response did not always
focus properly on what the observers “expected to see.” In
some cases 1o evidence or only an incomplete description of
this aspect was obtained. Of those answering, 68 percent ex-
pected excited and wildly enthusiastic crowds. But it is a safe
inference from the discussion during the briefing session that
this figure tends to underestimate the number who held this
type of imagery. The main incentive to volunteer resided, after
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all, in the opportunity to study crowd behavior at first hand.

To sum up: most people expected a wild spectacle, in which
the large masses of onlookers would take an active part, and
which contained an element of threat in view of the absence of
ordinary restraints on behavior and the power of large num-
bers.

THE ROLE OF MASS MEDIA IN
THE PATTERN OF EXPECTATIONS

A more detailed examination of the data supports the origi-
nal assumption that the pattern of expectations was shaped by
way of the mass media. For it is in that way that the picture of
the larger world comes to sophisticated as well as unsophisti-
cated people. The observers of the study were no exception to
this dependence on what newspapers, newsreels, and television
cameras mediated. They were, perhaps, better able than others
to describe the origin of these impressions. Thus Observer 14
wrote in evaluating his report and his subjective feelings:

I had listened to the accounts of MacArthur's arrival in San
Francisco, heard radio reports of his progress through the
United States, and had heard the Washington speech as well as
the radio accounts of his New York reception. . . . I had there-
fore expected the crowds to be much more vehement, conta-
gious, and identified with MacArthur. I had expected to hear
much political talk, especially anti-Communist and against the
Truman administration.

These expectations were completely unfulhlled. 1 was
amazed that not once did 1 hear Truman criticized, Acheson
mentioned, or as much as an allusion to the Communists. . . .
I had expected roaring, excited mobs; instead there were quiet,
well ordered, dignified people. . . . The air of curiosity and
casualness surprised me. Most people seemed to look on the
event as simply something that might be interesting to watch.

Other observers made statements of a very similar content.
Conversation in the crowd pointed to a similar awareness.
Talk repeatedly turned to television, especially to the compara-
tive merit of “being there” and “seeing it over TV.” An effort
was consequently made to assess systematically the evidence
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bearing on the motives for being there in terms of the patterns
of expectations previously built up. The procedures of content
analysis served as a useful tool, allowing the weighing of all evi-
dence directly relevant to this question in terms of confirma-
tory and contrary evidence. The coding operation involved the
selection of two types of indicators: (1) general evaluations and
summaries of data; and (2) actual incidents of behavior which
could support or nullify our hypothesis.

Insofar as the observers had been instructed to report con-
crete behavior rather than general interpretations, relatively
few such generalizations are available for tabulation. Those
given were used to formulate the basic headings under which
the concrete evidence could be tabulated. The generalizations
fall into two types: namely, the crowds had turned out to see a
great military figure and a public hero “in the flesh”; and—its
logical supplement—they had turned out not so much “to see
him, as | noticed, but to see the spectacle” (Observer 5). Six
out of eleven concretely stated propositions were of the second
type.

An examination of the media content required the introduc-
tion of a third heading, which subdivided the interest in Mac-
Arthur into two distinct interpretations; that people had
come to find vantage points from which to see the man and his
family; or, as the official (media and “‘Chicago official”) version
held, that they had come to welcome, cheer, and honor him.
Not one single observer, in any generalized proposition, con-
firmed the official generalization, but there was infrequent
mention of isolated incidents which would justify such an in-
terpretation.

The analysis of actual incidents, behavior, and statements re-
corded is more revealing. A gross classification of the anticipa-
tions which led people to participate is given (according to
categories outlined above) in Table 1.

A classification of these observations by area in which they
were secured gives a clear indication that the Loop throngs
thought of the occasion primarily as a spectacle. There, the
percentage of observations supporting the “spectacle hypothe-
sis” was 59.7. The percentage in other areas was: Negro dis-
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trict, 40.0; Soldiers Field, 22.9; Airport, 17.6; University dis-
trict, o0.0. Moreover, of the six generalizations advanced on
crowd expectations in the Loop, five interpreted the prevalent
motivation as the hope of a wild spectacle.

Thus a probe into motivation gives a confirmatory clue re-
garding the pattern of expectations observed. To this body of
data, there should be added the constantly overheard
expressions—as the time of waiting increased and excitement
failed to materialize—of disillusionment with the particular
vantage point. “We should have stayed home and watched it on
TV,” was the almost universal form that the dissatisfaction
took. In relation to the spectatorship experience of extended
boredom and sore feet, alleviated only by a brief glimpse of the
hero of the day, previous and similar experiences over televi-
sion had been truly exciting ones which promised even greater

TABLE 1. TYPES OF SPECTATOR INTEREST

Form of Motivation %%
Active hero worship 9.2
Interest in seeing MacArthur 48.1
Passive iterest in spectacte 42.7

Total 100.0

“sharing of excitement” if only one were present. These expec-
tations were disappointed and favorable allusions to television
in this respect were frequent. To present the entire body of ev-
idence bearing on the inadequate release of tension and the
widely felt frustration would be to go beyond the scope of this
report, in which the primary concern is the study of the televi-
sion event. But the materials collected present unequivocal
proof of the foregoing statements, and this—with one qualified
exception—is also the interpretation of each one of the observ-
ers.

Moreover, the comparison of the television perspective with
that of the participant observers indicates that the video aspects
of MacArthur Day in Chicago served to preserve rather than
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disappoint the same pattern of expectations among the viewers.
The main difference was that television remained true to form
until the very end, interpreting the entire proceedings accord-
ing to expectations. No hint about the disappointment in the
crowd was provided. To cite only one example, taken from
what was the high point in the video presentation, the moment
when the crowds broke into the parade by surging out into
State Street:

The scene at 2:50 P.M. at State and Jackson was described by
the announcer as the “most enthusiastic crowd ever in our city.
. . . You can feel the tenseness in the air. . . . You can hear
that crowd roar.” The crowd was described as pushing out into
the curb with the police trying to keep it in order, while the
camera was still focusing on MacArthur and his party. The
final picture was of a bobbing mass of heads as the camera took
in the entire view of State Street northward. To the monitor,
this mass of people appeared to be pushing and going nowhere.
And then, with the remark, “The whole city appears to be
marching down State Street behind General MacArthur,” hold-
ing the picture just long enough for the impression to sink in,
the picture was suddenly blanked out.

Observer 26, who was monitoring this phase of the television
transmission, reported her impression:

. . . the last buildup on TV concerning the “crowd” (cut off
as it was, abruptly at 3:00 P.M.) gave me the impression that
the crowd was pressing and straining so hard that it was going
to be hard to control. My first thought, “I'm glad I'm not in
that” and “I hope nobody gets crushed.”

But observers near State and Jackson did not mention the
event in an extraordinary context. For example, Observer 24
explained that as MacArthur passed:

Everybody strained but few could get a really good glimpse
of him. A few seconds after he had passed most people merely
turned around to shrug and to address their neighbors with
such phrases: “That’s all,” “That was it,” "Gee, he looks just as
he does in the movies,” "What'll we do now?” Mostly teenagers
and others with no specific plans flocked into the street after
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MacArthur, but very soon got tired of following as there was
no place to go and nothing to do. Some cars were caught in the
crowd, a matter which, to the crowd, seemed amusing.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE TV PRESENTATION

The television perspective was different from that of any spec-
tator in the crowd. Relatively unlimited in its mobility, it
could order events in its own way by using close-ups for what
was deemed important and leaving the apparently unimportant
for the background. There was almost complete freedom to
aim cameras in accordance with such judgments. The view,
moreover, could be shifted to any significant happening, so that
the technical possibilities of the medium itself tended to play
up the dramatic. While the spectator, if fortunate, caught a
brief glimpse of the General and his family, the television
viewer found him the continuous center of attraction from his
first appearance during the parade at 2:21 p.M. until the sud-
den blackout at g:00 P.M. For almost forty minutes, not count-
ing his seven-minute appearance earlier in the day at the air-
port and his longer appearance at Soldiers Field that evening,
the video viewer could fasten his eyes on the General and on
what could be interpreted as the interplay between a heroic
figure and the enthusiastic crowd. The cheering of the crowd
seemed not to die down at all, and even as the telecast was con-
cluded, it only seemed to have reached its crest. Moreover, as
the camera focused principally on the parade itself, the crowd’s
applause seemed all the more ominous a tribute from the back-
ground.

The shots of the waiting crowd, the interviews with persons
within it, and the commentaries, had previously prepared the
viewer for this dramatic development. Its resolution was left to
the inference of the individual. But a sufficient number of
clues had already come over television to leave little doubt
about the structure. Out of the three-hour daytime telecast, in
addition to the time that MacArthur and party were the visual
focus of attention, there were over two hours which had to be
filled with visual material and vocal commentary. By far the
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largest amount of time was spent on anticipatory shots of the
crowd. MacArthur himself held the picture for the second-long-
est period; thus the ratio of time spent viewing MacArthur to
time spent anticipating his arrival is much greater for the TV
observer than for the spectator on the scene.

The descriptive accounts of the commentators (also reflected
in the interviews) ® determined the structure of the TV presen-
tation of the day's events. The idea of the magnitude of the
event, in line with preparations announced in the newspapers,
was emphasized by constant reference. The most frequently
employed theme was that “no effort has been spared to make
this day memorable” (eight references). There were seven di-
rect references to the effect that the announcer had “never seen
the equal to this moment” or that it was the “greatest ovation
this city had ever turned out.” The unique cooperative effort
of TV received five mentions and was tied in with the “dra-
matic” proportions of the event. It was impossible to categorize
and tabulate all references, but they ranged from a description
of crowded transportation and numerical estimates of the
crowd to the length of the city’s lunch hour and the state of
“suspended animation” into which business had fallen. There
was repeated mention that nothing was being allowed to inter-
fere with the success of the celebration; even the ball game had
been cancelled.® In addition to these purely formal aspects of
the event, two—and only two—aspects of the spectacle were
stressed: (1) the unusual nature of the event; (2) the tension

5 An analysis of televised interviews is omitted in this condensation. Inter-
views obtained for the study by observers posing as press representatives elicited
responses similar to those given over TV. Without exception, those questioned
referred to the magnitude, import, and other formal aspects of the event. These
stand in contrast to results obtained through informal probes and most over-
heard conversation. One informant connected with television volunteered that
television announcers had had specific instructions to emphasize that this was a
“dramatic event.” Another of Chicago’s TV newsmen noted that throughout the
telecast the commentary from each position made it sound as if the high points
of the day’s activity were about to occur or were occurring right on their own
spot.

8 The day's activities at a nearby race track were not cancelled. At one point
in the motorcade from the airport to the Loop, a traffic block resulted in a par-
tially “captive audience.” An irritated “captive” remarked, "I hope this doesn’t
make me late for the races.”
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which was said to pervade the entire scene. Even the references
to the friendly and congenial mood of the waiting crowd por-
tended something about the change that was expected to occur.

Moreover, in view of the selectivity of the coverage with its
emphasis on close-ups,” it was possible for each viewer to see
himself in a personal relationship to the General. As the an-
nouncer shouted out: “Look at that chin! Look at those eyes!”
—each viewer, regardless of what might have been meant by it,
could seek a personal interpretation which best expressed, for
him, the real feeling underlying the exterior which appeared
on the television screen.8

It is against the background of this personal inspection that
the significance of the telecast must be interpreted. The cheer-
ing crowd, the “seething mass of humanity,” was fictionally en-
dowed by the commentators with the same capacity for a direct
and personal relationship to MacArthur as the one which tele-
vision momentarily established for the TV viewer through its
close-up shots. The net effect of television thus stems from a
convergence of these two phenomena: namely, the seemingly
extraordinary scope of the event together with the apparent en-
thusiasm accompanying it and personalizing influence just re-
ferred to. In this way the public event was interpreted in a
very personal nexus. The total effect of so many people, all
shouting, straining, cheering, waving in personal welcome to
the General, disseminated the impression of a universal, enthu-
siastic, overwhelming ovation for the General. The selectivity
of the camera and the commentary gave the event a personal
dimension, nonexistent for the participants in the crowds,
thereby presenting a very specific perspective which contrasted
with that of direct observation.

7In a subsequent interview, a TV producer explained his conception of the
MacArthur Day coverage as “being the best in the country.” He especially re-
called bracketing and then closing in on the General during the motorcade, the
assumption being that he was the center of attraction.

8 During the evening ceremonies, MacArthur’s failure to show fatigue in spite
of the strenuous experiences of the day received special notice. A report from a
public viewing of the evening speech indicates the centering of discussion about
this “lack of fatigue™ in relation to the General's advanced years (Observer 24).
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OTHER INDEXES OF THE DISCREPANCY

In order to provide a further objective check on the discrep-
ancies between observer impressions and the event as it was in-
terpreted by those who witnessed it over television, a number
of spot checks on the reported amount of participation were
undertaken. Transportation statistics, counts in offices, and the
volume of sales reported by vendors provided such indices.

The results substantiate the above finding. The city and sub-
urban lines showed a very slight increase over their normal
loads. To some extent the paltry 50,000 increase in inbound
traffic on the street cars and elevated trains might even have
been due to rerouting. The suburban lines had their evening
rush hour moved up into the early afternoon—before the pa-
rade had begun.

Checks at luncheonettes, restaurants, and parking areas indi-
cated no unusual crowding. Samplings in offices disclosed only
a minor interest in the parade. Hawkers, perhaps the most sen-
sitive judges of enthusiasm, called the parade a “puzzler” and
displayed unsold wares.

DETAILED ILLUSTRATION OF CONTRAST

The bridge ceremony provides an illustration of the contrast
between the two perspectives. Seven observers witnessed this
ceremony from the crowd.

TV perspective: in the words of the announcer, the Bridge
ceremony marked “one of the high spots, if not the high spot of
the occasion this afternoon. . . . The parade is now reaching
its climax at this point.” -

The announcer, still focusing on MacArthur and the other
participating persons, took the opportunity to review the cere-
mony about to take place. . . . The camera followed and the
announcer described the ceremony in detail. . . . The camera
focused directly on the General, showing a close-up. . . . There
were no shots of the crowd during this period. But the announ-
cer filled in. “A great cheer goes up at the Bataan Bridge,
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where the General has just placed a wreath in honor of the
American boys who died at Bataan and Corregidor. You have

heard the speech . . . the General is now walking back . . . the
General now enters his car. This is the focal point where all
the newsreels . . . frankly, in 25 years of covering the news, we

have never seen as many newsreels gathered at one spot. One,
two, three, four, five, six. At least eight cars with newsreels
rigged on top of them, taking a picture that will be carried
over the entire world, over the Chicagoland area by the com-
bined network of these T'V stations of Chicago, which have
combined for this great occasion and for the solemn occasion
which you have just witnessed.”

During this scene there were sufficient close-ups for the
viewer to gain a definite reaction, positive or negative, to the
proceedings. He could see the General’s facial expressions and
what appeared to be momentary confusion. He could watch the
activities of the Gold Star mothers in relation to MacArthur
and define this as he wished—as inappropriate for the be-
reaved moment or as understandable in the light of the occa-
sion. Taking the cue from the announcer, the entire scene
could be viewed as rushed. Whether or not, in line with the of-
ficial interpretation, the TV viewer saw the occasion as solemn,
it can be assumed that he expected that the participant on the
scene was, in fact, experiencing the occasion in the same way as
he.

Actually, this is the way what was meant to be a solemn occa-
sion was experienced by those attending, and which constitutes
the crowd perspective. The dedication ceremony aroused little
of the sentiment it might have elicited under other conditions.
According to Observer 31, “People on our corner could not see
the dedication ceremony very well, and consequently after he
had passed immediately in front of us, there was uncertainty as
to what was going on. As soon as word had come down that he
had gone down to his car, the crowd dispersed.” Observer 8
could not quite see the ceremony from where he was located on
Wacker Drive, slightly east of the bridge. Condensed descrip-
tions of two witnesses illustrate the confusion which sur-
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rounded the actual wreath-laying ceremony (three other similar
descriptions are omitted here).

It was difficult to see any of them. MacArthur moved swiftly
up the steps and immediately shook hands with people on the
platform waiting to greet him. There was some cheering when
he mounted the platform. He walked north on the platform
and did not reappear until some minutes later. In the mean-
time the crowd was so noisy that it was impossible to under-
stand what was being broadcast from the loudspeakers. Cheer-
ing was spotty and intermittent, and there was much talk
about Mrs. MacArthur and Arthur . . . (Observer 2).

Those who were not on boxes did not see MacArthur. They
did not see Mrs. MacArthur, but only her back. MacArthur
went up on the platform, as we were informed by those on
boxes, and soon we heard some sound over the loudspeakers.
Several cars were standing in the street with their motors run-
ning. . . . Some shouted to the cars to shut their motors off,
but the people in the cars did not care or did not hear. -

. The people in our area continued to push forward
trying to hear. When people from other areas began to come
and walk past us to go toward the train, the people in our area
shrugged their shoulders. “Well, I guess it’s all over. That noise
must have been the speech.” One of the three men who had
stood there for an hour or more, because it was such a good
spot, complained, “This turned out to be a lousy spot. I should
have gone home. I bet my wife saw it much better over televi-
sion” (Observer 30).

Regardless of good intentions on the part of planners and de-
spite any recognition of the solemn purpose of the occasion by
individuals in the crowd, the solemnity of the occasion was de-
stroyed, if for no other reason, because officials in the parade
were so intent upon the time schedule and cameramen so in-
tent upon recording the solemn dedication for the TV audi-
ence and for posterity that the witnesses could not see or hear
the ceremony, or feel “solemn” or communicate a mood of sol-
emnity. A crowd of confused spectators, cheated in their hopes
of seeing a legendary hero in the flesh, was left unsatisfied.
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RECIPROCAL EFFECTS

There is some direct evidence regarding the way in which
television imposed its own peculiar perspective on the event.
In one case an observer on the scene would watch both what
was going on and what was being televised.

It was possible for me to view the scene (at Soldiers Field)
both naturally and through the lens of the television camera. It
was obvious that the camera presented quite a different picture
from the one received otherwise. The camera followed the Gen-
eral’'s car and caught that part of the crowd immediately oppo-
site the car and about 15 rows above it. Thus it caught that
part of the crowd that was cheering, giving the impression of a
solid mass of wildly cheering people. It did not show the large
sections of empty stands, nor did it show that people stopped
cheering as soon as the car passed them (Observer 13).

In much the same way, the television viewer received the im-
pression of wildly cheering and enthusiastic crowds before the
parade. The camera selected shots of the noisy and waving au-
dience, but in this case, the television camera itself created the
incident. The cheering, waving, and shouting was often largely
a response to the aiming of the camera. The crowd was thrilled
to be on television, and many attempted to make themselves
apparent to acquaintances who might be watching. But even
beyond that, an event important enough to warrant the most
widespread pooling of television facilities in Chicago video his-
tory acquired in its own right some magnitude and signifi-
cance. Casual conversation continually showed that being on
television was among the greatest thrills of the day.

Conclusion

It has been claimed for televison that it brings the truth di-
rectly into the home: the “camera does not lie.” Analysis of the
above data shows that this assumed reportorial accuracy is far
from automatic. Every camera selects, and thereby leaves the
unseen part of the subject open to suggestion and inference.
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The gaps are usually filled in by a commentator. In addition
the process directs action and attention to itself.

Examination of a public event by mass observation and by
television revealed considerable discrepancy between these two
experiences. The contrast in perspectives points to three items
whose relevance in structuring a televised event can be inferred
from an analysis of the television content:

(1) technological bias, i.e., the necessarily arbitrary sequence of
telecasting events and their structure in terms of fore-
ground and background, which at the same time contains
the choices on the part of the television personnel as to
what is important;

(2) structuring of an event by an announcer, whose commen-
tary is needed to tie together the shifts from camera to cam-
era, from vista to close-up, helping the spectator to gain the
stable orientation from one particular perspective;

(8) reciprocal effects, which modify the event itself by staging it
in a way to make it more suitable for telecasting and creat.
ing among the actors the consciousness of acting for a
larger audience.

General attitudes regarding television and viewing habits
must also be taken into account. Since the industry is accus-
tomed to thinking in terms of audience ratings—though not
to the exclusion of all other considerations—efforts are made
to assure steady interest. The telecast was made to conform to
what was interpreted as the pattern of viewers’ expectations.
The drama of MacArthur Day, in line with that pattern, was
nonetheless built around unifying symbols, personalities, and
general appeals (rather than issues). But a drama it had to be,
even if at the expense of reality.

Unlike other television programs, news and special events
features constitute part of that basic information about “real-
ity” which we require in order to act in concert with anony-
mous but like-minded persons in the political process. Action is
guided by the possibilities for success, and, as part of this con-
stant assessment, inferences about public opinion as a whole
are constantly made. Even though the average citizen does, in
fact, see only a small segment of public opinion, few persons re-
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frain from making estimates of the true reading of the public
temper. Actions and campaigns are supported by a sense of sup-
port from other persons. If not, these others at least constitute
an action potential that can be mobilized. The correct evalua-
tion of the public temper is therefore of utmost importance; it
enters the total political situation as perhaps one of the weight-
iest factors.

Where no overt expression of public opinion exists, politi-
cians and citizens find it useful to fabricate it. Against such
demonstrations as MacArthur Day, poll data lack persuasive-
ness and, of necessity, must always lag in their publication be-
hind the development of popular attitudes. For the politician
who is retroactively able to counter the errors resulting from
an undue regard for what at a given time is considered over-
whelming public opinion, there may be little significance in
this delay. The imagery of momentary opinion may, however,
goad him into action which, though justified in the name of
public opinion, may objectively be detrimental. It may prevent
critics from speaking out when reasoned criticism is desirable,
so that action may be deferred until scientific estimates of pub-
lic opinion can catch up with the prior emergence of new or
submerged opinion.

Above all, a more careful formulation of the relations among
public opinion, the mass media, and the political process is
vital for the understanding of many problems in the field of
politics. The reports and telecasts of what purports to be spon-
taneous homage paid to a political figure assume added mean-
ing within this context. The most important single media ef-
fect coming within the scope of the material relevant to the
study of MacArthur Day was the dissemination of an image of
overwhelming public sentiment in favor of the General. This
effect gathered force as it was incorporated into political strat-
egy, picked up by other media, entered into gossip, and thus
came to overshadow immediate reality as it might have been re-
corded by an observer on the scene. We have labeled this the
“landslide effect” because, in view of the widespread dissemina-
tion of a particular public welcoming ceremony, the imputed
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unanimity gathered tremendous force.® This “landslide effect”
can, in large measure, be attributed to television.

Two characteristics of the video event enhanced this effect
(misevaluation of public sentiment). (1) The depiction of the
ceremonies in unifying rather than in particularistic symbols
(between which a balance was maintained) failed to leave any
room for dissent. Because no lines were drawn between the
conventional and the partisan aspects of the reception, the tra-
ditional welcome assumed political significance in the eyes of
the public. (2) A general characteristic of the television presen-
tation was that the field of vision of the viewer was enlarged
while, at the same time, the context in which these events
could be interpreted was less clear. Whereas a participant was
able to make direct inferences about the crowd as a whole,
being in constant touch with those around him, the television
viewer was in the center of the entire crowd. Yet, unlike the
participant, he was completely at the mercy of the instrument
of his perceptions. He could not test his impressions—could
not shove back the shover, inspect bystanders’ views, or attempt
in any way to affect the ongoing activity. To the participant,
on the other hand, the direction of the crowd activity as a
whole, regardless of its final goal, still appeared as the interplay
of certain peculiarly personal and human forces. Political senti-
ment, wherever encountered, could thus be evaluated and dis-
counted. Antagonistic views could be attributed to insufficient
personal powers of persuasion rather than seen as subjugation
to the impersonal dynamics of mass hysteria. The television
viewer had little opportunity to recognize this personal dimen-
sion in the crowd. What was mediated over the screen was,
above all, the general trend and the direction of the event,
which consequently assumed the proportion of an impersonal
force no longer subject to influence.

9 It must be reemphasized that there was no independent check—in the form
of a validation—of the specific effect of 'T'V. However, newspaper coverage em-
phasized the overwhelming enthusiasm. Informal interviews, moreover, even
months later, showed that the event was still being interpreted as a display of
mass hysteria.
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This view of the “overwhelming” effect of public moods and
the impersonal logic of public events is hypothesized as a char-
acteristic of the perspective resulting from the general structure
of the picture and the context of television viewing.



B. AUDIENCES OF MASS COMMUNICATION






INTRODUCTION

The Nature of an Audience

BAUER'S ARTICLE in the following section is a kind of requiem
for a past concept of the mass media audience, a concept that
until recently was very much alive. We have spoken in several
places about the passing of this concept. Suffice it here to say
that mass media audiences are no longer very widely conceived
of as relatively passive collections of individuals who interact
very little with each other but maintain direct relationships
with the media, by which they are directly and most dramati-
cally influenced. As Freidson's article, in the following pages,
makes clear, the process and effect of mass communication must
be seen today against the background concept of an intensely
active audience, seeking what it wants, rejecting far more con-
tent than it accepts, interacting both with the members of the
groups it belongs to and with the media content it receives,
and often testing the mass media message by talking it over
with other persons or comparing it with other media content.

The activity of an audience is really a continuum from the
most to the least active, depending on the situation. For exam-
ple, consider this list of communication situations, arranged
from the most to the least interactive:

An argument between two persons
A group discussion (with people taking turns)
A mob being stirred up to action

A tootball game (in which the audience feels involved, but is
constrained in the action it can take)

A political meeting (perhaps less involving than the football
game)

A class lecture
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A movie in a theater (individual attention but some crowd re-
action)

Family viewing of television (probably some conversation or
criticism)
Reading a newspaper

The mass media experiences are at the lower, less active end
of the continuum, and there, obviously, the opportunity for
feedback is much less. In an argument, one can instantly argue
back—or even hit back. In a class lecture, a student can ask
questions or object or leave. In a movie, a viewer can hiss or
hoot or applaud loudly enough for the manager to hear. A per-
son viewing television with his family can say what he thinks of
a program, or turn off the set, or write or telephone the station.
The man of the house, reading the newspaper at the end of the
workday, can do little except stop reading, or write a letter to
the editor. Many an editor has heard from his audience in the
tone of the salutation Charles Dana reported: “Mr. Editor, you
cur, sir!”

Thus the opportunity for immediate activity varies greatly
according to the kind of audience, but even at the quietest,
most individual end of the spectrum, audience activity is not
limited by what can be done at once. Let the newspaper en-
dorse the wrong candidate or misreport something that means
a great deal to the reader, and if the editor does not get a direct
complaint he can at least count on generating a great deal of
angry discussion—and perhaps losing subscribers.

In another way, the audience is very active, although there
may be nothing overt about it. This is in the selection, rejec-
tion, and interpretation that goes on in the mind of every re-
ceiver. We have included a number of papers on this topic be-
cause of the great power given to the mass media to report to
us on our environment. Indeed, much of what we know about
everything except our most immediate surroundings comes to
us through the mass media, and therefore it is important to
know both how the media handle this responsibility and how
audiences handle the information delivered to them.

The Sears-Freedman paper reviews the research on the ques-
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tion whether audiences select material they agree with, and re-
ject that which they do not. The Krech and Crutchfield chap-
ter is a succinct analysis of how people perceive the messages
that come to them from out of their environment. Lippmann’s
article is on disparities between “the world outside and the pic-
tures in our heads,” and how these disparities arise. The Coo-
per-Jahoda paper reports one of the most famous communica-
tion studies of the 19g40's—how prejudiced people reinterpret
anti-prejudice propaganda to fit their prejudices. The Hastorf-
Cantril article is an account of how people who wanted differ-
ent teams to win saw the same football game. And the article
by Tannenbaum is an account of how the media “index” their
content (by headlines, captions, position, display, and so forth)
and how this affects the message that audiences get from it. It
will be clear from these papers that the media are not shooting
a bullet into their audiences—or, at least, not the same bullet;
and if the same bullet leaves the printing press or the broad-
casting tower or the film projector, it is vastly different by the
time it comes to rest in different targets.

We have not included here a summary of audience size and
composition, because these figures differ considerably with
time and place, and are better sought in current reports. It may
be helpful, however, to set down a few generalizations.

The mass media are part of a child’s environment almost
from the beginning of life. Until the child learns to read, the
electronic media dominate. Where television is available, a
child makes considerable use of it by age two, and almost all
children view it by age five. Picture books come into use, radio
has limited use (where there is television), comic books and
strips and stories are read to the child, and occasionally a
young child is taken to a movie. Then, when he learns to read,
storybooks and some magazine content come rapidly into use.

A teenager’s use of the media reflects the development of
new skills, the demands and uncertainties of new social roles,
the broadening of knowledge, and the gradual maturing of
tastes and interests. Social communication roles (like going to
the movies or the library) become more important. He begins
to make much use of popular music. School influences both his
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interests (more public affairs, more science) and his use of time
(homework cuts into mass media time, although he often does
the homework with the radio blasting beside him). The news-
paper becomes important to him. As he turned to slapstick and
fantasy in his early years, so he turns toward the advice column
in his teens.

Two media, television and newspapers, are seen by almost all
adults in the economically advanced countries of North Amer-
ica, Europe, and Japan. (In developing countries, radio tends
to be most used because it can overleap literacy and because
low-cost transistor receivers can provide listening where there
are no electric power lines). Television is in nearly g5 percent
of American homes, and newspapers are read regularly by more
than 85 percent of American adults. Magazines reach about
two-thirds of the adult population. Somewhat less than half of
American adults attend movies with any regularity, and only
25 to 35 percent read as much as one book a month. Radio is
still settling into the new role enforced on it by television, and
its audience has been changing.

Newspaper reading rises to a peak in the forties and falls off
slightly in late years, possibly because of difficulties with vision.
Television, on the other hand, seems to pick up even more
viewers after fifty. Magazine and book reading decline some-
what through adult life.

More significant than the changing amount of use of the dif-
ferent media, however, is the changing nature of use during the
adult years. People, as they grow older, select more news and
information programs on television, read more public affairs
content in newspapers, and are more likely to seek “serious”
material in magazines and movies. This is a fairly steady pat-
tern from the thirties onward. As the taste for serious informa-
tion grows, so the interest in comics, popular music, mystery
and western programs, and escape fiction declines. People be-
yond the early years of adulthood make up most of the audi-
ence of public television.

The use of print media increases (in general) and the use of
television decreases with education. When allowance is made
for the amount of free time available (highly educated people
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tend to be busy with activities other than media use), then use
of the electronic as well as print media appears to also increase
with education; but when time is scarce, highly educated peo-
ple are more likely to seek their information in print than else-
where.

The current and continuing audience studies are the best
place to look for up-to-date information in the area we have
been describing so briefly. For a more general treatment, see
the article by Schramm, “Mass Communication in the Human
Life Cycle,” in Mélanges Roger Clausse (Brussels: Editions de
I'Institut de Sociologie, 1971).






ELIOT FREIDSON

Communications Research
and the Concept of the Mass

As Freidson says in this article, several different notions of the
“mass” have gone into writing and thinking about mass communi-
cation. In one sense, the mass is thought of merely as a great body
of people—for example, the television audience, or all the inhabi-
tants of a country who do not belong to an elite class. This is not
very useful in helping to explain audience behavior. A second no-
tion is that the mass is a large group of individuals who represent
all groups in society, who do not know each other and interact little
if at all, and who have very little social organization. This concept
of the mass invited scholars to study it as individuals and to give
equal weight to all individuals by classifying them as to age, sex, so-
cioeconomic status, education, and the like. As a matter of fact, this
is how mass media audiences were studied for a number of years.
And yet we know that members of the mass do not act solely as in-
dividuals. They interact. They belong to groups and defend group
norms. They have different degrees of influence and authority. This
article was one of the earlier efforts by sociologists to direct commu-
nication research away from the study of individuals to a study of
an active, interacting audience. Dr. Freidson is a member of the so-
ciology faculty at New York University. This paper was first pub-
lished, and copyrighted, by the American Sociological Review, in
1953, and is here reprinted by permission of the author and the
copyright holder.

THE sTupy of mass communications has not interested many
sociologists until quite recently. Sociologists who are now work-
ing in the field find themselves confronted by a rather large
body of research literature created over the past twenty years
by such diverse workers as educators, psychologists, librarians,
professional consultants to business or government, and the
like. Each of the workers has been interested in a special prob-
lem, and on the whole those problems have been practical, re-
quiring what is immediately useful for action rather than what
is or will be useful for basic knowledge.

That practical orientation has not only been responsible for
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the diversity of research but also for a notable lack of the sys-
tematic point of view that a theory of mass communication
would give. Such a theory could illuminate the area of research
better than mere common sense, and by doing so make the ap-
plication of specific research techniques more appropriate and
more accurate.

Such a theory must begin with some definition of the area of
concern. While the sociologist is perhaps not the most qualified
to deal with the nature of communication itself, he is at least
qualified to deal with the nature of human groups. He can par-
ticipate in the creation of a theory of mass communication by
defining the character of the social enterprises that organize,
produce, and maintain mass communications and their media,
and by defining the character of the human groups called audi-
ences, or collectively, “the audience.” In this paper the socio-
logical concept of the mass will be examined to see if it may be
used to define the character of the audience of mass communi-
cations.

The Concept of the Mass

In the dictionary the mass is defined as the great body of the
people of a nation, as contrasted to some special body like a
particular social class. Lazarsfeld and Kendall use such a defini-
tion when they write, “The term ‘mass,” then, is truly applica-
ble to the medium of radio, for it more than the other media,
reaches all groups of the population uniformly.” ! This notion
of the mass merely implies that a mass communication may be
distinguished from other kinds of communication by the fact
that it is addressed to a large cross-section of a population
rather than only one or a few individuals or a special part of
the population. It also makes the implicit assumption of some
technical means of transmitting the communication in order
that the communication may reach at the same time all the
people forming the cross-section of the population.

! P. F. Lazarsfeld and P. L. Kendall, ""Fhe Communications Behavior of the
Average American,” in W. Schramm, ed., Mass Communications (Urbana: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 1949), p. 399.
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This is a conception that is not incorrect, but rather inade-

uate. It does not exploit its own implications about the na-
ture of the behavior we may expect from members of the mass
or about the characteristic features of the mass that set it apart
from other groups. By its lack of specific system or following
out of implications it neither encourages nor requires specific
research to contradict or elaborate it.

A second notion of the mass and its behavior is systematic,
logical, and specific enough to provide testable hypotheses
about the characteristics of the audience of mass communica-
tions and the determinants of its behavior. As such, it is emi-
nently suited to be worked into a larger theory of mass commu-
nication. In this conception 2 the mass is said to have four
distinctive features. First, it is heterogeneous in composition,
its members coming from all groups of a society. Second, it is
composed of individuals who do not know each other. Third,
the members of the mass are spatially separated from one an-
other and in that sense, at least, cannot interact with one an-
other or exchange experience. Fourth, the mass has no definite
leadership and has a very loose organization if any at all. These
features are all implied by the commonsense notion and are
logically compatible with each other.

The members of the mass are characteristically concerned
with ideas, events, and things that lie outside their local experi-
ence. Because those ideas, events, and things lie outside the
local experience of the members of the mass, they are not de-
fined or explained “in terms of the understanding or rules of
(the) local groups” to which the members of the mass belong.?
These therefore turn the attention of the members of the mass
away from their “local cultures and spheres of life” and toward
areas not structured by “rules, regulations, or expectations.” In
this sense, the mass “has no social organization, no body of cus-
tom and tradition, no established set of rules or rituals, no or-
ganized group of sentiments, no structure of status roles, and

2 Herbert Blumer, “Collective Behavior,” in A. M. Lee ed., New Outline of
the Principles of Sociology, (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1946), pp. 167—222.
Blumer's work rests upon the earlier formulations of Robert E. Park.

3 Ibid., p. 186.
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no established leadership. It merely consists of an aggregation
of individuals who are separate, detached, anonymous.” 4 Since
the mass has no societal character, the form of its behavior is
not to be found in organized, concerted group activity but
rather in the behavior of the separate individuals who make up
the mass. Each individual seeks to gratify his own needs by se-
lecting certain extralocal ideas, events, or things in preference
to others.

In another paper Blumer states that the audience of at least
one mass medium, the movies, is a mass. In attending to mov-
ies, members of the audience are anonymous, heterogeneous,
unorganized, and spatially separated, and the content of the
movies is concerned with something that lies outside the local
lives of the spectators.® According to his notion, then, the audi-
ence of such mass communications as we find in movies may be
distinguished from other social groups or aggregates by the spe-
cific, generic characteristics of the mass.

It is clear that this concept of the mass is sufficiently logical
and articulated that if we use it to characterize the audience of
mass communications, as Blumer suggests we do, it could well
serve as an important source of fruitful hypotheses, and in turn
become part of some systematic theory of mass communication.
The problem remains, however, whether what we already
know about the audience is compatible with the concept of the
mass, and in this sense whether or not it would be accurate to
characterize the audience as a mass. It is to this problem that
we must turn now.

The Character of Audience Experience

The major methodological implication of Blumer's concep-
tion of the mass is that it is appropriately studied by using a
“sample in the form of an aggregation of disparate individuals
having equal weight.” ¢ The method of study appropriate to

4 Ibid.

5 Herbert Blumer, “The Moulding of Mass Behavior through the Motion Pic-
wre,” Publications of the American Sociological Society 29 (1936): 115—27.

8 Herbert Blumer, “Public Opinion and Public Opinion Polling," American
Sociological Review 12 (1948): 548. In this article he specifically describes "going
to motion picture shows, and reading newspapers™” as “mass actions of individu-
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the concept thus gives equal weight to individuals by classify-
ing them according to such essentially demographic attributes
as age, sex, socioeconomic status, and education; the subjects
are treated as solitary individuals who have certain traits in
common but who do not interact with each other and who do
not share certain socially derived expectations about the com-
munication.

Blumer has indicated that the characteristic behavior of the
members of the mass takes the form of selection. In this sense,
if it is accurate to consider members of the audience to be
members of the mass, then their characteristic behavior lies in
their selections of particular movies, programs, and newspa-
pers. These selections become the important thing to explain.
If it is accurate to consider the audience to be a mass, then ac-
cording to the concept of the mass those selections are to be ex-
plained by factors that are not an essential part of the primary
or local group experience of the audience. The factors that re-
duce the individual to a member of the mass are such things as
age, sex, years of education, socioeconomic status, and “person-
ality,” attributes that he shares with thousands who are un-
known to him and who have no immediate influence on him.

Such attributes must explain audience selections, or we are
justified in concluding that the audience is not a mass. Of late
there has been some feeling that such data are not sufficient to
explain audience selections. Riley and Flowerman advance the
opinion that “any given person in the audience reacts not
merely as an isolated personality but also as a member of the
various groups to which he belongs and with which he
communicates.” 7 To support this they offer some preliminary
data that cannot be ignored, even though they refer only to an
audience of children.

There are in fact other grounds for concluding that the audi-

als in contrast to organized actions of groups,” and attacks public opinion poll-
ers for applying to the study of the public and public opinion methods of sam-
pling that are appropriate only to the study of the mass or other aggregates.

7M. W. Riley and S. H. Flowerman, “Group Relations as a Variable in
Communications Research,” American Sociological Review 16 (1951): 171. See
also M. W. Riley and J. W. Riley, Jr.. "A Sociological Approach to Communica-
tions Research,” Public Opinion Quarterly 15 (1951): pp. 445—60.
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ence is only inaccurately termed a mass. We are told that the
mass consists of individual members. When we look at a partic-
ular individual member of the audience we find that his actual
experience is of a decidedly different quality than might be ex-
pected if he were a solitary member of the mass. We find that
most individuals go to the movies in the company of another
person 8 and that family rather than solitary listening and
watching tend to be characteristic of radio ® and television 10
audiences. The individual seems to experience those media fre-
quently in an immediately sociable setting !! that cannot be
characterized as anonymous or heterogeneous, with no interac-
tion with other spectators, and no organized relationships
among them.

The fact of the existence of a characteristically interpersonal
setting of the spectator’s contact with some of the mass media
would lead us to suspect and seek the existence of other charac-
teristically social features of his experience. When we learn
that the most effective mode of stimulating members of the au-
dience to make one selection rather than another (i.e., the most
effective mode of advertising) lies in what is called word-of-
mouth advertising !? (i.e., the transmission of opinions about
movies from one person to another), it seems certain that there
is some lively interchange between any individual and other
members of the audience. From this datum we are able to infer
among the members of an audience the existence and continu-
ous re-creation of shared understandings, common selections,
and concerted social activity. Further, since we are told that
such a thing as an “opinion leader” exists,!® we may conclude

8 L. A. Handel, Hollywood l.ooks at Its Audience (Urbana: University of 1li-
nois Press, 1950), pp. 113—14.

% A. L. Eisenberg, Children and Radio Programs (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1936), p. 194.

9E. E. Maccoby, “Television: Its lmpact on School Children,” Public
Opinion Quarterly 15 (1951): 425.

' Herbert Blumer, Movies and Conduct (New York: Macmillan, 1933), pas-
sim, is particularly rich in personal documents that indicate the quality and sig-
nificance of that immediately sociable setting of movie-going.

12 Handel, Hollywood L.ooks at Its Audience, p. 69.

13 Ibid., pp. 88—go. See also the discussion provoked by the “discovery” of the
opinion leader, R. K. Merton, "Patterns of Influence,” in P. F. Lazarsfeld and
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there to be some sort of well-developed web of organized social
relationships that exists among members of the audience and
that influences their behavior.

This material implies that the member of the audience se-
lects his mass communications content under a good deal of
pressure and guidance from his experience as a member of so-
cial groups, that in fact his mass communications behavior is
part of his social behavior, and that mass communications have
been absorbed into the social life of the local groups. The act
of “selection” itself seems to have become a habitual type of so-
cial act that frequently is no longer even self-conscious. Handel
indicated that only about 21 percent of the movie audience
shows any great effort consciously to select a particular movie
to see !4 (rather than go to the Rialto on Saturday nights be-
cause that’s what one always does on Saturday nights).

Much audience behavior, then, takes place in a complex net-
work of local social activity. Certain times of day, certain days,
certain seasons, are the socially appropriate times for engaging
in particular activities connected with the various mass media.
The individual is frequently accompanied by others of his so-
cial group when he is engaged in those activities. The individ-
ual participates in an interpersonal grid of spectators who dis-
cuss the meaning of past experience with mass communications
and the anticipated significance of future experience. Certain
theaters, programs, and newspapers tend to form focal points
for his activity on specific occasions, no matter what the con-
tent might actually be.

F. N. Stanton, Communications Research (New York: Harper & Brothers, 194g),
Pp- 180-21g.

4 Handel, Hollywood l.ooks at Its Audience, pp. 151-54. We may also note
Berelson's finding in “What *Missing the Newspaper’ Means,” in Lazarsfeld and
Stanton, Communications Research, pp. 122—23, that “reading (the newspaper)
itself, rather than what is read, provides an important gratification for the re-
spondents.” Radio research, too, has found such habitual rather than consciously
selective audience behavior.

In many ways the ordinary member of an audience can be equated with the
normal, unself-conscious member of a long-established church congregation,
while the fan can be equated with the devoted member of a tightly organized,
militant cult. The former shows habitual social behavior while the latter shows
ritual social behavior.
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The behavior of the members of the mass is said not to be
“integral to the routine of local group behavior,” '* but the
communications behavior of the members of the audience, on
the other hand, does seem to be integrated into the routine of
local group life. The mass media are institutions that are orga-
nized around providing services to a clientele. The services of
the local theater, television station, and newspaper are ab-
sorbed into the pattern of local life, becoming only some of a
number of focal points around which leisure activities have
been organized by the members of the group.

It is this point about the social nature of the experience of
the members of the audience that has been somewhat obscurely
made by past research when the “predispositions” of the indi-
vidual are referred to in order to explain the failure to find
strong and consistent correlations between content and specific
types of reactions to it. It is this point that is being referred to
by the recent thorough review of the literature on the effects of
mass media that concluded at one point that

a substantial number of careful objective studies indicate that
cultural milieu is one of the most important, if not the single
most important determiner of an individual’s pattern of com-
munications behavior. . . . The individual apparently adopts,
or develops, patterns of communications behavior characteristic
of persons in his own cultural level. . . . Should he come into
contact with a new medium of communication, his behavior in
relation thereto is governed by the pattern. The new medium
is in short not so likely to change the pattern of his behavior as
rather to be absorbed.1é

On the basis of this material on the experience and behavior
of members of the audience, it is possible to conclude that the
audience, from the point of view of its members, at least, is not
anonymous, heterogeneous, unorganized, and spatially sepa-
rated. The individual member of the audience frequently does
not manifest the selective activity characteristic of the mass,
and when such selection has been observed to occur it ap-

!5 Blumer, * Moulding of Mass Behavior,” p. 116.

18 J. T. Klapper, "The Effects of Mass Media.” (New York: Bureau of Ap-
plied Social Research, Columbia University, 1g4g); sec. I-15, p. 6.
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peared to arise out of the stimulation of organized social pro-
cesses rather than merely the individual's personal interests.
Given this, it is possible to conclude that the concept of the
mass is not accurately applicable to the audience.

Methodological Implications

If this conclusion is correct, what are its implications for
communications, and particularly audience, research?

The bulk of past students of the audience of mass communi-
cations will no doubt be surprised to be told that their method
and their underlying assumptions about the nature of the audi-
ence presuppose reliance on the concept of the mass that has
been described here. There is no justification for studying the
audience as an aggregation of discrete individuals whose social
experience is equalized and canceled out by allowing only the
attributes of age, sex, socioeconomic status, and the like, to rep-
resent them except by subscribing to the assertion that the au-
dience is a mass.

Further, the popular procedure of studying audience behav-
ior solely in relation to content also relies on equating the
audience with the mass. Assuming the audience to be a mass,
the implicit reasoning of such research is as follows. Since the
mass attends to areas which are not conventionally defined (and
which are in some way conveyed by content), and since mem-
bers of the mass do not behave according to the conventions,
expectations, and values of their local groups and do not inter-
act with each other, it follows that the two really important
variables in mass communication are individual traits of the
members of the audience and the content itself. Content is
then studied as a set of stimuli from which members of the au-
dience as individuals create “objects” in terms of their individ-
ual interests. There is only interaction between content and
personal interests. When the audience is viewed as a social
group rather than a mass, then content and personal interests
are seen to be only some of the elements of the overall social
process determining responses.

To the extent that past research has studied the audience as
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if it were composed of discrete individuals, and has sought the
significant determinants of audience taste and behavior only in
the relation between content and the personal interests implied
by the attributes of the individual spectator, past research has
considered the audience to be a mass. If the concept of the
mass is only inaccurately applied to the audience, the past re-
search that owes its justification to such application has rested
on an inaccurate foundation and suffers because of it.

The Use of the Concept of the Mass
in Communications Research

In order to create a more adequate notion of the audience, it
must be recognized that there is an essential ambiguity 17 in-
volved, an ambiguity that becomes sharply focused when we re-
alize that one can speak of the audience in two major senses.
On the one hand we can speak of the national audience and on
the other of the local audiences that make up the national au-
dience.

The national audience is more or less a mass in Blumer’s
sense, provided that we speak of members of one local audience
not in relation to each other but to those of other local audi-
ences. Members of one local audience are anonymous, heteroge-
neous, spatially separate, and unorganized in relation to those
of another local audience. There is no well-organized bond be-
tween different local audiences, and in this sense the type of so-
cial experience presupposed by such a bond need not be taken
into account when one deals with the sum of the local
audiences—the national audience. Thus, so long as one treats

17 Some of the ambiguity of the problem of defining the audience lies in the
fact that the audience changes as we change our perspective. To the stubbornly
pragmatic producer of movies who relies only on box office receipts for his con-
ception of the audience, it is typically a mass, To the television producer who is
strongly affected by a tiny but extremely vocal group of parents who do not
want violence portrayed on the screen, the audience is typically a public and his
decisions are made on the basis of “public opinion.” Our major point here,
however, is that if we assume the perspective of the members of the audience as

they themselves experience mass media, the audience is a distinctly social. local
group that neither typically makes selections nor discusses an issue.
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the national audience as an aggregate body, the concept of the
mass is not inaccurately applied.

However, while one can describe such an aggregate without
reference to the organized groups that compose it, one cannot
explain the behavior of its members except by reference to the
local audiences to which they belong. It is their experience as
members of local audiences that determines how they act, not
the fact that there happen to be members of other local audi-
ences whom they do not know, who are not necessarily similar
to them, do not interact with them, and do not have well-orga-
nized relationships with them. The existence of those other
local audiences has no necessary relation to their own experi-
ence. If we are to consider the actual experience of members of
the audience to determine their responses, then the concept of
the mass has little relevance to that experience and is not ap-
propriately used as the basis for explaining audience behavior.
Research concerned with the problem of explaining why mem-
bers of the audience behave as they do should avoid using the
concept at the risk of using inappropriate methods of study and
obscuring pertinent facts. This conclusion in no way questions
the usefulness of the concept of the mass for other areas of re-
search.

The behavior of members of the audience, in sum, does not
seem to conform to the criteria of collective behavior in gen-
eral; rather, it seems to be distinctly social. Thus, an adequate
concept of the audience must include some idea of its social
character, some idea that being a member of a local audience is
a social activity in which interaction with others before, dur-
ing, and after any single occasion of spectatorship has created
definite shared expectations and predisposing definitions.
These in turn have a determinate effect, in conjunction with
the institutionalized character of the activity, on what members
of the audience select or do not select, and how they react or
do not react. Such a concept requires research that is not satis-
fied with studying only such things as the age, sex, or personal-
ity of the spectators in conjunction with the content of the
communication, but that would go on to study the local audi-
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ence itself as a social group composed of individuals who have
absorbed mass communications into their relatively settled
ways of behaving and who, in the real or vicarious company of
their fellows, behave towards mass communications in an orga-
nized, social manner.
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Selective Exposure to Information:
A Critical Review

Do individuals select from the mass media what they agree with?
Intuitively, this seems to make sense. We know that a program put
on by one political party is more likely to attract audiences from
that party than from others. We know that in general we try to se-
lect from the media what we think will be useful to us or what we
expect to enjoy. The theory of cognitive dissonance tells us that we
are likely to look for information that confirms rather than chal-
lenges a decision we have made. This is important, because if audi-
ences select chiefly the media content that they are predisposed to
agree with, then there is good reason to expect that many cam-
paigns will fail and that the media will not be very effective in per-
suasion. Sears and Freedman have reviewed the research on selective
exposure, and they conclude that the situation is not as simple as it
seems. There is evidence of de facto selection—for example, more
Republicans than Democrats listening to the Republican broadcast
—but no very convincing evidence of a general psychological prefer-
ence for supportive material. Their analysis of these conclusions il-
luminates both the need and the difficulty of studying the commu-
nication process. Dr. Sears is a member of the psychology
department at the University of California, Los Angeles, and Dr.
Freedman, of the psychology department at Columbia. This article
was originally printed and copyrighted by the Public Opinion
Quarterly in 1967, and is reprinted here by permission of the au-
thors and the copyright holder.

ONE oF THE most widely accepted principles in sociology and
social psychology is the principle of selective exposure. It is a
basic fact in the thinking of many social scientists about com-
munication effects. For example, Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and
Gaudet find it an indispensable link in their explanation of
why a political campaign mainly activates and reinforces pre-
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existing preferences or predispositions.! Hyman and Sheatsley 2
and Klapper 3 make the more general point: information cam-
paigns, and mass communications of any kind, rarely have im-
portant persuasive impact because, among other things, of
selective exposure. In Festinger's very influential cognitive dis-
sonance theory, selective exposure plays a central role as a
prime mechanism for dissonance reduction.* McGuire based an
extensive program of research on immunization against persua-
sion on the assumption that people are often quite unac-
quainted with counterpropaganda, because of selective expo-
sure,> Experimental psychologists and survey researchers alike
agree that laboratory and field studies of mass communications
often come to quite different conclusions because, in large part,
of selective exposure.® So the theme of selective exposure runs
through much of the research on attitudes and communication
of the past two decades.

Nevertheless, the empirical literature on selective exposure
has been rather unsatisfying. Partly this is because the term it-
self has been used in a confusing way. The observation of an
empirical correlation between attitudes and exposure has rarely
been distinguished from an active psychological preference for
supportive information, although they clearly may be quite dif-
ferent. Perhaps more important, a substantial amount of re-
search has been done in the last decade relating to these two

1 P. F, Lazarsfeld, B. Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet, The People’s Choice, 2nd
ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1948).

2H. H. Hyman and P. B. Sheatsley, "Some Reasons Why Information Cam-
paigns Fail,” Public Opinion Quarterly 11 (1947): 413-23.

3J. T. Klapper, The Effects of Mass Communication (Glencoe, lll.: The
Free Press, 1960).

4 L. Festinger, 4 Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Evanston, Ill.: Row, Peter-
son, 1957).

5W. J. McGuire, "Inducing Resistance to Persuasion: Some Contemporary
Approaches,” in L. Berkowitz, ed., Advances in Experimental Social Psy-
chology, vol. 1 (New York: Acadermic Press, 1964). .

8 C. I. Hovland, “Reconciling Conflicting Results Derived from Experimental
and Survey Studies of Autitude Change,” American Psychologist 14 (1959): 8-17;
S. M. Lipset, P. F. Lazarsfeld, A. Barton, and J. Linz, *The Psychology of Vot-
ing: An Analysis of Political Behavior,” in G. Lindzey, ed., Handbook of Social
Psychology, vol. 2 (Cambridge, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1954).
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questions, and the results are not as unequivocal as one might
expect.” Under these circumstances, a thorough review and as-
sessment of this research would appear to be in order. The pur-
pose of this paper is, therefore, first to clarify what is meant by
selective exposure, then to characterize the evidence leading to
its use, and finally to evaluate the evidence regarding whether
or not there is a psychological tendency to prefer supportive to
nonsupportive information.

Definition

First, what is meant by selective exposure? How is the term
generally used?

Any systematic bias in audience composition. Sometimes it is
used to describe any bias whatever in the composition of a com-
munication audience, as long as the bias can be correlated with
anything unusual in communication content. So, when the au-
dience for educational broadcasts on the radio is dispropor-
tionately composed of highly educated persons, selective or
“partisan” exposure is said to be present. The same is said
when broadcasts about a particular ethnic group reach more
members of that group than would be expected by chance.®

Perhaps the most general statement has been made by Berel-
son and Steiner in their redoubtable collection of propositions
about human behavior: “People tend to see and hear commu-
nications that are favorable or congenial to their predisposi-
tions; they are more likely to see and hear congenial communi-
cations than neutral or hostile ones.”” The predispositions
referred to include “sex role, educational status, interest and
involvement, ethnic status, political attitude, aesthetic position,

7 Several other writers have commented upon this in passing. See D. Papa-
georgis and W. }J. McGuire, “The Generality of Immunity to Persuasion Pro-
duced by Pre-exposure to Weakened Counterarguments,” Journal of Abnormal
and Social Psychology 62 (1961): 475—81; L. D. Steiner, "Receptivity to Suppor-
tive versus Nonsupportive Communications,” Journal of Abnormal and Social
Psychology 65 (1962): 266—67; and J. W. Brehm and A. R. Cohen, Explorations
in Cognitive Dissonance (New York: Wiley, 1962).

8 Lazarsfeld et al., The People’s Choice, p. 166.
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and, indeed, any way of characterising people that matters to
them.” ? Expressed in this form, the selective exposure hypoth-
esis offers no explanation for why audiences are biased. The
only assertion is that they are biased, and are biased systemati-
cally along dimensions that parallel salient aspects of the com-
munication or attributes of the communicator. In this form,
the proposition is perhaps too general to be of much use.

Unusual agreement about a matter of opinion. The most
common and perhaps most interesting application of the pre-
vious definition has to do with matters of opinion. Selectivity
describes audience bias in the direction of agreeing to an un-
usual extent with the communicator’s stand on an issue rele-
vant to the communication. Lazarsfeld et al. put it this way:
“Exposure is always selective; in other words, a positive rela-
tionship exists between people’s opinions and what they choose
to listen to or read.” 10 Lipset et al. later said that “most people
expose themselves, most of the time, to the kind of propaganda
with which they agree to begin with.” !! Klapper summarized
the point this way: “By and large, people tend to expose them-
selves to those mass communications which are in accord with
their existing attitudes.” 2 Childs concludes: “Innumerable
studies show that readers tend to read what they agree with, ap-
prove, or like.” 13 These are simply descriptive statements; they
only assert that communication audiences usually share, to an
extraordinary degree, the viewpoints of the communicator.
These statements again are noncommittal with respect to the
cause of this bias. For that reason, this form of the selective ex-
posure hypothesis will be referred to below as de facto selectiv-
ity.

Preference for supportive, rather than nonsupportive, infor-
mation. The strongest form of the selective exposure
proposition is that people prefer exposure to communications
that agree with their preexisting opinions. Hence people are

9B. Berelson and G. A. Steiner, Human Behavior (New York: Harcourt,
Brace & World, 1964), pp. 529-30.

10 Lazarsfeld et al., The People’s Choice, p. 164.

' Lipset et al., The Psychology of Voting, p. 1158.

12 Klapper, The Effects of Mass Communications, p- 19.
'3 H. L. Childs, Public Opinion (Princeton, N.J.: Van Nostrand, 1g65).
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thought actively to seek out material that supports their opin-
ions, and actively to avoid material that challenges them. Laz-
arsteld et al. hypothesized: “It is likely that a desire for rein-
forcement of one’s own point of view exists.” Two decades
later, the hypothesis had been confirmed: “Although self-selec-
tion of exposure in line with predispositions is mainly con-
scious and deliberate, it can also operate nonconsciously as
well.” 1* And the Behavioral Sciences Subpanel of the Presi-
dent’s Science Advisory Committee felt the proposition was suf-
ficiently well documented to be included in the corpus of es-
tablished social science fact: . .. individuals engage in
selective exposure. . . . If a new piece of information would
weaken the existing structure of their ideas and emotions, it
will be shunned . . . if it reinforces the structure, it will be
sought out. . . .” 15 In this form, then, the cause of de facto se-
lectivity is quite explicit. People expose themselves to commu-
nications with which they already agree and do not expose
themselves to those with which they disagree, because they ac-
tively seek the former and actively avoid the latter. Why? Pre-
sumably because of a general psychological preference for com-
patible information.

Since the focus of this paper is upon opinions and attitudes,
the first and most general of these definitions will not be dis-
“cussed. Let us then consider the evidence for selective exposure
in these latter two senses. For consistency of usage, they will be
referred to as de facto selectivity and selective exposure, respec-
tively, in the remainder of the paper.

De Facto Selectivity

Biases in the composition of voluntary audiences to mass
communications have been reported often in survey studies.
Often these biases parallel the opinion dimension emphasized
by the communicator, and are in the direction of unusual ini-
tial agreement between audience and communicator. A typical

!4 Berelson and Steiner. Human Behaviar, p. 330.
!5 Behavioral Sciences Subpanel, President’s Science Advisory Committee. “Re-
port to the President,” Behavioral Science 7 (1962): 277.
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example is Senator William Knowland’s telethon in the 1958
California gubernatorial election. Interviews with voters imme-
diately after the election revealed that twice as many Republi-
cans as Democrats (proportionately) had seen this Republican
candidate’s program. Thirty percent more viewers watched the
program in Republican homes than in Democratic homes, and
the average Republican viewer watched the program for about
an hour longer than did the average Democratic viewer.!6

Mass meetings also seem to attract biased audiences. A typi-
cal example is the audience of the Christian Anti-Communist
Crusade School held in OQakland, California, in 1962. The Cru-
sade is largely organized and run by white Protestants of a con-
servative political persuasion. And those who attended the
school were over three times as likely to think the internal
Communist threat to be “a very great danger” as a national
sample of citizens asked the same question. Republicans were
also heavily overrepresented: 66 percent were Republicans and
8 percent identified themselves as Democrats.!?

Extended propaganda campaigns seem to elicit de facto selec-
tivity as well. The classic finding is Lazarsfeld et al.’s: of those
respondents with constant voting intentions from May to Octo-
ber, about two-thirds were exposed predominantly to propa-
ganda favoring their side, and less than one-fourth mainly to
propaganda favoring the other side. Similarly, in a study done
on the University of California loyalty oath controversy, Lipset
found newspaper-reading habits to be systematically related to
general liberalism or conservatism, party preference, and atti-
tudes toward the controversy. Students tended to read newspa-
pers whose editorial policy was closest to their own opinions.!8
And in a somewhat different realm, Ehrlich et al. found that

186 W, Schramm and R. F. Carter, "Effectiveness of a Political Telethon,” Pub-
lic Opinion Quarterly 23 (1959): 121-26.

I7R. E. Wolfinger, Barbara K. Wolfinger, K. Prewitt, and Sheilah Rosenhack.
*The Clientele of the Christian Anti-Communism Crusade,” in D. E. Apter, ed.,
Ideology and Discontent (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1964). Fhese authors do
not discuss selective exposure per se, but the data are relevant in the present
context.

185, M. Lipset, "Opinion Formation in a Crisis Situation,” Public Opinion
Quarterly 17 (1953): 20—46.
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people, whether or not they had just bought new cars, had read
a higher percentage of the available ads about their own makes
than about any other make.!?

Each of these demonstrations shares a common basis: the cor-
relation of positions on an attitude dimension with an act, or a
series of acts, of exposure to mass communications. A causal re-
lationship has often been inferred from these correlations, al-
though they do not permit it to be determined in any rigorous
sense, of course. Data collected in experimental situations are
more appropriate for that end, and will be discussed later. Yet,
for it to be likely that attitudes are an important cause of selec-
tive exposure, two criteria must be met by correlational stud-
ies: (1) The correlation must be well documented. It should
hold, fairly unequivocally, in most cases. (2) Attitudes should
be better predictors of (i.e., correlate more highly with) expo-
sure than other variables. These studies should be evaluated
with respect to these two criteria, for if they fall short, the cau-
sal role of attitudes seems likely to be modest.

Strength and generality of the effect. It is not appropriate to
review all studies yielding de facto selectivity, since the only
point here is to see whether or not it has been established be-
yond much doubt. Let us consider the strength of the effect as
it appears in the classic study by Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gau-
det, since it is almost always cited as representative. They in-
deed found that their respondents had been exposed predomi-
nantly to propaganda supporting their predispositions. A
breakdown into parties, however, reveals the fact that this find-
ing held only for persons with Republican predispositions. Far
from being selectively exposed, those with Democratic predis-
positions were almost evenly divided, 50.4 percent being ex-
posed primarily to Democratic propaganda, and 49.6 percent
primarily to Republican propaganda.2® Thus only the Repub-
licans appear actually to have been selective.

However, if one considers the relative availability of pro-Re-

19 Danuta Ehrlich. I. Guttmann, P. Schonbach. and ]. Mills, *Post-Decision
Exposure to Relevant Information,” Journal of Abnermal and Social Psychology
54 (1957): y8—102.

20 Lazarsfeld et al.. T'he People's Choice, p. g6.
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publican and pro-Democratic propaganda, the finding becomes
even more paradoxical. Actually, 68.8 percent of the available
partisan propaganda in the campaign was pro-Republican.?! It
is thus hardly surprising that 69.7 percent of those with Repub-
lican predispositions were exposed primarily to pro-Republi-
can information, and 30.3 percent primarily to pro-Democratic
publicity.?? The exposure of those with Republican predisposi-
tions almost exactly matched the partisan division of available
information. In fact, looked at from this point of view, it was
the Democrats who were selectively exposed, even though ac-
tually exposed to equal amounts of Democratic and Republi-
can propaganda, since they were exposed to considerably more
Democratic propaganda than might have been expected by
chance. And in the later Elmira study one finds a similar pat-
tern: the Republicans’ exposure was only 54 percent pro-
Dewey, not up to the considerable pro-Republican margin in
available information. The Democrats’ exposure was 57 per-
cent pro-Truman, despite the rarity of pro-Democratic items in
the media.?3 So it is obvious that even in these well-designed
studies the effect does not clearly hold for both sets of parti-
sans.

Measurement problems. Even so, many reports of de facto se-
lectivity may well overestimate the magnitude of the effect be-
cause of the kinds of measures used. Perhaps the most obvious
problem is that only one interview has been used in most stud-
ies. If, in this interview, attitudes and exposure favor the same
side of an issue, the interpretation is ambiguous: the congru-
ence may reflect either attitude change or de facto selectivity.2

2! Ibid., p. 110,

22 1bid., p. ¢6. The Republican “constant partisans” were slightly more selec-
tive than would be expected from availability alone, while late-deciding Repub-
licans were slightly less so. Constant and late-deciding Democrats alike were ex-
posed to more supportive propaganda than would be expected from availability
(ibid., pp. 82, 164). These percentages all exclude respondents exposed equally
to both sides, and exclude neutral propaganda.

23 B. R. Berelson, P. F. Lazarsfeld. and W. N. McPhee, I'oting: 4 Study of
Opinion Formation in a Presidential Election (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1954), p. 245.

24 Raymond and Alice Bauer take a strong position on this point. In the ab-
sence of any other information, they say. one must interpret any such correla-
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It is not ambiguous, of course, when the attitude or preference
has been unequivocally proven to antedate the opportunities
for exposure, as, for instance, when the respondent is known to
have bought a particular car before the specific ads in question
appeared, or in panel studies. However, most studies do not
allow this, and must simply hope the respondent is recalling
accurately, ignore the possibility of attitude change altogether,
or try to argue it away. None of these is a substitute for an ad-
vance measure, and each one maximizes the probability of ob-
taining de facto selectivity, since any attitude change is likely
to reduce the discrepancy between communication and respon-
dent’s position, rather than increase it.

Second, almost all studies have depended upon retrospective
self-reports of exposure, rather than direct and immediate ob-
servation of it. It is not possible to say with any certainty what
kind of bias this may introduce (owing to selective memory,
selective reporting, etc.), but it does seem highly likely to be a
systematic bias in any given study. This shortcoming is, of
course, a much more difficult one to remedy.

Alternative predictors. Two general possibilities arise when
we consider whether other variables are better predictors of se-
lectivity than attitudes. One is relatively straightforward: some-
times other variables simply are more strongly correlated with
selectivity than are political or social attitudes. This raises the
question of which is the more likely causal agent. The second
possibility is that other variables, themselves associated with
differences in absolute rates of exposure, have artifactually
produced de facto selectivity.

As an illustration of the first possibility, let us consider a case
in which the communications are expressly ideological, and in
which one would thus think exposure to be unequivocally de-
termined by ideological preferences. Those attending the
Christian Anti-Communist Crusade were indeed unrepresenta-
tive ideologically, but also, as it happened, religiously (only
one-third as many Catholics as in the Bay area generally), ra-
tions as "a result of selective exposure, rather than evidence for the effects of

communications.” See their “America, Mass Society. and Mass Media,” Journal
of Social Issues 16 (1960): 29.
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cially (no nonwhites in the sample at all, as opposed to 12 per-
cent in the Bay area generally), educationally (52 percent were
college graduates, as opposed to 13§ percent in the Bay area),
and so on.?% Clearly, the school was an upper-middle-class
WASP affair. Political conservatism predicted attendance
rather well, but then so did a variety of other background vari-
ables. In fact, a substantial number of Crusaders ascribed their
own attendance to church influence. So it may be quite arbi-
trary to give ideology the major credit for exposure, even in
this seemingly obvious case.

To illustrate the second possibility, consider the variable
that predicts differences in absolute rates of exposure to public
affairs communications most powerfully, years of education.
Now, clearly, de facto selectivity effects could be obtained with
any issue about which highly educated people generally disa-
gree with poorly educated people, if we consider only propa-
ganda favorable to the former's position. There are numerous
positions of this kind: pro-civil liberties, pro-civil rights, and
internationalist positions are (at present) positively related to
years of education. So, naturally, pro-civil liberties, pro-civil
rights, and pro-internationalism propaganda reaches mainly
those sympathetic to it. A typical example is the massive pro-
UN campaign in Cincinnati in 1947-48. As usual, those who
had favored the UN at the beginning of the campaign turned
out to have received most of the pro-UN propaganda. It was
therefore concluded that, “if there was an increase in exposure
[during the campaign], it was their previous orientation [i.e.,
attitude toward the UN] which determined the extent to
which people exposed themselves to further information about
the United Nations” (our emphasis).26 But the best way to be
exposed to the campaign was to go to church, attend service
club and P'TA meetings, be a regular newspaper reader, have
the radio on most of the time, and talk to one’s children about

2 Wolfinger et al. “The Clientele of the Christian Anti-Communist Cru-
sade.’”

6 Shirley A. Star and Helen M. Hughes, “Report of an Educational Cam-
paign: The Cincinnati Plan for the United Nations,” .{merican Journal of Soci-
ology 55 (1950): 398.
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what had happened in school. Thus, not surprisingly, college-
educated persons were exposed to the campaign at a rate four
times that of grammar-school-educated persons. These are all
things that well-educated people are likely to do more than
poorly educated people, regardless of how they feel about the
United Nations. So exposure to the campaign is at least as well
predicted by education as by internationalist attitudes, and ed-
ucation seems to be the more likely predictor.

Thus many reports of de facto selective exposure may repre-
sent little more than cases in which highly educated persons,
who normally are overrepresented in any audience for public
affairs presentations, also share a common set of political, so-
cial, and/or economic attitudes. Star and Hughes are clearly on
solid ground in recommending that information campaigns be
directed especially at “women, the relatively uneducated, the
elderly, and the poor,” since they are normally least likely to be
reached.2?” However, low rates of exposure of such population
groups must be distinguished from alleged avoidance of infor-
mation because of discrepant beliefs.?8

Conclusion. So, on several grounds, published reports of de
facto selectivity fall somewhat short of representing ideal proof
that people do in fact “tend to expose themselves to those mass
communications which are in accord with their existing atti-
tudes.” Often it has not been established that these attitudes ac-
tually did exist beforehand, and often it is not entirely clear
what the pattern of exposure actually was. The magnitude of
the effect seems rather small, or limited to one set of partisans
in some cases. And allegedly selective information-seekers often
cannot be distinguished from promiscuous information-gather-
ers, because it is not clear that they have both high rates of ex-

27 Ibid., p. 397-

28 Iy fact, sometimes well-educated groups expose themselves to discrepant
propaganda even more than groups who should agree with it. Lazarsfeld reports
that the "high” socioeconomic class listened to two of the most important New
Deul speeches at a rate better than 50 percent greater than the “low™ class. It
seems unlikely that this great interest among “high™-class listeners arose because
they generally agreed so much with the two speakers, Franklin Roosevelt and
Hugo Black. (P. F. Lazarsfeld, Radio and the Printed Page, New York: Duell,
Sloan, and Pearce, 1940, pp. 26—28.)
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posure to friendly propaganda and low rates of exposure to hos-
tile propaganda. Finally, “existing attitudes” often represent
only one of several variables that correlate highly with expo-
sure, and their selection as the best predictor may be unneces-
sarily arbitrary.

Nevertheless, it still seems likely that de facto selectivity
holds, as a descriptive generalization, on many occasions and
for many people. Clearly, demonstrations of the effect have
been considerably less conclusive than one might think. But
even if it had been clearly demonstrated, it would not indicate
that people prefer exposure to supportive information, al-
though that would be a very natural implication. So the next
step is to examine the evidence for selective exposure defined
in the third sense cited above.

Is There a General Psychological Preference
Jor Supportive Information?

If a person is given a choice between supportive and nonsup-
portive information, will he prefer exposure to the former, all
other things being equal? This is the crucial question, and
there is a considerable amount of research bearing on it. The
typical procedure has been to measure a subject’s opinion on
an issue and then determine which of several communications
on the issue he would like to read or hear. The opinions have
ranged from firmly established ones, such as political prefer-
ences and ideas about child development, to those probably
adopted for the first time during the experiment itself, such as
preferences between verdicts in mock murder trials or essay
and multiple-choice examinations. The communications have
been, most often, written articles offered in a way that clearly
communicates their positions on the issue. However, the choice
has sometimes been between oral presentations; sometimes ac-
tual exposure, rather than stated preferences, has been mea-
sured. The appropriate dependent variable, in all cases, is a
measure of interest in supportive information relative to inter-
est in nonsupportive information. Supportive information is
usually defined simply as the communicator's taking the same
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general position as the subject, and nonsupportive as his taking
the opposite position.

Preference for supportive information. A clear preference for
supportive information was obtained in two studies. In one,
persons who had recently bought a car were shown eight enve-
lopes allegedly containing advertisements for different brands
of cars, and asked to indicate which two they would most like
to read. Over 8o percent of the respondents chose an envelope
containing ads for their own car (presumably supportive of
their purchase), as contrasted with the chance figure of 25 per-
cent. The difference is highly significant.??

Freedman and Sears gave California citizens a choice among
several pamphlets on the two candidates in the 1962 guberna-
torial contest. Considering only those subjects who selected a
partisan pamphlet as their first choice, 58 percent chose one fa-
voring their candidate. This, too, was significantly greater than
chance (50 percent).3?

In both these studies it was possible to control for any spe-
cial attractiveness of one alternative, because subjects holding
various positions were tested. In a third study this was not pos-
sible, so the results are equivocal. Adams gave mothers of
young children a choice between two speeches to be given later
at a local university—one supporting the hereditary theory of
child development, the other supporting an environmental po-
sition. The speech conforming to their own initial opinions
was selected by 75.9 percent of the mothers, significantly
greater than chance.?! Unfortunately, 94 percent of the moth-
ers expressed a pro-environmental view, and the few pro-hered-
ity mothers were not considered in the analysis, thus confound-
ing preference with initial position. A pro-environment speech
would seem to be more useful and intrinsically interesting, re-
gardless of whether or not one agreed with it: information on
how environment shapes behavior is often useful to the mother

29 Ehrlich et al.. " Post-Decision Exposure to Relevant Information.”

30 . L. Freedman and D. O. Sears, “Voters' Preferences among T'ypes of In-
formation.” American Psychologist 18 (1963): 375 (abstract).

31 1. S. Adams. "Reduction of Cognitive Dissonance by Seeking Consonant In-
formation,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 62 (1961): 74—78.
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of a young child, while information on the genes' impact may
not be quite so timely. So, in the absence of pro-heredity sub-
jects, it is not possible to assess whether the obtained prefer-
ence for the environmental talk was due to its universal attrac-
tiveness or to its supportiveness.

The results of two other studies are even more difficult to
interpret. Mills, Aronson, aud Robinson gave students a choice
between taking a multiple-choice exam or an essay exam, and
then asked them to rank their interest in various articles favor-
able or unfavorable to the two kinds of exams. Some subjects
were given a choice among positively oriented articles, and
these subjects significantly preferred those favorable to the cho-
seir exam. Others chose among negatively oriented articles, and
these subjects slightly (not significantly) preferred articles unfa-
vorable to the chosen exam.32 I other words, supportive infor-
mation was preferred among the former subjects, nonsupportive
slightly preferred among the latter.

Rosen’s attempt at replication of this study raises an impor-
tant question about even these rather equivocal results. One
would think that the most relevant belief to the student's
choice of exam is his estimate of which one will give him the
better grade. Thus, to support this belief, an article should
argue that the chosen exam will give him the better mark, and,
to challenge it, an article should take the position that he
would have done better on the kind of test he did not choose.
In fact, the article titles used by Mills et al. dealt with matters
such as the difficulty of the tests and how much anxiety they
usudlly aroused, and not on how well the subject would do rel-
ative to the rest of the class. It is therefore doubtful that any of
the articles were supportive or nonsupportive in any meaning-
ful sense. Rosen therefore improved the design by including
two such articles. These suggested that the subject had made
the wrong choice, e.g., “'These authors present some evidence
that students who prefer essay exams generally do a lot better
on objective tests.” Clearly, this title is nonsupportive for those
who chose essay exams.

32 J. Mills, E. Aronson, and H. Robinson, “Selectivity in Fxposure to Infor-
mation,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 59 (1959): 250—53.
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Rosen’s findings are both striking and odd. Considering all
article titles, the subjects significantly preferred information fa-
vorable to the chosen exam. But 67 percent of the subjects pre-
ferred the clearly nonsupportive new title to the other new
title! 33 This certainly conflicts with the overall result of the
study. And the two studies, considered together, provide evi-
dence of about every kind: with positive articles, subjects prefer
supportive information; with negative articles, they have no
preference; and with titles advocating reversal of choice (and
thus clearly differing in supportiveness), they strongly prefer
nonsupportive information.

No preference. A series of experiments show no preference
between supportive and nonsupportive information. In two
separate studies, Feather found that neither smokers nor non-
smokers had any significant preference between an article sug-
gesting that smoking causes lung cancer and one arguing that
smoking does not cause lung cancer. Similarly, Mills and Ross
obtained opinions on the use of television as an educational
tool, and then asked the subjects to indicate their interest in
reading articles for and against their position. In none of a va-
riety of experimental conditions was there any significant pref-
erence for either supportive or nonsupportive articles. And
Jecker told subjects they would play a competitive game in co-
operation with a partner, and then measured the time devoted
to reading favorable and unfavorable information about the
partner. Exposure times for the two kinds of information did
not differ, regardless of whether the subject had already chosen
the partner, was about to choose the partner, or was only given
limited choice in the matter.34

In three other studies, each subject read excerpts from a

33 8. Rosen, " Post-Decision Affinity for Incompatible Information,” Journal of
Abnormal and Social Psychology 63 (1961): 188-go.

34 N. T. Feather, “Cigarette Smoking and Lung Cancer: A Study of Cognitive
Dissonance,” Australian Journal of Psychology 14 (1962): 55-64 and " Cognitive
Dissonance, Sensitivity, and Evaluation,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psy-
chology 66 (1963): 157-63; ]J. Mills and A. Ross, "Effects of Commitment and
Certainty upon Interest in Supporting Information,” Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology 68 (1964): 552—55; J. D. Jecker, "Selective Exposure 10 New In-
formation,” in L. Festinger, Conflict, Decision, and Dissonance (Stanford: Stan-
ford University Press, 1964).
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(fictitious) murder-trial transcript and gave his verdict. He
then indicated his preferences among several articles dealing
with the case, two of which were pro-acquittal and two pro-con-
viction. Considering only these four articles, Sears found that
exactly 50 percent of the subjects preferred an article support-
ing their votes; Sears and Freedman found that 45.4 percent
preferred a supportive article; and the figure for the third
study was 3.1 percent. In the three studies combined, 46.1
percent (.N=g17) ranked a supportive article first. This slight
preference for nonsupportive information is not significant, nor
do the percentages for the individual studies differ significantly
from chance (50 percent in each case). Furthermore, actual ex-
posure was measured in the last two of these studies. Each sub-
ject was given either a supportive or a nonsupportive commu-
nication to read, and the length of time he spent reading it was
recorded. In the first study, subjects spent more time reading
nonsupportive articles than supportive, but in the second study
there was no difference between the two types of articles.33
Thus, several studies demonstrate no preference between
supportive and nonsupportive information. It might be argued,
however, that the jury situation, in particular, is not ideal for
obtaining selective exposure effects, owing to natural pressures
on jurors toward impartiality and fairness. Although it would
be pleasant to believe that people suddenly become impartial,
fair, and objective when they become jurors, it seems quite im-
plausible. Other data collected in these experiments indicated
that the subjects reacted in a highly partisan manner to the
communications they actually read: they evaluated the suppor-
tive communication much more favorably than its nonsuppor-
tive counterpart in each experiment, regardless of which ver-
dict they had supported. So partisanship was not absent, but it

33 D. O. Sears, “Opinion Formation and Information Preferences in an Adver-
sary Situation,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 2 (1966): 130-42;
D. O. Sears and ). L. Freedman, *“Commitment, Information Utility, and Selective
Exposure.” USN Technical Reports, no. 12 (August 1963); D. O. Sears and J. L.
Freedman, “The Effects of Expected Familiarity with Arguments upon Opinion
Change and Selective Exposure,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 2
(1965): 420—26.
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operated on information evaluation rather than on information
selection.

Preference for nonsupportive information. In one of the
studies described above there was actually some indication of a
preference for nonsupportive information: Rosen obtained a
general preference for the nonsupportive choice-reversal arti-
cle. Several other studies have produced quite convincing evi-
dence of a preference for nonsupportive information.

In Brodbeck’s study, subjects in groups of eight were led to
believe that the group as a whole was evenly divided on the
issue of wire-tapping. Then each subject chose the group mem-
ber whose opinions on wire-tapping she would most like to
hear. By chance 42.9 percent of the subjects would have been
expected to choose someone they agreed with, but only 20.2
percent did so. That is, they strongly tended to choose someone
with whom they disagreed; presumably they preferred to hear
nonsupportive information.36

Feather's results were described above only for smokers as a
group and for nonsmokers as a group, without considering the
most relevant belief involved: is there convincing evidence that
smoking leads to lung cancer? In the first of these studies,
Feather divided each group into those who believed there was
convincing evidence for the relationship and those who be-
lieved the evidence was not very convincing. Smokers of both
kinds preferred the article contradicting their beliefs, while
nonsmokers showed no particular exposure preference, regard-
less of their position. Hence, this again is evidence of prefer-
ence for nonsupportive information, in subjects who were pre-
sumably highly ego-involved about an important issue.37

In two final studies, the subjects’ opinions were experi-
mentally manipulated. Sears gave subjects brief synopses of
the testimony at murder trials. The content of the evidence
was varied only slightly, but crucially, so that all subjects read
very similar cases, but generally emerged with different verdict

36 May Brodbeck, “The Role of Small Groups in Mediating the Effects of
Propaganda,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 52 (1956): 166—70.
37 Feather, “*Cigarette Smoking and Lung Cancer."”
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preferences. They then were offered either the defense or the
prosecution summation. Of those given “guilty” cases, 31.2 per-
cent preferred the supportive summation; of those given “inno-
cent” cases, 27.3 percent preferred the supportive summation.
Both differ significantly from chance (50 percent), so this study,
too, records a clear preference for nonsupportive information.?8

Even more dramatic is Freedman'’s study. Subjects listened to
a (fictitious) interview between a candidate for an overseas con-
ference and the person in charge of the conference. For some
subjects, the candidate was made to sound very good; for oth-
ers, very bad. After each subject evaluated the candidate, he
was offered a choice between two additional evaluations of the
candidate by people who supposedly knew him well, one of
which was described as very favorable, and the other as very
unfavorable. Only eighteen subjects were run because the re-
sults were so consistent and striking. Only one subject chose
the evaluation that agreed with his own, and seventeen chose
the nonsupportive evaluation.??

Conclusions. By now it must be clear that there is no consis-
tent result in this research. Five studies showed some prefer-
ence for supportive information: Ehrlich et al. (1957), Freed-
man and Sears (1963), Adams (1961), Mills et al. (positive

38 D, O. Sears, “Biased Indoctrination and Selectivity of Exposure to New In-
formation,” Sociometry 28 (1965): §63—76.

39 J. L. Freedman, *Preference for Dissonant Information.” Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology 2 (1965a): 287-8¢g. Four additional articles have ap-
peared since the completion of this paper. Brock found that smokers preferred
supportive information on lung cancer more than did nonsmokers, but did not
avoid nonsupportive information to any greater extent ('I. C. Brock, “Commit-
ment to Exposure as a Determinant of Information Receptivity.” Journal of Per:
sonality and Social Psychology 2 (1965): 10—19). In only one of three experi:
ments does Mills report respondents in a market-research situation seeking
supportive information, but in all three he reports avoidance of dissonant infor:
mation (J. Mills, "Avoidance of Dissonant Information,” fournal of Personality
and Social Psychology 2 (1965): 58g—g3. and “Effect of Certainty about a Deci
sion upon Postdecision Exposure to Consonant and Dissonant Information.”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 2 (1465): 749-52). Finally. in a
study done in the 1964 presidential election, apparently supportive information
was not significantly sought nor nonsupportive information significantly avoided
(R. J. Rhine, "The 1964 Presidential Election arid Curves of Information Seek-
ing and Avoiding,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 5 (1467):
416-23). So the evidence continues to be highly inconclusive.
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articles) (1961), and Rosen (positive articles) (1961). Eight
showed no preference: Mills et al. (negative articles) (1959),
Feather (nonsmokers only) (1962), Feather (1963), Mills and
Ross (1964), Jecker (1964), Sears (1966), and Sears and Freed-
man (1963 and 1965). And five showed a preference for non-
supportive information: Rosen (choice-reversal articles) (1961),
Brodbeck (1956), Feather (smokers only) (1962), Sears (1965),
and Freedman (1g65a). The conclusion seems clear. The availa-
ble evidence fails to indicate the presence of a general prefer-
ence for supportive information.

Cognitive Dissonance and Selective Exposure

Even if there is no general preference one way or the other,
there must be conditions under which supportive information
will be preferred. The most concrete specification of what these
conditions might be has been made within the context of cog-
nitive dissonance theory. T'wo specific hypotheses have been of-
fered, each based on the assumption that dissonance may be re-
duced or avoided by selectivity in information-seeking. One is
that selectivity increases following a decision or a commitment
to do something, and the other is that selectivity increases fol-
lowing involuntary exposure to nonsupportive information.
Several studies have been done to test these hypotheses, each
based essentially on a comparison between a high-dissonance
condition and a low-dissonance condition. Since these studies
have been reviewed intensively elsewhere, it is not necessary to
go into detail about them here. It is enough to say that the re-
sults are again equivocal. Of the five studies specifically de-
signed to test the first hypothesis, only one, a survey study, of-
fers even a marginally significant difference in selectivity
between high- and low-dissonance conditions. None of the
three studies testing the second hypothesis provides a signifi-
cant difference between two such conditions.4°

A third hypothesis has been offered more recently, that selec-

0 For a review of these studies, see J. L. Freedman and D. O. Sears, “Selec-

tive Exposure,” in L. Berkowitz, ed., Advances in Experimental Social Psychol-
ogy, vol. 2 (New York: Academic Press, 1963).
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tivity is inversely related to the amount of confidence a person
has in his initial opinion. Two studies are directly relevant to
this hypothesis. The first supported it, while the second, an at-
tempt at an exact replication of the first, yielded no favorable
evidence. !

Thus the use of dissonance theory to specify particular cir-
cumstances under which selectivity would occur has not been a
great success. Unfortunately, it remains the only systematic the-
oretical effort, as well as the only one that has generated a body
of empirical research.

Voluntary Exposure to Information

It is possible to take an entirely different approach to the
lack of support for the selective exposure hypothesis. Rather
than attempt to explain, or explain away, the negative results,
it might be fruitful to accept them at face value (at least for the
time being) and turn instead to the more general preblem of
the factors that do affect voluntary exposure to information. In
this way, it might be possible to understand more about expo-
sure in general, and thus to determine why de facto selectivity
occurs.

Education and social class. One class of factors is those indi-
vidual differences or predispositions that are theoretically inde-
pendent of partisan preferences. As indicated above, clearly the
most powerful known predictor of voluntary exposure to mass
communications of an informational or public affairs sort is the
general factor of education and social class. Two representative
studies indicate the magnitude of its predictive power. Star and
Hughes report that 68 percent of their college-educated respon-
dents were exposed to the UN campaign in at least three
media, while only 17 percent of the grammar-school-educated
respondents were—only one-fourth as many. Key presents
Survey Research Center data indicating that college-educated

41 L. K. Canon, “Self-Confidence and Seleclive Exposure 1o Information.” in
Festinger, Conflict, Decision, and Dissonance; J. L. Freedman, “*Confidence, Ulil-
ity, and Seleclive Exposure: A Partial Replication,” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 2 (1965): 778-8o0.
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persons comprised over four times as many of those who were
exposed to the 1956 presidential campaign in at least four media
as did grammar-school-educated respondents. And of those
exposed to the campaign in no media, § percent were college-
educated and 58 percent had only grade-school educations—
almost twenty times as many.*2 So, in contrast to the rather pale
and ephemeral effects of selectivity, de facto or otherwise,
education yields enormous differences. Why it produces such
differences is not known and remains a provocative question,
and a subtler one than might appear at first glance.*3

Utility of information. The perceived utility of the informa-
tion is another factor likely to have a major effect on exposure
preferences. It is obvious that information varies greatly in the
extent to which it will serve a useful, practical purpose, al-
though this fact has often been ignored in previous research. It
seems likely that the greater the perceived utility of the infor-
mation, the greater will be the subject’s desire to be exposed to
it. Utility may have been an important variable in several ex-
posure experiments. For example, in Adams's study mentioned
earlier, in which he offered women a choice between a talk on
environmental factors and one on hereditary factors in child
behavior, the former was potentially of greater practical impor-
tance and was preferred by a g-to-1 margin. Similarly, Maccoby
et al. offered housewives a pamphlet on toilet-training and re-
corded how many requested the pamphlet; they sent the pam-
phlet to a different group of women and recorded how many
actually read it. The subjects were divided into those who had
an only child between the ages of three and twelve months
(critical group), those who had an older child (post-group), and
those who had no children (pre-group). Presumably the pam-

V. O. Key, Jr., Public Opinian and American Democracy (New York:
Knopf, 19461), p. 349.

43 For example, see the discussion in R. E. Lane and D. O. Sears, Public
Opinion (Englewood Cliffs, N.]J.: Prentice-Hall, 1964), pp. 62—63. Another possi-
bility worth mentioning is that social class or education may be directly related
to selectivity. Most of the experimental studies cited here were conducted with
middle-class college students, and other types of subjects might have yielded
greater support for selective exposure. However, there are no relevant data avail-

able, and, given the record to date. we would hesitate to bet on these being crit-
ical factors.
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phlet was most useful to the critical group. This group ex-
pressed more interest in getting the pamphlet (71 vs. 36 and 38
percent for the other groups), and a greater percentage of them
read it when it was sent to them (88 vs. 48 and 47 percent).44
And both Mills et al. and Rosen found that students were more
interested in reading about the merits and demerits alike of the
exam they had decided to take than about the exam they had
decided not to take. Finally, Canon and Freedman explicitly
varied utility. The subjects made a decision on what was sup-
posedly a case study in business and were then offered a choice
of articles supportive or nonsupportive of their choice. Before
rating the articles, they were told either that they would have
to present their reasons for deciding on the case as they did, or
that they would engage in a written debate in which they
would have to rebut arguments from the opposing side. It was
assumed that in the former case supportive information would
be more useful, since it would provide necessary reasons for
their decision. In the latter case, nonsupportive information
would presumably be more useful, since the subject could not
prepare his rebuttal without knowing what the opposition be-
lieved. In both studies, the more useful information was signifi-
c.mtly preferred to the less useful, regardless of which was sup-
portive or nonsupportive of the subject’s decision.

Thus the evidence strongly supports the contention that
information that is expected to serve a practical purpose is pre-
ferred to less useful information. And, just as with education,
the effects are large and highly signiﬁcant

Past history of exposure on the issue. One would surely
think that an individual's past history of exposure would influ-
ence his subsequent information preferences. Indeed, in several
studies it has been shown that exposure to one side’s arguments
is likely to increase the chances of voluntary exposure to the
other side’s. As indicated above, Sears gave subjects testimony
indicating, in some cases, the defendant’s guilt, and in others,
his innocence. After being introduced to the case in this one-

4 N. Maccoby, A, K. Romney, . S. Adams, and Eleanor E. Maccoby, “Criti-

cal Periods in Seeking and Accepting Information,” in Paris-Stanford Studies in
Communications (Stanford: Institute for Communications Research, 1962).
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sided manner, the subjects strongly preferred to see the summa-
tion given by the attorney favoring the opposite view.4> In an-
other study, Sears gave subjects neither, one, or both attorneys’
summations from a court trial. In the no-summation and two-
summation conditions, subsequent information preferences
were unsystematic and unrelated to the subject’s opinions.
When given a single summation, however, the subject strongly
preferred information favoring the other side, regardless of
whether or not he sympathized with it.#6 And when Freedman
gave subjects material biased against a candidate for an overseas
conference, subjects preferred material favorable to him; if the
bias was in his favor, they preferred material unfavorable to
him.47

These three studies give, therefore, a highly consistent pic-
ture: in each case, when subjects were exposed initially to
biased or one-sided information, they later preferred informa-
tion favoring the opposite position, regardless of whether it at-
tacked or supported their own position. How far this generali-
zation may be extended is, however, unclear at this time.

Education, information utility, and past history of exposure
are but three of the many factors that no doubt influence expo-
sure preferences and rates of exposure. These are important in
the present context for two main reasons. First, they have been
demonstrated to affect exposure in a powerful way, whereas
demonstrations of selective exposure have been very weak.
Hence, selectivity may at best be a rather trivial variable rela-
tive to other influences upon exposure. Second, they offer ways
of explaining the occurrence of de facto selectivity without as-
suming the existence of underlying preferences for supportive
information. As indicated earlier, propaganda may often reach
mainly those sympathetic to it simply because it advocates posi-
tions generally shared by those who have high rates of exposure
to all propaganda. And when supportive information is most
useful, as in the case of Adams’s pro-environment talk or arti-

43 Sears, " Biased Indoctrination and Selectivity of Exposure to New Information.”

18 Sears. “Opinion Formation and Information Preferences in an Adversary
Situation.™

47 Freedman, ** Preference for Dissonant Information.”
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cles describing the merits of an exam one must take, it may be
preferred; but when nonsupportive information is more useful,
as in the case of Rosen’s choice-reversal article, it may be pre-
ferred. So de facto selectivity effects may occur as a result of
particular combinations of variables that are themselves extra-
neous to the supportive-nonsupportive dimension.

Conclusions

This paper has been concerned primarily with evaluating
the evidence for the existence of selectivity in voluntary expo-
sure to information. There seems to be some evidence (al-
though not as unequivocal as often claimed) for the existence
of de facto selectivity. Most audiences for mass communications
apparently tend to overrepresent persons already sympathetic
to the views being propounded, and most persons seem to be
exposed disproportionately to communications that support
their opinions.

On the other hand, a considerable amount of experimental
research has uncovered no general psychological preference for
supportive information. Under some circumstances, people
seem to prefer information that supports their opinions; under
other circumstances, people seem to prefer information that
contradicts their opinions. In no way can the available evi-
dence be said to support the contention that people generally
seek out supportive information and avoid nonsupportive in-
formation.

These two conclusions are paradoxical. How can it be that
people are in fact selective, yet display no trace of a general
preference for supportive information? A variety of answers
have been provided above and need not be summarized here.
Most generally, examples of de facto selectivity come from com-
munication settings in which exposure is complexly deter-
mined by a great many factors that are incidental to the sup-
portiveness of the information. We have reviewed research on
only three of these factors, but many more are surely as impor-
tant. Clearly, these factors can themselves on occasion produce
de facto selectivity. One general possibility is that they do more
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often than they do not, presumably because in natural commu-
nication situations such variables are not randomly related to
communicators’ positions on various social, political, economic,
religious, etc., issues. For example, those who find a particular
kind of information most useful may also sympathize most with
the particular editorial stance that happens, in most cases, to be
paired with it. Financiers find the Wall Street Journal's finan-
cial news very helpful and also (probably incidentally) tend to
agree with its politics. College professors and diplomats rely
upon the New York Times's comprehensive news coverage
and often agree with its editorials as well. These are not merely
coincidences. Nor are they necessarily examples of selective ex-
posure. However, it is beyond the scope of this paper to in-
quire into the reasons for such correlations.

Another possibility is that selectivity may be considerably
more important on a long-term basis than at any given mo-
ment. Many people may be willing to take on the task of expos-
ing themselves to nonsupportive information on any given oc-
casion. Yet it may be quite tiring and aggravating, and thus
something to be undertaken only at widely separated moments
of particular intellectual fortitude. So dramatic selectivity in
preferences may not appear at any given moment in time, but,
over a long period, people may organize their surroundings in
a way that ensures de facto selectivity. The data relevant to this
point deal mostly with the acquisition of friends and spouses
(rather than with information or exposure preferences), and so
also lie beyond the scope of this paper. Nevertheless, the argu-
ment is intriguing and the data have been ingeniously gath-
ered.8

Finally, this research suggests a change of emphasis in our
thinking about how people deal with discrepant information.
It has generally been assumed that selective exposure and other
processes that bar information reception are prime mechanisms
by which people resist influence.*® Perhaps such processes are

not very important after all. Feather reports that smokers do
8T, M. Newcomb, "'T'he Persisience and Regression of Changed Alljludes,”
Journal of Social Issues 19 (1963): 3—14; Berelson el al., Human Behavior.
8 Cf. Klapper, The Effects of Mass Communications.
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not avoid reading unpleasant information about smoking and
lung cancer; rather, they subject it to careful and mercilessly
unsympathetic scrutiny.3? Perhaps resistance to influence is ac-
complished most often and most successfully at the level of in-
formation evaluation, rather than at the level of selective seek-
ing and avoiding of information.

50 Feather, " Cognitive Dissonance, Sensitivity, and Evaluation.”
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Perceiving the World

As we have seen in the preceding chapter, there still remain some
unknowns concerning how selectively one exposes himself to com-
munication. There is less doubt about the selectivity of perception.
One of the three propositions around which Krech and Crutchfield
organize this lucid and insightful account is: “Perception is func-
tionally selective.” That is to say, our cognitive worlds are organized
and meaningful, and the way we perceive whatever we expose our-
selves to in the mass media is determined by how it will be useful
to us against the background of the cognitive structure we have al-
ready built. This chapter can be usefully read in connection with
the review of research on selective exposure by Sears and Freedman,
and the chapter by Lippmann which follows. Dr. Krech and Dr.
Crutchheld are both on the faculty of the department of psychology
at the University of California at Berkeley. The chuapter was origi-
nally published in Theory and Problems of Social Psychology (now
revised as The Individual and Society), issued and copyrighted by
McGraw-Hill, New York, 1948. It is reprinted here by permission of
the authors and the publisher.

Two Major Determinants of Perception

a

lHl-‘. PRINCIPLES of organization are frequently grouped into
two major categories: the principles relating to the structural
factors of perception and those relating to the functional fac-
tors involved in perception. Experimental and theoretical liter-
ature in perception psychology is replete with discussions as to
the relative importance of these two sets of factors.

STRUCTURAL FACTORS

By structural factors are meant those factors deriving solely
from the nature of the physical stimuli and the neural effects
they evoke in the nervous system of the individual.! Thus, for

! The term autochthonous is frequently used by the Gestalt psychologist
when referring to these factors.
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FIGURE 1.

the Gestalt psychologist, perceptual organizations are deter-
mined primarily by the physiological events occurring in the
nervous system of the individual in direct reaction to the stim-
ulation by the physical objects. Though not denying the influ-
ence, under certain conditions, of motivation and mental set,
they emphasize that the sensory factors are primary in account-
ing for the “look of things.”

To use a very simple and common example, the Gestalt psy-
chologist would point out that our perception of the dots in
Figure 1a is perforce a perception of two horizontal groupings
and not, say, an ungrouped collection of dots or five vertical
groups, etc. Furthermore, they would insist that the factors
which force this organization derive from the spatial relation-
ships among the physical dots themselves as faithfully projected
in the sensory region of the brain and are relatively indepen-
dent of our reasoning, needs, moods, past learning, etc. To re-
peat: those sensory factors which are independent of the
perceiving individual’s needs and personality and which force
certain organizations in his cognitive field are referred to as
“structural factors of perception.” The isolation of these fac-
tors, their careful description, and the laws of their operation
have led to the formulation of the “laws of organization.”

FUNCTIONAL FACTORS

The functional factors of perceptual organization, on the
other hand, are those which derive primarily from the needs,
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moods, past experience, and memory of the individual.? Thus,
for example, in an experiment performed by Bruner and
Goodman, two groups of children (one a poor group from a set-
tlement house in one of Boston’s slum areas and the other a
rich group from a “progressive school in the Boston area, cater-
ing to the sons and daughters of prosperous business and pro-
fessional people”) were asked to judge the size of various coins.
The differences in the perceptions of the two groups of chil-
dren were striking, with the poor group overestimating the size
of the coins considerably more than did the rich group. The
experimenters suggest that these results indicate the effect of
need upon perception, and they formulate the following two
hypotheses as possible general laws:

1. The greater social value of an object, the more will it be
susceptible to organization by behavioral determinants.

2. The greater the individual need for a socially valued ob-
ject, the more marked will be the operation of behavioral de-
terminants.

Another illustration of the operation of functional factors is
found in an experiment by Levine, Chein, and Murphy.? In
that experiment, ambiguous drawings, when presented behind
a ground-glass screen to hungry college students, were more fre-
quently perceived as food objects (ham sandwiches, salads, etc.)
than when presented to college students who had just finished
eating. The different perceptions of the hungry and not-hungry
students could not be due to “structural” factors, since the
same pictures were presented to both groups but could be due
only to the differences in need or motivation of the members of
the two groups.

2'T'he term functional as applied to these factors was first suggested by Muen-
zinger, (K. Muenzinger, Psychology: The Science of Behavior [New York: Har-
per, 1942]). In their treatment of these same factors, Bruner and Goodman sug-
gest the term “behavioral determinants” which they define as . . . those active,
adaptive functions of the organism which lead to the governance and control of
all higher-level functions, including perception . ..” (J. S. Bruner and C. C.
Goodman, “Value and Need as Organizing Factors in Perception, Journal of Ab-
normal Social Psychology 42 [1947): $3—44).

3R. Levine, I. Chein, and G. Murphy, “The Relation of Intensity of a Need
to the Amount of Perceptual Distortion,” jJournal of Psychology 13 (1942):
283-93.
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While quantitative laws of how these ““functional” factors ac-
tually operate in perception are lacking, a great deal of experi-
mental work is available that demonstrates their pervasive in-
fluence in perception.

Proposition 1

The perceptual and cognitive field in its natural state
is organized and meaningful.

This first proposition affirms that the cognitive field, except
perhaps in rare pathological conditions, is never a “blooming,
buzzing confusion” of discrete impressions, unrelated experi-
ences, and unitary sensations. Whether we are discussing the
initial sensory stimulations of the infant or the experiences of
the adult when confronted by new and even bizarre objects and
events, the individual’s cognitive fields are organized and
meaningful. A few examples may clarify the meaning of this
proposition.*

“SIMPLE" PERCEPTION

A baby is presented, for the first time in his life, with a red
balloon on a white table. Considered purely physically, the
“balloon™ and the “table” can be described only as a visual
field consisting of discrete pinpoints of stimuli consisting of
light of varying wave lengths. What is the infant’s resulting ex-
perience from this conglomeration of physical stimuli? Is it a
mosaic of indifferently related kaleidoscopic sensations of reds
and whites merging into one another, without form and with-
out clearly defined boundaries, or is the child’s experience bet-
ter described as a perception of a red object having form and
solidity against a background of a white object with its own

4 For a discussion of the distinction between organized perceptions “without
meaning” and organized perceptions “"with meaning,” see E. C. Tolman, “Ge-
stalt and Sign-Gestaly,” Psychological Review 40 (1933): 391—411. He character-
izes the first concept as that held by the “pure Gestaltist,” the second as that held
by the “sign-Gestaltist.”
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form and solidity? Proposition I would require that the latter
situation hold. The infant’s perceptual field would consist of at
least two discriminable, meaningful structures. The meanings
might be extremely simple and might even be wrong—but
there would be meaning. Thus the red object might have the
meaning that “this object if inserted in the mouth can be
chewed and swallowed,” and the white object may mean “this
object, if pushed, will jiggle.” The important thing is that the
baby’s experiences will be organized and meaningful.

Proposition I does not assert how much of this cognitive
structure is due to the previous experiences of the baby or if
the meanings are conditioned by hunger and activity needs. All
we are concerned with is the nature of his cognitive field when
he is stimulated by the balloon and the table.

THE STRANGE AND BIZARRE

Or take another example. A savage who has never seen a
white man or any of the paraphernalia of the white man’s civi-
lization sees an Army airplane descend from the skies and make
a three-point landing and sees Second Lieutenant Arbuthnot
come out of the plane. Obviously our savage will see the air-
plane and Arbuthnot as organized objects, but will they, be-
cause he has never seen their likes before, be completely mean-
ingless to him? Again, the meaning he experiences may be
wrong, but there will be meaning. He may experience the
meaning of a “bird” as part of his purely visual precept of the
airplane; he may ascribe the meaning of “God” or its equiva-
lent to Arbuthnot, 2nd Lt. AUS. He will not have to wait until
he is given instructions or until he has had further and ex-
tended experiences with these strange objects before his cogni-
tive field is organized into a meaningful one.®

3°The American school child who listened to his teacher sing various Christ-
mas carols in foreign tongues and when asked to join with her sang “Atomic
Bomb, Atomic Bomb” to the tune of “O Tannenbaum, O Tannenbaum” is an
amusing and at the same time a somewhat horrifying illustration of the ten-
dency to perceive strange sounds meaningfully. Akin to this is the youngster's
remark. who after hearing the hymn that starts “Gladly the Cross I'd Bear,”
asked * Why was the bear cross-eyed?”
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FORMING AN IMPRESSION OF A PERSONALITY

A final example: in an experiment reported by Asch, an
attempt was made to determine how people form impressions
of personality through hearing simple descriptions of the per-
sonality.6 The experimenter read to his subjects (college stu-
dents) a number of discrete characteristics which were said to
belong to an unknown person. He then instructed his subjects
to write a brief description of the impression the subject had
gained of this unknown person. One such list, for example,
was: “energetic, assured, talkative, cold, ironical, inquisitive,
persuasive.” The list was read with an interval of approxi-
mately five seconds between the terms. Then the reading was
repeated. Below are reproduced two of the typical sketches ob-
tained from the subjects:

He is the type of person you meet all too often: sure of him-
self, talks too much, always trying to bring you around to his
way of thinking, and with not much feeling for the other fel-
low.

He impresses people as being more capable than he really is.
He is popular and never ill at ease. Easily becomes the center
of attraction at any gathering. He is likely to be a jack-of-all-
trades. Although his interests are varied, he is not necessarily
well versed in any of them. He possesses a sense of humor. His
presence stimulates enthusiasm and very often he does arrive at
a position of importance.

Note how the discrete terms of the list have been organized
into a living, meaningful, and even colorful personality. Not
only have the individual terms energetic, assured, talkative,
etc., been perceived in an organized way with an organized
meaning, but the resulting organization of the terms has per-
mitted the subject to “perceive” characteristics that were not
even mentioned (“He possesses a sense of humor”). Asch sum-

8S. E. Asch. “Forming Impressions of Personality.” Journal of 4bnormal and
Social Psychology 41 (1946): 258—-90. This experiment of Asch’s is an interesting

and valuable illustration of an experimental attempt to apply principles of *pure”
perception to social material.
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marizes the results of his experiments as follows: “When a task
of this kind is given, a normal adult is capable of responding to
the instruction by forming a unified impression. Though he
hears a sequence of discrete terms, his resulting impression is
not discrete. All subjects . . . of whom there were over 1,000
fulfilled the task in the manner described. . . . Starting from
the bare terms, the final account is completed and rounded.”

GENERAL COMMENTS

What is true about our experiences with objects and people
is also true about our experiences with events and ideas.
Strange and new social mores, taboos, and relationships are not
seen by us as meaningless but are immediately perceived with
meaning. We cannot help doing this. Man is an organizing ani-
mal. ‘This accounts, in many instances, for our misinterpre-
tation or misunderstanding of the customs, habits, values, and
institutions of foreigners and strangers. We cannot say to our-
selves, “Hold off any interpretation until you collect all the
facts.” As soon as we experience any facts, they will be per-
ceived as organized into some sort of meaningful whole. This is
a universal characteristic of the cognitive process and not a
weakness of the impatient or prejudiced individual. In the ex-
periment of Asch’s referred to above, an experimental demon-
stration of the immediacy of this process is provided. In one of
his experimental setups Asch read two different lists of traits to
two different groups of subjects and again asked for personality
descriptions. 'The two lists were identical with regard to the
traits used but differed in the order of succession. For example,
one group heard the following list: “intelligent, industrious,
impulsive, critical, stubborn, envious.” The other group heard
the same words, but in reversed order: “envious, stubborn, crit-
ical, impulsive, industrious, intelligent.” The descriptions ob-
tained from the two groups of subjects differed markedly, lead-
ing Asch to conclude, “When the subject hears the first term, a
broad, uncrystallized but directed impression is born. The next
characteristic comes not as a separate item, but is related to the
established direction.”
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Our perception of the dots in Figure 1a as two sets of hori-
zontal lines and the overall impression we form of a man’s per-
sonality from knowing only one or two facts about him are
both instances of the same fundamental process of cognitive or-
ganization. This principle also helps us to understand the te-
nacity with which people hold on to “disproved” scientific
theories or economic and political dogmas. No matter how
much evidence one can bring to bear that a scientific theory
does not fit the known facts, scientists are reluctant to give it
up until one can give them another integration to take the
place of the old. Merely attacking a well-integrated theory can-
not be very effective. The old theory does integrate facts for
people, does organize discrete experiences. In the absence of
some other way of organizing facts, people will frequently hold
on to the old, for no other reason than that.

Proposition 11
Perception is functionally selective.

No one perceives everything that there is “out there” to be
perceived. Our mental apparatus is not an indifferent organiz-
ing machine ready to accord equal importance to all stimuli
that impinge upon our sense organs. The factors that deter-
mine the specific organization of our cognitive field and select
out only certain stimuli to integrate into that field are fre-
quently at work even before we are exposed to the physical
stimuli. Typically, only certain physical stimuli are “used” in
making up the organized perception, while other stimuli are ei-
ther not used at all or are given a very minor role. This is what
is meant by saying that perception is “selective.”

Proposition 11, however, also indicates that this selectivity is
functional. The objects that play the major role in the orga-
nized perception, the objects that are accentuated, are usually
those objects which serve some immediate purpose of the per-
cetving individual.” As our first motivational proposition has

71t should be clear that this does not necessarily mean that only those stim-
uli which serve some function or other will be noticed or seen by the subject.
This statement affirms that the functionally significant stimuli will be given the
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indicated, our basic, most useful unit in understanding the so-
cial behavior of the individual is the molar unit—a unit in
terms of needs, tensions, and goals, To ask the question, then,
“Why are certain objects selected to play a major role in most
cognitive organizations?” is to ask the question, “What func-
tion does any cognitive organization serve?” ‘The answer to this
question not only will tell us what objects will be selected for
perceptual organization but will also indicate the meaning
with which those objects will be perceived.

FUNCTIONAL SELECTIVITY OF PERCEPTION AND
DYNAMICS OF BEHAVIOR

[llustrations of the effects of needs, mental sets, moods, etc.,
in selecting out certain objects for a major role in perception
are commonplace. So, too, are illustrations of the effect of these
dynamic processes on the meanings given to the resulting per-
ceptions.

Needs. Let us take the simple example of two men seated at
a lunchroom counter surveying the posted menu on the wall,
One is very hungry; the other, only thirsty. Both are exposed
to the same physical objects, yet the first will notice the ham-
burger and tomato-and-lettuce sandwiches, while the “tea, cof-
fee, beer, pepsi-cola” items will be neglected or relatively so.
The second man will react in the opposite manner. Ask both
men to tell you what they “saw™ on the menu, and the first will
respond with a list of food items "and other stuff”; the second
will enumerate the drink items “and other things.” In one case
the food items have been clearly and specifically perceived and
organized against a background of nondifferentiated “other
stuff”; in the second case the figure-ground relationships have
been reversed,

That needs, rewards, and punishments can even determine
in simple visual perception which aspect of a visual field will

major role to play, although other stimuli may be noticed peripherally, as it
were. Bruner and Goodman make the further interesting suggestion that, with
habitual selection, the stimuli which are thus selected for major attention tend
to become progressively more vivid and achieve greater clarity.
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be selected out as the figure and which as the ground has been
demonstrated by an experiment of Schafer and Murphy.8 In
that experiment two somewhat ambiguous figures were pre-
sented momentarily to the subjects. Each figure was so designed
that part of the picture could be seen as an outline of a human
face. Every time one of these faces was presented and seen as a
face, the subject was rewarded (with money); every time the
other figure was presented and seen as a face, the subject was
punished (some of his money being taken away). The tech-
nique, in other words, was to build up a strong association be-
tween certain visual patterns and rewards and between other
visual patterns and punishments. After this was done, the “re-
warded” pattern and the “punished” pattern were combined
into one picture in such a manner as to make it possible to per-
ceive either face as the figure or as the ground. A significantly
higher number of the faces that had previously been rewarded,
when perceived alone, were not perceived as the figure in this
combined picture than were faces that had been punished. Fif-
ty-four out of sixty-seven perceptions were perceptions of the
rewarded faces as figures.

That the meaning of what is selected for major attention in
perception is influenced by needs is also apparent. We have al-
ready seen both in Levine, Chein, and Murphy’s experiment
and in Bruner and Goodman'’s experiment that the immediate
perception of ambiguous objects is shaped by the hunger needs
of the subjects and that the perceived size of a coin is deter-
mined by the differential goal character of the coins for the
poor and rich children. On a more complicated level, Sanford
has shown that the need for food, in children and in adults of
college age, has a significant effect upon word association, inter-
pretation of “neutral” pictures (i.e., pictures having nothing to
do, directly, with eating or with food), chain associations, com-
pletion of drawings, and completion of words where only the
first two letters of a word were given.? For example, a picture

8 R. Schafer and G. Murphy, “The Role of Autism in Visual Figure-Ground
Relationship,” Journal of Experimental Psychology 32 (1943): 335-43.

9 R. N. Sanford, “The Effects of Abstinence from Food upon Imaginal Pro-
cesses,” Journal of Psychology 2 (1986): 129~86; A Further Experiment,” Jour-
nal of Psychology 8 (1987): 145-59.
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of a baby, a finger of whose hand was extended, was interpreted
to mean “He’s sticking his finger in the pie” by some of the
hungry subjects, while some of the nonhungry subjects inter-
preted it as “He's pointing to a toy.”

The successful diagnosis of individual need structures by the
“projective technique” provides dramatic illustrations of the
principles we have been discussing here. For the very use of
this technique depends upon the fact that the specific percep-
tual and cognitive organizations with which the individual re-
sponds to pictures and words reflect his basic needs.

Mental Set. Here, too, illustrations abound in everyday expe-
riences. We see hundreds of men, every day, wearing different
suits of clothing—suits that differ in cut, material, color, styl-
ing, number of buttons, etc. But usually all we perceive is that
they are wearing clothes, and our resulting perceptual organiza-
tion is not a very clear-cut and differentiated one. What is the
mental picture you have, for example, of the suit you saw your
friend wear yesterday? But if we are on the way to a store to
buy a suit, our perceptions of the clothes worn by friends and
even strangers change rather remarkably. We notice the colors
of the suits; we see shapes of pockets, cuts of lapels, presence or
absence of pocket flaps which we never perceived before. With
our changed mental set different objects are selected out for
perception, and our resulting cognitive structures become
much more differentiated and detailed.

A simple experiment by Murray has indicated how the men-
tal set of the individual influences the meaning of what he per-
ceives.!® Using girls as his subjects, Murray asked them to de-
scribe the picture of a man under two conditions—before these
subjects had played a game of “murder” and after. In the latter
instance the subjects tended to see much more maliciousness in
the man’s features than they did in the former instance.

The policeman, the social worker, the ward politician, and
the foreign visitor walking through the same slum district not
only interpret what they see differently but actually perceive
different objects. The mental set of the perceiver can some-

' H. A. Murray, “The Effect of Fear upon Estimates of Maliciousness of
Other Personalities,” Journal of Social Psychology 4 (1933): 310—29.
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times be of absolute importance in determining selective per-
ception.

Mood. An ingenious experiment of Leuba and Lucas pro-
vides some striking illustrations of how the mood or tempera-
ment of an individual operates to select out different stimuli
for perceptual organization and tends to determine the mean-
ing of the stimuli so selected.!

The experiment involved the description of six pictures by
three subjects when in each of three different moods: happy,
critical, and anxious. Each of the three subjects was first hypno-
tized; the first mood was then induced by the appropriate hyp-
notic suggestions; then the pictures were shown. After the sub-
ject had observed each picture, he was asked to describe what
he had seen. When the six descriptions had been obtained, the
subject was allowed to rest for a while, the first mood was re-
moved by suggestion, he was brought back to his “normal”
hypnotic state and told that he would forget having seen the
pictures and what he had said about them. Then the next
mood was induced, and the procedure repeated.

The final hypnotic suggestions for the different moods were
as follows:

Happy Moob: “Now you are feeling very happy and you are
in a cheerful and joyous mood. You feel as if everything is rosy
and you are very optimistic. You have a comfortable feeling of
well-being; nothing is worrying you. You feel perfectly at peace
with everything and everyone. You are in a very happy, cheer-
ful, and optimistic mood.”

CriTicAL Moob: “Now you are very critical; you are quick to
find fault and to condemn unfavorably. Your judgment of oth-
ers is very harsh and severe. You see failings and faults very
clearly. You are very critical and fault finding.”

ANxious Moob: “Now you are quite anxious. You are dis-
turbed over some possible misfortunes. You are disquieted and
concerned as to something in the future. You are a little fearful
and mildly alarmed. You have a feeling as if you were expect-

1 C. Leuba and C. Lucas. “The Effects of Attitudes on Descriptions of Pic-
tures,” Journal of Experimental Psychology 35 (1945): 517—24.
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ing something disagreeable to happen, yet were not sure that it
would. You are quite anxious.”

Following are three descriptions that one of the subjects gave
for a picture showing “four college men on a sunny lawn, typ-
ing, listening to radio.” In the happy mood his description
read: “Complete relaxation. Not much to do—just sit, listen
and relax. Not much at all to think about.”

When this subject was in a critical mood he observed or paid
attention to or perceived, diftferent things. Now his description
ran: “Someone ruining a good pair of pressed pants by lying
down like that. They're unsuccessfully trying to study.”

When in an anxious mood, still other items were perceived:
“They're listening to a football gaine or world series. Prob-
ably a tight game. One guy looks as if his side wasn't win-
ning.”

Notice how in the happy mood there seems to be little atten-
tion to details. The perceptual structure seems to be fairly sim-
ple and undifferentiated. In the critical mood a specific detail
—the crease in one man’s trousers—seems to occupy a central
role in the perceptual field, an item which had not been re-
ported at all in the first description. In the final mood, anx-
ious, the details of the facial expression of one of the men are
closely observed and interpreted, and now the cognitive field
includes something that is not even physically present—a foot-
ball or baseball game.

The different moods of the subjects had a directive effect not
only on what was observed but, even more strongly, on the
meaning of what was perceived. Thus, in analyzing some of the
descriptions obtained from the subjects, the experimenters
write:

‘The meanings and feelings attached to the activities shown
in the pictures and the probable causes and results of those ac-
tivities are usually different from mood to mood. In a happy
frame of mind the Ss see the soldier in picture III (wounded
man being carried on a litter by soldiers to aeroplane) as being
“well taken care of” and as being taken “back to safety” or “a
transport plane.” When in an anxious mood these same Ss say
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the soldier “is in bad shape," may not live,” “an emergency

case,” “it frightens me.’

Things are very rarely what they seem. The emotions,
moods, personalities, and temperaments of people color and de-
termine what they see “out there.” The entire cognitive world
of the individual who has an overriding need for security will
be organized on quite a different basis from the individual who
does not seek constant reassurances. “Wishful thinking” and
“wishful perception” have similar sources. The man who fears
a war and seeks peace will perceive political events, people,
speeches, diplomatic forays, and production figures quite differ-
ently from the man who welcomes a war. The selectivity of per-
ception is in large measure determined by the dynamics of be-
havior.

FUNCTIONAL SELECTIVITY OF PERCEPTION AND CULTURE

What we perceive, as well as how we interpret what we
perceive, is not only a function of those processes which can be
specifically defined as motivational ones. Qur immediate per-
ceptions are also a function of the “higher order” cognitive
organizations—of beliefs, of social ideals, of morals, of cultural
frames of reference. The effect of these higher-order cognitive
organizations will be examined in more detail when discussing
Proposition I11, but for purposes of completeness a simple illus-
tration at this point might be helpful.

Take, for example, the perceptions of an American tourist
and a native Mexican at a Mexican bullfight. The American is
likely to perceive and stress the pain to the animal, the messi-
ness of the scene, and the flies. The Mexican fan, on the other
hand, might perceive and stress the skill of the performer, his
daring or fearlessness, the fine technical points involved, and
even the fine spirit of the bull in putting up such a good fight.

What is selected out for perception not only is a function of
our perceiving apparatus as physnologlcally defined but is
partly a function of our perceiving apparatus as colored and
shaped by our culture.
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FUNCTIONAL SELECTIVITY OF PERCEPTION
AND STRUCTURAL FACTORS

We must always remember, however, that in addition to the
various factors discussed above, the physical distribution and
qualities of the stimuli also help determine which stimuli, of
the welter of stimuli impinging on our sense organs, will be se-
lected out for perception. The familiar figure-on-background
or “isolation” experiment of the perception laboratory illus-
trates this factor in operation. A single red dot, among many
black dots, will “stand out” in perception. A single Negro in a
crowd of white people is much more likely to be noticed by a
neutral perceiver than if that individual were seen among
many other Negroes. The slogan most frequently repeated (and
most loudly) is also more likely to come to the attention of the
individual than the infrequently mentioned one.

The “structural” factors involved in the creation and presen-
tation of propaganda and educational material are sometimes
quite important in determining what perceptions the “victims”
or “students” will experience, as we shall see when we discuss
those subjects. We must be constantly on guard against neglect-
ing these structural factors in our attempt to pay proper atten-
tion to the functional factors. The physiological functioning of
the nervous system in response to the nature of the distribution
of the physical stimuli in space and time also operates so as to
make perception selective.

GENERAL COMMENTS

The failure to understand the implications of Proposition 11,
that perception is functionally selective, has led to much mis-
guided effort and heartbreaking disappointment on the part
of teachers, parents, religious missionaries, and leaders of
“causes.” Take a child on a slumming trip to teach him the
facts of social life, and show him how haggard, lean, scrawny,
and undernourished the children are, and what does he *“see’’?
He may perceive only the interesting alleys and inviting fire es-
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capes that these children have to play with as compared with
the clean, sterile, and uninteresting playrooms he has at his dis-
posal. Show a documentary film of life in Russia to an insecure
and hostile American, presenting pictures of Russian factory
workers doing the same sort of things that Detroit factory work-
ers do, Russian farm hands going through actions similar to
those of lowa farm hands, Russian traffic policemen gesticulat-
ing very much the way New York City “cops” do. Will he per-
ceive all these similarities? Probably not. He will have noticed
the large tractor factories which could so easily become con-
verted to tank factories, he will have been impressed with the
“militaristic” bearing of the policemen and with the “ruthless
scowl” on the face of the Russian general who appeared for a
few feet on the film.

On the occasion of the 1946 reprinting of Upton Sinclair’s
The Jungle, R. L. Duffus, reviewing the book in The New
York Times of October 13, 1946, gives an interesting illustra-
tion of how functional selectivity of perception can subvert the
best intentions of the social reformer. Duffus writes:

After this book appeared, four decades ago, quite a number
of Americans temporarily stopped eating meat. . . . They just
didn’t care for meat after they had read young Mr. Sinclair’s fic-
tionalized account of how meat was handled in the Chicago
stockyards. This was not Mr. Sinclair’s intention. He was a so-
cialist and an ardent friend of the underpaid and overworked.
He did not forsee that the American people, after reading of
the misfortunes of his Lithuanian hero, would clamor, not for a
cooperative commonwealth, but for a pure food law.
Young Mr. Sinclair admired the strong peasant stock that was
pouring into this country so hopefully at the turn of the cen-
tury. He hated to see it abused, as it was. He hated the cruelty
which ground the lives out of men. He hated child labor. He
hated the growling tyranny that fired and blacklisted when
men formed unions to better their lot. He hated the cheating
and the foul corruption that battened on the innocent. So he
spent some seven weeks observing how people lived “back of
the yards” and then wrote this book. . . . He . . . threw into it
his burning indignation, lighted it with his ingenuous hopes of
a world redeemed by socialism, and got it into print . . . it be-
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came a best seller, it has been translated into twenty-seven lan-
guages, it led to reforms in the handling of meat.

Upton Sinclair was a socialist, and the facts he perceived
demonstrated, to him, the need for socialism. So he saw them,
and so he wrote them down. The vast majority of his readers,
however, were not socialists, but they were meat-eaters, and
they perceived his facts in their own way and read there-
from their own lesson. They selected out for major attention,
not the stories about the little Stanislovs who were forced to
work in the packing houses or the men like Jurgis who aver-
aged a weekly salary of $6.65, but the other stories—about the
workmen and stockyard rats who had fallen into lard vats and
had gone out to the world as “pure leaf lard.” Accordingly, his
readers did not conclude from Sinclair’s facts that the world
must be redeemed by socialism but merely that a new pure
food act was required.

There are no impartial “facts.” Data do not have a logic of
their own that results in the same perceptions and cognitions
for all people. Data are perceived and interpreted in terms of
the individual perceiver's own needs, own emotions, own per-
sonality, own previously formed cognitive patterns.

Proposition III

The perceptual and cognitive properties of a substructure are
determined in large measure by the properties of the
structure of which it is a part,

To know that experience in its natural state is organized and
meaningful (Proposition I) and that the nature of the organiza-
tion is determined functionally (Proposition II) is not enough.
Our mental world is a structured or organized one, and it can
also be seen as broken down into hierarchies of structures. Qur
cognitive field does not consist of completely independent orga-
nized structures; each of our perceptions is not an experience
that “lives a life of its own,” as it were. Every perception is
embedded in an organization of other percepts—the whole
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going to make up a specific “cognitive structure.” Each of these
cognitive structures, in turn, can be broken down into several
related substructures. Thus, when we perceive a politician, our
perception of that particular politician is influenced by all our
other percepts involving politicians. But the major structure,
politicians, may have substructures: Democratic politicians, Re-
publican politicians, honest politicians, etc. What we need for
an adequate understanding of any one perception is knowledge
about the interrelationships among the structures and substruc-
tures of our cognitive fields. Proposition I11 is designed to an-
swer the questions raised by this point and states that the per-
ception of a single object or group of objects is determined by
the nature of the cognitive whole in which the percepts of
these objects will be embedded.

ILLUSTRATIONS FROM SIMPLE VISUAL PERCEPTION

Figure 2 is usually perceived as a simple figure of three lines
meeting at a center point O. Each angle made by any two adja-
cent lines, say angle .4OC, can be described as a substructure of
the figure. That is, the perception of that angle is of an orga-
nized figure “in its own right,” but it is also perceived as a part
of a larger figure—the whole of Figure 2. Each of these angles
is usually perceived as an obtuse angle, i.e,, larger than a right
angle. What would happen to our perception of angle 4OC if
we added a few lines so as to induce a change in our perception
of the whole structure without in any way changing the lines
that make up angle 4OC? The answer is immediately given if

FIGURE 2.
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A

FIGURE 3.

we look at Figure 3. Now we perceive the substructure, angle
A0C, as a right angle! Although we have not done anything
physically to angle 40C, it "looks” different. It looks different
because the whole figure, of which angle 40C is a part, looks
different.

The same dependence of the perceptual properties of a part
on the whole is seen in the contrast and assimilation experi-
ments in visual perception. The results of these experiments
can be summarized by the following statements. (1) Substruc-
tures of a major structure will tend to look either as much alike
as possible (assimilation) or as much unlike as possible (con-
trast). (2) Assimilation appears when the differences between
the substructures and the major structures are small; contrast
appears when the differences are large. Thus, a series of black
dots, in a single row, will all appear equally black despite the
existence of minor differences in shade among them. Each dot,
as a substructure of the row of dots, is assimilated, and the
minor differences in blackness are not usually perceived. Con-
versely, if one dot were much brighter than the others, then
that dot would be perceived as a light gray by virtue of being a
member of a black contrasting series.

Now suppose that all you could see were angle 40C of Fig-
ure 2 or only the single dot in our last illustration and you
were told that a given person insisted that he perceived angle
AOC as a right angle or that another individual perceived the
dot as light gray. Would it not appear to you either that these
people had defective vision or that they were inaccurate in
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their descriptions of their own perceptions? This would be a
logical deduction if you could not see the whole of Figure 2 of
which angle 4OC was a part or if you could not see the entire
set of dots. What is true for simple visual perception is also
true for other instances of perceptual organization. We cannot
understand an individual’s perception, or interpretation of an
event that is part of a larger organization for him, unless we
also know what that larger organization is. This frequently ac-
counts for the apparently incomprehensible perceptions and
judgments of people and our failure to “understand” such peo-

ple.
PERCEIVING TRAITS OF INDIVIDUALS AND OF GROUPS

A reformulation of this whole-part principle, in more specific
social terms, might be helpful at this point. Such a reformula-
tionr is given in the following statement. When an individual is
apprehended as a member of a group, each of those characteris-
tics of the individual which correspond to the characteristics of
the group is affected by his group membership, the effect being
in the divection of either assimilation or contrast. Among other
uses, this formulation can be helpful in aiding us to understand
why, in our perception of people, we frequently are “biased”
or "unjust.”

Assimilation and contrast. Suppose you were told that Ar-
buthnot is a member of the Communist party. Now suppose,
also, that your cognitive field corresponding to “Communists”
consists of the following characteristics: Communists speak
with foreign accents, are always ready to incite to riot, and are
unkempt in their appearance and dress. Let us now assume
that Arbuthnot is, actually, somewhat poorly dressed. How will
you perceive his dress? Most probably (if you do have that sim-
ple and stereotyped picture of Communists) you will perceive
his clothing as “unkempt”; whereas if you had apprehended
Arbuthnot as a member, say, of the “genteel poor,” you might
have perceived his dress as being “worn, but neatly and cleanly
patched.” What you would have done in the first instance is to
have perceived Arbuthnot’s dress in terms of the corresponding
characteristics of the larger group of which he is a part (Com-
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munist), and, by assimilation, you would have ascribed the
qualities of the group to the individual. In the second instance,
your perceptual processes would have been of the same order,
only this time your perception of Arbuthnot’s dress would have
been assimilated to a group having different characteristics.

Suppose, on the other hand, that Arbuthnot were dressed in
the neat and intact dress of most of your acquaintances. Now,
how would you perceive Arbuthnot? Most probably as being a
“very well-dressed Communist.” You would not have thought
to use the phrase “very well-dressed” if you had apprehended
Arbuthnot as a member of the Republican National Commit-
tee. In that case you would merely have perceived that he was
“properly dressed.” But since you know that Arbuthnot is a
Communist, you have perceived his dress in terms of the corre-
sponding characteristics of the group of which he is a part; and
this time by contrast, he would seem “very well-dressed.”

In the same way do we judge the personality traits and motiva-
tions of individual Jews, Republicans, Negroes, Catholics, Rus-
sians, etc. Because so many Americans ascribe characteristic
personality traits to these groups, as groups, their perceptions
of the individual members of these groups usually show typical
biases. Thus many Americans, through the operation of the as-
similation phenomenon, tend to overestimate the shrewdness of
a particular Jew, or the inscrutability of a somewhat reticent
Russian—because they believe Jews to be shrewd and Russians
to be inscrutable. Because of contrast, they tend to overestimate
the intelligence of a Negro who is normally intelligent and to
underestimate the religious conservatism of a Catholic who is
liberal in some of his religious views. Again, the reason appears
to be due to the stereotyped notion that Negroes are stupid
and that Catholics are extremely conservative believers. The
common observation, during the war, of the tendency of the
American soldier to regard any normally decent German as a
“very good guy” is an instance of the contrast phenomenon,
since many of our soldiers had been indoctrinated concerning
the extreme ruthlessness and inhumanity of the Nazi and had
generalized it to Germans.
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FRAMES OF REFERENCE

The whole-part principle can be summarized in still another
way: any stimulus is perceived in relation to other stimuli with
which it is organized. This formulation, as Sherif and Cantril
point out, is the basic definition of the term frame of reference,
a term that they define as follows: “The term ‘frame of refer-
ence’ is simply used to denote the functionally related factors
(present and past) which operate at the moment to determine
the particular properties of a psychological phenomenon (such
as perception, judgment, affectivity).” 12

Sherif has made this formulation of our Proposition III his
major concept in social psychology and has generalized it to ac-
count for many varied processes.! As Sherif and Cantril point
out, in the volume cited above, “The scale of magnitudes
against which subsequent stimuli of a similar kind are judged,
the organized perceptual whole which determines the particu-
lar relative properties of its parts, the established social status
in relation to which responses to other individuals and groups
are shaped are all specific cases of frames of reference.”

Illustrations of the frame-of-reference phenomenon abound
in psychophysical experiments. Thus, for example, Wever and
Zener have shown that when subjects are required to judge the
weight of a series of objects as “light,” “heavy,” etc., the judg-
ment of each weight is a function of the total series, since if the
series itself is changed from a light series to a heavy one, the
same object that was formerly judged heavy will now be judged
as light.14

Similar results are obtained when the judgments to be made
are of a much more complicated sort and are directly related to

12 M. Sherif and H. Caniril, The Psychology of Ego-Involvement (New York:
Wiley, 1947).

13 M. Sherif, A Siudy of Some Social Faclors in Perceplions,” Archives of
Psychology, no. 187, 1935: M. Sherif, The Psychology of Social Norms (New
York: Harper, 1936).

ME. G. Wever and K. E. Zener, “The Method of Absolule Judgment in Psy-
chophysics, Psychological Review g5 (1928): 466—93.
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social material. As an instance of such experiments the work of
McGarvey can be cited.!> McGarvey had her subjects rate the
“social prestige” of various occupations and found that the
judged desirability of any given occupation was determined by
the entire series of occupations to be judged.

Helson has attempted to treat this phenomenon of relativity
of perception and judgment in terms of his theory of adapta-
tion and has suggested a carefully worked out mathematical for-
mulation to help understand and predict the “universality of
shifts in scale-value with change in comparison-stimulus.” 16 Be-
cause his theory goes beyond the mere observation that the per-
ception of any single stimulus is changed as the related simuli
are changed, and because his theory is designed to predict some
specific properties of the perception of certain stimuli, it is of
some importance to see the implications of his formulation for
social psychology. Briefly, his theory can be stated in the fol-
lowing way.

The effects of stimulation result in an organized perception
(our Proposition I). For every such organized perception there
is assumed a stimulus that represents the pooled effect of all
the stimuli that gave rise to the organized perception. The in-
dividual may be said to be “attuned or adapted” to this central
stimulus. That is, stimuli that are near this value (in intensity
or affective value, etc.) will be perceived as “indifferent, neu-
tral, doubtful, equal, or the like, depending upon the context

" of the judgment involved. Stimuli that are perceived in
that way or judged in that way are said to be at “adaptation
level.” Stimuli that are above the adaptation level “are assumed
to establish positive gradients” with respect to the adaptation-
level stimulus and will be perceived as “good,” “loud,” or
“strong.” Similarly, stimuli that are below the adaptation level
“establish negative gradients” with resulting perceptions of the
opposite kind. If, now, new stimuli are introduced, which are

15 H. R. McGarvey, "Anchoring Effects in the Absolute Judgments of Verbal
Materials, Archives of Psychology, no. 281, 1943.

16 H. Helson, "Adaptation-Level as a Frame of Reference for Prediction of
Psychophysical Data,” American Journal of Psychology 60 (1947): 1—29.
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above the adaptation-level stimulus, a new adaptation-level
stimulus will gradually be established and all subsequent stim-
uli will then be perceived in terms of this new level.

The value of the above formulation to social psychology can
be indicated by applying the adaptation-level theory to an anal-
ysis of certain propaganda techniques designed to change judg-
ments of people. What would be the effect of publicizing ex-
{reme statements concerning any social issue? Let us choose
racial prejudice, and let us assume that the stated opinions and
beliefs available to an individual (opinions and beliefs that are
publicly held by other people) range from an extremely preju-
diced set to a rather mildly tolerant one. His adaptation level
will then be such as to lead him to perceive a rather weak pro-
democratic statement as “adequate, acceptable, or reasonable.”
Now, if the range is altered by adding extreme pro-democratic
statements, it is highly likely that the individual will acquire a
new adaptation level and he will judge as “acceptable and rea-
sonable” a more strongly stated pro-democratic proposition
than he formerly had. In other words, the sheer reiteration and
publicity of strong, pro-democratic expressions can result in a
shift in scale, or “framework,” that can change a person’s judg-
ment in the direction of democracy.

Proposition 1V

Objects or events that are close to each other in space or time
or resemble each other tend lo be apprehended as
parts of a common structure.

If we are to know just why certain perceptions are organized
together with other perceptions to make one cognitive struc-
ture, we must have some general understanding of what deter-
mines why an individual will organize the perceptions of object
A with that of object B into one common structure rather than
the perception of object 4 with that of object C. Why, for ex-
ample, do some people have a cognitive structure in which
socialism and Christianity are organized together, while other
people have a cognitive structure in which socialism and athe-



KRECH, CRUTCHFIELD * Percetving the World 259

ism are found together? Proposition IV attempts to indicate
the major factors that determine the contents of a single struc-
ture.

PROXIMITY AND SIMILARITY

In visual perception, experimental literature is replete with
demonstrations that proximity and similarity are important or-
ganizing factors. Figure 1a, which was used to illustrate the
structural factors in perception, can serve to illustrate that in
simple perception those objects which are close to each other
in space (proximity) tend to be organized together in percep-
tion. Dot .4 is perceived as belonging to dot B rather than to
dot C simply because 4 is closer to B than it is to C. A simple
measurement of the physical distances among the different
dots, everything else being equal, would permit us to predict,
with a high degree of accuracy, which dots would be organized
with which other dots. Similarly, Figure 15 can be used to il-
lustrate the principle of similarity. Here, dot 4 will be orga-
nized with dot B rather than with dot € because 4 is more sim-
ilar (in shape) to B than it is to C.

This does not mean that Proposition IV is a purely
“structural” proposition, that we can predict which organiza-
tion will eventuate in the cognitive field of the individual
merely by a description of the physical stimulus or the physical
relationships existing among the stimuli. The terms proximate
and similar must always be understood, of course, in a psycho-
logical sense, i.e., as perceived by the individual. Two novel
objects that are perceived as similar by one individual will not
necessarily be perceived as similar by another individual and
will therefore not give rise to the same cognitive structure. All
the factors that we have discussed in the previous propositions
will affect the perception of any object and therefore the na-
ture of the resulting structure. The needs of the perceiver, his
moods, his past training, etc., often play a determining role in
defining what is proximate and what is similar. Thus, for ex-
ample, a zoologist, because of his mental set and his previous
cognitive organizations, might select out for perception, when
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viewing a new species of animal, the presence or absence of
mammaries. All animals having this anatomical feature would
be perceived as “similar,” and so, in the cognitive field of the
zoologist, horses, human beings, and whales might be organized
together. Other people might see no similarity among these in-
stances of land animals, human beings with souls, and fish. Or
take another illustration. The child who has just received a
spanking at the hands of his father may organize “fathers, bul-
lies, and castor 0il” into one structure of “evil” because these
three objects have been perceived with a common characteris-
tic. Yet if his father had never spanked him, such an organiza-
tion might never take place. The individual who has read
about the Nazis’ racial theories and who has experienced racial
prejudice at the hands of an American court might also per-
ceive the Nazi and the American policeman as similar.

Culture and similarity cues. The specific cues that are se-
lected by us for major attention and will therefore determine
our cognitive structures are, in turn, a function of our culture.
Thus, if our culture and training emphasize signs of wealth as
important cues to perceive at all times, we will perceive those
cues most readily and will group people according to similarity
of “wealth signs”—the kind of houses they live in, the automo-
biles they ride in (e.g., “the station-wagon set”), the schools they
send their children to, etc. If our culture or educational influ-
ences emphasize pigment of skin, we will group people into
Negroes and whites; if the Maori culture emphasizes the im-
portance of tattoo marks, people who have similar tattoo marks
will be seen as similar and will be organized together in the
perceiver’s cognitive field.

The similarities, obviously, need not rest on visual signs
alone. If similar labels, or descriptive words, are applied to dif-
ferent people, there will be a tendency to organize those people
together in perception. If different people or objects play the
same frustrating role in our experience, we may tend to per-
ceive them together.

Proximity. Proximity in time and space also works in very
much the same way. The birth of twin cows occurring at the
same time as a calamitous flood can be organized together as in-
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dications of the work of the devil. An increase in the divorce
rate of a country, occurring about the same time as the out-
break of war, can be organized into one picture of divine retri-
bution.

PERCEIVING CAUSE AND EFFECT

Perhaps one of the most important kinds of cognitive struc-
tures is that involved in “casual organization,” i.e., our
perception of one object or event as a “cause” of another object
or event. Some people percelve the jews as the “cause” of de-
pressmm others perceive the munitions manufacturer as the

‘cause” of war; still others perceive the current political admin-
istration as the “cause” of every national difficulty and calam-
ity. What determines which cause will be organized together
with which effect in our cognitive field? This is an extremely
important question because so much of our social action is
shaped by the way we perceive cause and effect.

Proximity and perception of cause and effect. Duncker, in his
analysis of the thinking process,!? gives some compelling illus-
trations of how proximity may determine our perception of
causations:

Someone comes home of an evening. A gust of wind slams
the door shut behind him. At the same moment at the other
end of the corridor, the light goes on in a room whose door is
ajar. Although one knew ever so well that no causal connection
exists between the door’s blowing shut, and the light's going
on, that rather someone in that room has turned on the light,
by chance at exactly the same moment—still he would be una-
ble to escape the compelling impression of causal relations . . .
the time and place of cause coincide phenomenally with the
time and place of the effect.

The point is not that all of our final or sophisticated state-
ments of cause and effect are unequivocally determined by the
temporal coincidence of two events but that in a new situation
or in an ambiguous one, our immediate perception of cause

7 K. Duncker, “On Problem-Solving,” Psychological Monographs 58, no. g
(1945).
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and effect is largely determined by this factor. Knowing this,
we can predict fairly accurately the causal relations that will be
perceived by the child and the unsophisticated—whether we
are concerned with the individual's perception of the cause of a
“licking,” the cause of war, or the cause of economic depres-
sions.

Similarity and the perception of cause and effect. For an il-
lustration of the factor of similarity in the perception of causal-
ity, we can again quote from Duncker:

At least as important for man's dealing with causation as
those spatial and temporal correspondences of position are cer-
tain correspondences of form between cause and effect. . . . An
example of temporal correspondence of form: the rhythm of
the sounds of knocking corresponds to the rhythm of the mo-
tions of knocking ... heavy things make “heavy” noises,
dainty things move daintily.

On a more complicated level, as in the perception of “human
causation,” Fritz Heider in his very helpful analysis of the per-
ception of causality '8 points out that the perception of respon-
sibility (i.e., the attribution of a crime to a person) can be due
to several types of similarity:

A crime can be blamed on a person because of a physical
similarity “he looks as if he could have committed this crime.”
Or he can be held responsible for it because of “spiritual” simi-
larity, that is, a similarity between a crime as a moral event
and the natural disposition of the “responsible”. . . .

In his discussion, Heider refers to the well-known experi-
ment by Zillig to illustrate this point.!? In that experiment two
groups of children performed calisthenic exercises before an
audience of their classmates. One of the performing groups was
composed of children who were almost uniformly disliked by
their classmates, and the other group, of children who were
liked. The experimenter had trained the liked group to make

18F. Heider, “Social Perception and Phenomenal Causality,” Psychological
Review 51 (1944): 358-74.

19 M. Zillig, "Einstellung und Aussage,” Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie 106 (1928):
58—106.
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mistakes deliberately and the disliked group to perform the cal-
isthenics letter-perfect. At the end of the two performances the
experimenter discovered that the audience had “seen” the dis-
liked group as having made the mistakes. A mistake, it appears,
is much more likely to be organized together with disliked peo-
ple than with liked people. As Heider says, A bad act is easily
connected with a bad person.” The perception of cause and ef-
fect, in other words, is very definitely determined by our value
judgments, our needs, our emotional reactions.

GENERAL COMMENTS

The politician and the propagandist seem frequently to illus-
trate in their actions their awareness of our Proposition IV. In
a critical political or economic situation, the politician may
seek to avoid taking power and refuse a seat in the government.
Why? Because he knows that if his administration coincides
with a disastrous national occurence, both of these events (his
being in power and the national calamity) will tend to be per-
ceived by many people as causally related—no matter how con-
clusively he can demonstrate that he was not at fault. He will
be perceived as having been responsible for the military defeat
or the economic depression just as certainly as Duncker’s man
perceived the door’s being shut as the cause of the light's going
on. The Jew or the Republican or the Catholic, if he is re-
garded as a “bad” person, will be perceived as the cause of a
“bad” event.

This tendency to organize objects or events together on the
basis of proximity or similarity is a universal one. It is not
something that only the poor logicians do. This does not mean
that we can never change our perceptions of causality and inte-
grate objects and events originally perceived as unlike into a
common structure, but it does mean that initially and prior to
any corrections, our cognitive structures will be organized in
terms of objects or events which are perceived as similar or in
proximity.
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Summary

The fundamental importance of perception for social psy-
chology is clearly indicated when we realize that all of man’s
molar action is shaped by his “private” conceptions of the
world. This sets two major problems for the social psycholo-
gist: (1) the description of the social world as perceived by the
specific individual (or individuals) whose social behavior we
are interested in understanding, and (2) the discovery of gen-
eral principles of perception and cognition.

Without the description indicated in (1) above, the psycholo-
gist cannot interpret correctly the formalized expressions of be-
liefs and attitudes (whether verbally obtained or through
observation of action) of the people whom he is studying. It is
at this point that many current “attitude” and “opinion” stud-
ies are limited in their usefulness.



WALTER LIPPMANN

The World Outside
and the Pictures in Our Heads

Lippmann is not a scholar who has spent his life in universities. He
has been a distinguished editor and one of the world’s most re-
spected political columnists. Therefore, in this chapter he is able to
look at the mass media from inside. This, the first chapter in his lit-
tle book on Public Opinion, which was published in 1921, has come
to be recognized as a classic, and still reads freshly after fifty years.
He is concerned, in this selection, with somewhat the same problem
that the Langs explored when they studied the MacArthur Day
parade—as he puts it, “how indirectly we know the environment in
which nevertheless we live.” “The world that we have to deal with
politically,” he concludes, “is out of reach, out of sight, out of mind.
It has to be explored, reported, and imagined.” And he is con-
cerned, as are the Langs, over how able the media are to report this
world, and the constraints upon them as they try to serve as ears
and eyes for their audiences. This chapter is published by permis-
sion of Walter Lippmann and the Macmillan Company, holders of
the copyright, New York, 1921, 1936.

1

FHERE Is AN ISLAND in the ocean where in 1914 a few English-
men, Frenchmen, and Germans lived. No cable reaches that is-
land, and the British mail steamer comes but once in sixty
days. In September it had not yet come, and the islanders were
still talking about the latest newspaper which told about the
approaching trial of Madame Caillaux for the shooting of Gas-
ton Calmette. It was, therefore, with more than usual eagerness
that the whole colony assembled at the quay on a day in mid-
September to hear from the captain what the verdict had been.
They learned that for over six weeks now those of them who
were English and those of them who were French had been
fighting in behalf of the sanctity of treaties against those of them
who were Germans. For six strange weeks they had acted as if
they were friends, when in fact they were enemies.

But their plight was not so different from that of most of the
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population of Europe. They had been mistaken for six weeks;
on the continent the interval may have been only six days or
six hours. There was an interval. There was a moment when
the picture of Europe, on which men were conducting their
business as usual, did not in any way correspond to the Europe
which was about to make a jumble of their lives. There was a
time for each man when he was still adjusted to an environ-
ment that no longer existed. All over the world as late as July
25, men were making goods that they would not be able to
ship, buying goods they would not be able to import, planning
careers, contemplating enterprises, entertaining hopes and ex-
pectations, all in the belief that the world as known was the
world as it was. Men were writing books describing that world.
They trusted the picture in their heads. And then, over four
years later, on a Thursday morning, came the news of an armi-
stice, and people gave vent to their unutterable relief that the
slaughter was over. Yet in the five days before the real armistice
came, though the end of the war had been celebrated, several
thousand young men died on the battlefields.

Looking back we can see how indirectly we know the envi-
ronment in which nevertheless we live. We can see that the
news of it comes to us now fast, now slowly; but that whatever
we believe to be a true picture, we treat as if it were the envi-
ronment itself. It is harder to remember that about the beliefs
upon which we are now acting, but in respect to other peoples
and other ages we flatter ourselves that it is easy to see when
they were in deadly earnest about ludicrous pictures of the
world. We insist, because of our superior hindsight, that the
world as they needed to know it, and the world as they did
know it, were often two quite contradictory things. We can see,
too, that while they governed and fought, traded and reformed
in the world as they imagined it to be, they produced results,
or failed to produce any, in the world as it was. They started
for the Indies and found America. They diagnosed evil and
hanged old women. They thought they could grow rich by al-
ways selling and never buying. A caliph, obeying what he con-
ceived to be the will of Allah, burned the library at Alexandria.

Writing about the year 389, St. Ambrose stated the case for
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the prisoner in Plato’s cave who resolutely declines to turn his
head. “To discuss the nature and position of the earth does not
help us in our hope of the life to come. It is enough to know
what Scripture states. “That He hung up the earth upon noth-
ing’ (Job 36:7). Why then argue whether He hung it up in air
or upon the water, and raise a controversy as to how the thin
air could sustain the earth; or why, if upon the waters, the
earth does not go crashing down to the bottom? . . . Not be-
cause the earth is in the middle, as if suspended on even bal-
ance, but because the majesty of God constrains it by the law of
His will, does it endure stable upon the unstable and the
void.” 1

It does not help us in our hope of the life to come. It is
enough to know what Scripture states. Why then argue? But a
century and a half after St. Ambrose, opinion was still trou-
bled, on this occasion by the problem of the Antipodes. A
monk named Cosmas, famous for his scientific attainments, was
therefore deputed to write a Christian topography, or “Chris-
tian Opinion concerning the World.” 2 It is clear that he knew
exactly what was expected of him, for he based all his conclu-
sions on the Scriptures as he read them. It appears, then, that
the world is a flat parallelogram, twice as broad from east to
west as it is long from north to south. In the center is the earth
surrounded by ocean, which is in turn surrounded by another
earth, where men lived before the deluge. This other earth was
Noah's port of embarkation. In the north is a high conical
mountain around which revolve the sun and moon. When the
sun is behind the mountain it is night. The sky is glued to the
edges of the outer earth. It consists of four high walls which
meet in a concave roof, so that the earth is the floor of the uni-
verse. There is an ocean on the other side of the sky, constitut-
ing the “waters that are above the firmament.” The space be-
tween the celestial ocean and the ultimate roof of the universe
belongs to the blessed. The space between the earth and sky is
inhabited by the angels. Finally, since St. Paul said that all

! Hexagmeron, i. cap. 6, quoted in Henry Osborn Taylor, The Medieval Mind,

vol. 1, p. 73.
2 William E. Lecky, Rationalism in Europe, vol. 1, pp. 276-78.
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men are made to live upon the “face of the earth,” how could
they live on the back where the Antipodes are supposed to be?
“With such a passage before his eyes, a Christian, we are told,
should not ‘even speak of the Antipodes.’ " 3

Far less should he go to the Antipodes; nor should any
Christian prince give him a ship to try; nor would any pious
mariner wish to try. For Cosmas there was nothing in the least
absurd about his map. Only by remembering his absolute con-
viction that this was the map of the universe can we begin to
understand how he would have dreaded Magellan or Peary or
the aviator who risked a collision with the angels and the vault
of heaven by flying seven miles up in the air. In the same way
we can best understand the furies of war and politics by ve-
membering that almost the whole of each party believes abso-
lutely in its picture of the opposition, that it takes as fact, not
what is, but what it supposes to be the fact. And that therefore,
like Hamlet, it will stab Polonius behind the rustling curtain,
thinking him the king, and perhaps like Hamlet add:

“Thou wretched, rash, intruding fool, farewell!
I took thee for thy better; take thy fortune.”

17

Great men, even during their lifetimes, are usually known to
the public only through a fictitious personality. Hence the
modicum of truth in the old saying that no man is a hero to his
valet. There is only a modicum of truth, for the valet and the
private secretary are often immersed in the fiction themselves.
Royal personages are, of course, constructed personalities.
Whether they themselves believe in their public character, or
whether they merely permit the chamberlain to stage-manage
it, there are at least two distinct selves, the public and regal
self, the private and human. The biographies of great people
fall more or less readily into the histories of these two selves.
The official biographer reproduces the public life, the reveal-
ing memoir the other. The Charnwood Lincoln, for example,

3 Ibid.
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is a noble portrait, not of an actual human being, but of an
epic figure, replete with significance, who moves on much the
same level of reality as Aeneas or St. George. Oliver’s Hamilton
is a majestic abstraction, the sculpture of an idea, “an essay” as
Oliver himself calls it, “on American union.” It is a formal
monument to the statecraft of federalism, hardly the biography
of a person. Sometimes people create their own facade when
they think they are revealing the interior scene. The Reping-
ton diaries and Margot Asquith’s are a species of self-portrai-
ture in which the intimate detail is most revealing as an index
of how the authors like to think about themselves.

But the most interesting kind of portraiture is that which
arises spontaneously in people’s minds. When Victoria came to
the throne, says Strachey,* “among the outside public there was
a great wave of enthusiasm. Sentiment and romance were com-
ing into fashion; and the spectacle of the little girl-queen, inno-
cent, modest, with fair hair and pink cheeks, driving through
her capital, filled the hearts of the beholders with raptures of
affectionate loyalty. What, above all, struck everybody with
overwhelming force was the contrast between Queen Victoria
and her uncles. The nasty old men, debauched and selfish, pig-
headed and ridiculous, with their perpetual burden of debts,
confusions, and disreputabilities—they had vanished like the
snows of winter and here at last, crowned and radiant, was the
spring.”

M. Jean de Pierrefeu 3 saw hero worship at first hand, for he
was an officer on Joffre’s staff at the moment of that soldier’s
greatest fame:

For two years, the entire wold paid an almost divine homage
to the victor of the Marne. The baggage-master literally bent
under the weight of the boxes, of the packages and letters
which unknown people sent him with a frantic testimonial of
their admiration. 1 think that outside of General Joffre, no
commander in the war has been able to realize a comparable
idea of what glory is. They sent him boxes of candy from all

4 Lyuwon Strachey, Queen Victoria, p. 72.
5jean de Pierrefeu, G. Q. G. Trois ans au Grand Quartier Général, PP-

94-95-
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the great confectioners of the world, boxes of champagne, fine
wines of every vintage, fruits, game, ornaments and utensils,
clothes, smoking materials, inkstands, paperweights. Every ter-
ritory sent its speciality. The painter sent his picture, the sculp-
tor his statuette, the dear old lady a comforter or socks, the
shepherd in his hut carved a pipe for his sake. All the
manufacturers of the world who were hostile to Germany
shipped their products, Havana its cigars, Portugal its port
wine. I have known a hairdresser who had nothing better to do
than to make a portrait of the General out of hair belonging to
persons who were dear to him; a professional penman had the
same idea, but the features were composed of thousands of lit-
tle phrases in tiny characters which sang the praise of the Gen-
eral. As to letters, he had them in all scripts, from all countries,
written in every dialect, affectionate letters, grateful, overflow-
ing with love, filled with adoration. They called him Savior of
the World, Father of his Country, Agent of God, Benefactor of
Humanity, etc. . . . And not only Frenchmen, but Americans,
Argentinians, Australians, etc. etc. . . . Thousands of little chil-
dren, without their parents’ knowledge, took pen in hand and
wrote to tell him their love: most of them called him Our Fa-
ther. And there was poignancy about their effusions, their ado-
ration, these sighs of deliverance that escaped from thousands
of hearts at the defeat of barbarism. To all these naif little
souls, Joffre seemed like St. George crushing the dragon. Cer-
tainly he incarnated for the conscience of mankind the victory
of good over evil, of light over darkness.

Lunatics, simpletons, the half-crazy and the crazy turned
their darkened brains toward him as toward reason itself. I
have read the letter of a person living in Sydney, who begged
the General to save him from his enemies; another, a New Zea-
lander, requested him to send some soldiers to the house of a
gentleman who owed him ten pounds and would not pay.

Finally, some hundreds of young girls, overcoming the timid-
ity of their sex, asked for engagements, their families not to
know about it; others wished only to serve him.

This ideal Joffre was compounded out of the victory won by
him, his staff and his troops, the despair of the war, the per-
sonal sorrows, and the hope of future victory. But beside hero
worship there is the exorcism of devils. By the same mechanism
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through which heroes are incarnated, devils are made. If every-
thing good was to come from Joffre, Foch, Wilson, or Roose-
velt, everything evil originated in the Kaiser Wilhelm, Lenin,
and Trotsky. They were as omnipotent for evil as the heroes
were omnipotent for good. To many simple and frightened
minds there was no political reverse, no strike, no obstruction,
no mysterious death or mysterious conflagration anywhere in
the world of which the causes did not wind back to these per-
sonal sources of evil.

11

Worldwide concentration of this kind on a symbolic person-
ality is rare enough to be clearly remarkable, and every author
has a weakness for the striking and irrefutable example. The
vivisection of war reveals such examples, but it does not make
them out of nothing. In a more normal public life, symbolic
pictures are no less governant of behavior, but each symbol is
far less inclusive because there are so many competing ones.
Not only is each symbol charged with less feeling because at
most it represents only a part of the population, but even
within that part there is infinitely less suppression of individ-
ual difference. The symbols of public opinion, in times of mod-
erate security, are subject to check and comparison and argu-
ment. They come and go, coalesce and are forgotten, never
organizing perfectly the emotion of the whole group. There is,
after all, just one human activity left in which whole popula-
tions accomplish the union sacrée. It occurs in those middle
phases of a war when fear, pugnacity, and hatred have secured
complete dominion of the spirit, either to crush every other in-
stinct or to enlist it, and before weariness is felt.

At almost all other times, and even in war when it is dead-
locked, a sufficiently greater range of feelings is aroused to es-
tablish conflict, choice, hesitation, and compromise. The
symbolism of public opinion usually bears, as we shall see,® the
marks of this balancing of interest. Think, for example, of how
rapidly, after the armistice, the precarious and by no means

8 Part V.
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successfully established symbol of Allied unity disappeared,
how it was followed almost immediately by the breakdown of
each nation’s symbolic picture of the other: Britain the De-
fender of Public Law, France watching at the Frontier of Free-
dom, America the Crusader. And think then of how within
each nation the symbolic picture of itself frayed out, as party
and class conflict and personal ambition began to stir postponed
issues. And then of how the symbolic pictures of the leaders
gave way as, one by one, Wilson, Clemenceau, and Lloyd
George ceased to be the incarnation of human hope and be-
came merely the negotiators and administrators for a disillu-
sioned world.

Whether we regret this as one of the soft evils of peace or ap-
plaud it as a return to sanity is obviously no matter here. Qur
first concern with fictions and symbols is to forget their value
to the existing social order, and to think of them simply as an
important part of the machinery of human communication.
Now in any society that is not completely self-contained in its
interests and so small that everyone can know all about every-
thing that happens, ideas deal with events that are out of sight
and hard to grasp. Miss Sherwin of Gopher Prairie 7 is aware
that a war is raging in France and tries to conceive it. She has
never been to France, and certainly she has never been along
what is now the battlefront. Pictures of French and German
soldiers she has seen, but it is impossible for her to imagine
three million men. No one, in fact, can imagine them, and the
professionals do not try. They think of them as, say, two
hundred divisions. But Miss Sherwin has no access to the order
of battle maps, and so if she is to think about the war, she fas-
tens upon Joffre and the Kaiser as if they were engaged in a
personal duel. Perhaps if you could see what she sees with her
mind’s eye, the image in its composition might be not unlike
an eighteenth-century engraving of a great soldier. He stands
there boldly unrufiled and more than life size, with a shadowy
army of tiny little figures winding off into the landscape be-
hind. Nor it seems are great men oblivious to these expecta-

7 See Sinclair Lewis, Main Street.
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tions. M. de Pierrefeu tells of a photographer’s visit to Joffre.
The General was in his “middle class office, before the workta-
ble without papers, where he sat down to write his signature.
Suddenly it was noticed that there were no maps on the walls.
But since according to popular ideas it is not possible to think
of a general without maps, a few were placed in position for
the picture, and removed soon afterwards.” 8

The only feeling that anyone can have about an event he
does not experience is the feeling aroused by his mental image
of that event. That is why until we know what others think
they know, we cannot truly understand their acts. I have seen a
young girl, brought up in a Pennsylvania mining town,
plunged suddenly from entire cheerfulness into a paroxysm of
grief when a gust of wind cracked the kitchen window-pane.
For hours she was inconsolable, and to me incomprehensible.
But when she was able to talk, it transpired that if a window-
pane broke it meant that a close relative had died. She was,
therefore, mourning for her father, who had frightened her
into running away from home. The father was, of course, quite
thoroughly alive, as a telegraphic inquiry soon proved. But
until the telegram came, the cracked glass was an authentic
message to that girl. Why it was authentic only a prolonged in-
vestigation by a skilled psychiatrist could show. But even the
most casual observer could see that the girl, enormously upset
by her family troubles, had hallucinated a complete fiction out
of one external fact, a remembered superstition, and a turmoil
of remorse, fear, and love for her father.

Abnormality in these instances is only a matter of degree.
When an attorney general, who has been frightened by a bomb
exploded on his doorstep, convinces himself by the reading of
revolutionary literature that a revolution is to happen on the
first of May, 1920, we recognize that much the same mechanism
is at work. The war, of course, furnished many examples of this
pattern: the casual fact, the creative imagination, the will to be-
lieve, and, out of these three elements, a counterfeit of reality
to which there was a violent instinctive response. For it is clear

8 de Pierrefeu, G. Q. G. Trois ans au Grand Quartier Général, P- 99.
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enough that under certain conditions men respond as power-
fully to fictions as they do to realities, and that in many cases
they help to create the very fictions to which they respond. Let
him cast the first stone who did not believe in the Russian
army that passed through England in August, 1914, did not ac-
cept any tale of atrocities without direct proof, and never saw a
plot, a traitor, or a spy where there was none. Let him cast a
stone who never passed on as the real inside truth what he had
heard someone say who knew no more than he did.

In all these instances we must note particularly one common
factor. It is the insertion between man and his environment of
a pseudo-environment. To that pseudo-environment his behav-
ior is a response. But because it is behavior, the consequences,
if they are acts, operate not in the pseudo-environment where
the behavior is stimulated, but in the real environment where
action eventuates. If the behavior is not a practical act, but
what we call roughly thought and emotion, it may be a long
time before there is any noticeable break in the texture of the
fictitious world. But when the stimulus of the pseudo-fact re-
sults in action on things or other people, contradiction soon de-
velops. Then comes the sensation of butting one’s head against
a stone wall, of learning by experience, and witnessing Herbert
Spencer’s tragedy of the murder of a Beautiful Theory by a
Gang of Brutal Facts, the discomfort in short of a maladjust-
ment. For certainly, at the level of social life, what is called the
adjustment of man to his environment takes place through the
medium of fictions.

By fictions I do not mean lies. [ mean a representation of the
environment which is in lesser or greater degree made by man
himself. The range of fiction extends all the way from complete
hallucination to the scientist’s perfectly self-conscious use of a
schematic model, or his decision that for his particular prob-
lem accuracy beyond a certain number of decimal places is not
important. A work of fiction may have almost any degree of
fidelity, and so long as the degree of fidelity can be taken into
account, fiction is not misleading. In fact, human culture is
very largely the selection, the rearrangement, the tracing of
patterns upon, and the stylizing of, what William James called
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"the random irradiations and resettlements of our ideas.” ® The
alternative to the use of fictions is direct exposure to the ebb
and flow of sensation. That is not a real alternative, for how-
ever refreshing it is to see at times with a perfectly innocent
eye, innocence itself is not wisdom, though a source and cor-
rective of wisdom.

For the real environment is altogether too big, too complex,
and too fleeting for direct acquaintance. We are not equipped
to deal with so much subtlety, so much variety, so many permu-
tations and combinations. And although we have to act in that
environment, we have to reconstruct it on a simpler model be-
fore we can manage with it. To traverse the world men must
have maps of the world. Their persistent difficulty is to secure
maps on which their own need, or someone else’s need, has not
sketched in the coast of Bohemia.

v

The analyst of public opinion must begin, then, by recogniz-
ing the triangular relationship between the scene of action, the
human picture of that scene, and the human response to that
picture working itself out upon the scene of action. It is like a
play suggested to the actors by their own experience, in which
the plot is transacted in the real lives of the actors and not
merely in their stage parts. The moving picture often empha-
sizes with great skill this double drama of interior motive and
external behavior. Two men are quarreling, ostensibly about
some money, but their passion is inexplicable. Then the pic-
ture fades out and what one or the other of the two men sees
with his mind’s eye is reenacted. Across the table they were
quarreling about money. In memory they are back in their
youth when the girl jilted him for the other man. The exterior
drama is explained: the hero is not greedy; the hero is in love.

A scene not so different was played in the U.S. Senate. At
breakfast on the morning of September 29, 1919, some of the
senators read a news dispatch in the IVashington Post about

?® William James, Principles of Psychology, Vol. 11, p. 638.
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the landing of American marines on the Dalmatian coast. The
newspaper said:

FACTS NOW ESTABLISHED

The following important facts appear already established.
The orders to Rear Admiral Andrews commanding the Ameri-
can naval forces in the Adriatic, came from the British Admi-
ralty via the War Council and Rear Admiral Knapps in Lon-
don. The approval or disapproval of the American Navy
Department was not asked. . . .

WITHOUT DANIELS' KNOWLEDGE

Mr. Daniels was admittedly placed in a peculiar position
when cables reached here stating that the forces over which he
is presumed to have exclusive control were carrying on what
amounted to naval warfare without his knowledge. It was fully
realized that the British Admiralty might desire to issue orders
to Rear Admiral Andrews to act on behalf of Great Britain and
her Allies, because the situation required sacrifice on the part
of some nation if IY’Annunzio’s followers were to be held in
check.

It was further realized that under the new league of nations
plan foreigners would be in a position to direct American
Naval forces in emergencies with or without the consent of the
American Navy Department . . .{my italics].

The first senator to comment is Knox of Pennsylvania. In-
dignantly he demands investigation. In Brandegee of Connecti-
cut, who spoke next, indignation has already stimulated credu-
lity. Where Knox indignantly wishes to know if the report is
true, Brandegee, a half a minute later, would like to know
what would have happened if Marines had been killed. Knox,
interested in the question, forgets that he asked for an inquiry,
and replies. If American Marines had been killed, it would be
war. The mood of the debate is still conditional. Debate pro-
ceeds. McCormick of Illinois reminds the Senate that the Wil-
son administration is prone to the waging of small unauthor-
ized wars. He repeats Theodore Roosevelt's quip about
“waging peace.” More debate. Brandegee notes that the Ma-
rines acted “under orders of a Supreme Council sitting some-
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where,” but he cannot recall who represents the United States
on that body. The Supreme Council is unknown to the Consti-
tution of the United States. Therefore Senator New of Indiana
submits a resolution calling for the facts.

So far the senators still recognize vaguely that they are dis-
cussing a rumor. Being lawyers they still remember some of the
forms of evidence. But as red-blooded men they already experi-
ence all the indignation which is appropriate to the fact that
American Marines have been ordered into war by a foreign
government and without the consent of Congress. Emotionally
they want to believe it, because they are Republicans fighting
the League of Nations. This arouses the Democratic leader,
Senator Hitchcock of Nebraska. He defends the Supreme Coun-
cil: it was acting under the war powers. Peace has not yet been
concluded because the Republicans are delaying it. Therefore
the action was necessary and legal. Both sides now assume that
the report is true, and the conclusions they draw are the con-
clusions of their partisanship. Yet this extraordinary assump-
tion is in a debate over a resolution to investigate the truth of
the assumption. It reveals how difficult it is, even for trained
lawyers, to suspend response until the returns are in. The re-
sponse is instantaneous. The fiction is taken for truth because
the fiction is badly needed.

A few days later an official report showed that the Marines
were not landed by order of the British government or of the
Supreme Council. They had not been fighting the Italians.
They had been landed at the request of the Italian government
to protect Italians, and the American commander had been of-
ficially thanked by the Italian authorities. The Marines were
not at war with Italy. They had acted according to an estab-
lished international practice which had nothing to do with the
League of Nations.

The scene of action was the Adriatic. The picture of that
scene in the senators’ heads at Washington was furnished, in
this case probably with intent to deceive, by a man who cared
nothing about the Adriatic, but much about defeating the
League. To this picture the Senate responded by a strengthen-
ing of its partisan differences over the League.
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V

Whether in this particular case the Senate was above or
below its normal standard, it is not necessary to decide. Nor
whether the Senate compares favorably with the House, or with
other parliaments. At the moment, I should like to think only
about the worldwide spectacle of men acting upon their envi-
ronment, moved by stimuli from their pseudo-environments.
For when full allowance has been made for deliberate fraud,
political science has still to account for such facts as two nations
attacking one another, each convinced that it is acting in self-
defense, or two classes at war, each certain that it speaks for the
common interest. They live, we are likely to say, in different
worlds. More accurately, they live in the same world, but they
think and feel in different ones.

It is to these special worlds, it is to these private or group (or
class, or provincial, or occupational, or national, or sectarian)
artifacts, that the political adjustment of mankind in the Great
Society takes place. Their variety and complication are impossi-
ble to describe. Yet these fictions determine a very great part of
men's political behavior. We must think of perhaps fifty sover-
eign parliaments consisting of at least a hundred legislative
bodies. With them belong at least fifty hierarchies of provincial
and municipal assemblies which, with their executive, adminis-
trative, and legislative organs, constitute formal authority on
earth. But that does not begin to reveal the complexity of polit-
ical life. For in each of these innumerable centers of authority
there are parties, and these parties are themselves hierarchies
with their roots in classes, sections, cliques, and clans; and
within these are the individual politicians, each the personal
center of a web of connection and memory and fear and hope.

Somehow or other, for reasons often necessarily obscure, as
the result of domination or compromise or a logroll, there
emerge from these political bodies commands, which set armies
in motion or make peace, conscript life, tax, exile, imprison,
protect property or confiscate it, encourage one kind of enter-
prise and discourage another, facilitate immigration or obstruct
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it, improve communication or censor it, establish schools, build
navies, proclaim “policies” and “destiny,” raise economic bar-
riers, make property or unmake it, bring one people under the
rule of another, or favor one class against another. For each of
these decisions some view of the facts is taken to be conclusive,
some view of the circumstances is accepted as the basis of infer-
ence and as the stimulus of feeling. What view of the facts, and
why that one?

And yet even this does not begin to exhaust the real com-
plexity. The formal political structure exists in a social envi-
ronment, where there are innumerable large and small corpora-
tions and institutions, voluntary and semi-voluntary associations,
national, provincial, urban, and neighborhood groupings, which
often as not make the decision that the political body registers.
On what are these decisions based?

“Modern society,” says Mr. Chesterton,

is intrinsically insecure because it is based on the notion that
all men will do the same thing for different reasons. . . . And
as within the head of any convict may be the hell of a quite sol-
itary crime, so in the house or under the hat of any suburban
clerk may be the limbo of a quite separate philosophy. The
first man may be a complete Materialist and feel his own body
as a horrible machine manufacturing his own mind. He may
listen to his thoughts as to the dull ticking of a clock. The man
next door may be a Christian Scientist and regard his own
body as somehow rather less substantial than his own shadow.
He may come almost to regard his own arms and legs as delu-
sions like moving serpents in the dream of delirium tremens.
The third man in the street may not be a Christian Scientist
but, on the contrary, a Christian. He may live in a fairy tale as
his neighbors would say; a secret but solid fairy tale full of the
faces and presences of unearthly friends. The fourth man may
be a theosophist, and only too probably a vegetarian; and 1 do
not see why I should not gratify myself with the fancy that the
fifth man is a devil worshiper. . . . Now whether or not this
sort of variety is valuable, this sort of unity is shaky. To expect
that all men for all time will go on thinking different things,
and yet doing the same things, is a doubtful speculation. It is
not founding society on a communion, or even on a conven-
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tion, but rather on a coincidence. Four men may meet under
the same lamp post; one to paint it pea green as part of a great
municipal reform; one to read his breviary in the light of it;
one to embrace it with accidental ardour in a fit of alcoholic
enthusiasm; and the last merely because the pea green post is a
conspicuous point of rendezvous with his young lady. But to
expect this to happen night after night is unwise.!0

For the four men at the lamp post substitute the govern-
ments, parties, corporations, societies, social sets, trades and
professions, umniversities, sects, and nationalities of the world.
Think of the legislator voting a statute that will affect distant
peoples, a statesman coming to a decision. Think of the peace
conference recoustituting the frontiers of Europe, an ambassa-
dor in a foreign country trying to discern the intentions of his
own government and of the foreign government, a promoter
working a concession in a backward country, an editor demand-
ing a war, a clergyman calling on the police to regulate amuse-
mert, a club lounging-room making up its mind about a strike,
a sewing circle preparing to regulate the schools, nine judges
deciding whether a legislature in Oregon may fix the working
hours of women, a Cabinet meeting to decide on the recogni-
tion of a government, a party convention choosing a candidate
and writing a platform, twenty-seven million voters casting
their ballots, an Irishman in Cork thinking about an Irishman
in Belfast, a Third International planning to reconstruct the
whole of human society, a board of directors confronted with a
set of their employees’ demands, a boy choosing a career, a mer-
chant estimating supply and demand for the coming season, a
speculator predicting the course of the market, a banker decid-
ing whether to put credit behind a new enterprise, the adver-
tiser, the reader of advertisements. . . . Think of the different
sorts of Americans thinking about their notions of “the British
Empire” or “France” or “Russia” or “Mexico.” It is not so dif-
ferent from Chesterton’s four men at the pea-green lamp post.

19G. K. Cheslerton, “The Mad Haller and lhe Sane Householder,” Vanity
Fair (January, 1921), p. 54.
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Vi

And so before we involve ourselves in the jungle of obscuri-
ties about the innate differences of men, we shall do well to fix
our attention upon the extraordinary differences in what men
know of the world.!" I do not doubt that there are important
biological differences. Since man is an animal it would be
strange if there were not. But as rational beings it is worse than
shallow to generalize at all about comparative behavior until
there is a measurable similarity between the environments to
which behavior is a response.

The pragmatic value of this idea is that it introduces a
much-needed refinement into the ancient controversy about na-
ture and nurture, innate quality and environment. For the
pseudo-environment is a hybrid compounded of “human na-
ture” and “conditions.” To my mind it shows the uselessness of
pontificating about what man is and always will be from what
we observe man to be doing, or about what are the necessary
conditions of society. For we do not know how men would be-
have in response to the facts of the Great Society. All that we
really know is how they behave in response to what can fairly
be called a most inadequate picture of the Great Society. No
conclusion about man or the Great Society can honestly be
made on evidence like that.

This, then, will be the clue to our inquiry. We shall assume
that what each man does is based not on direct and certain
knowledge, but on pictures made by himself or given to him. If
his atlas tells him that the world is flat, he will not sail near
what he believes to be the edge of our planet for fear of falling
off. If his maps include a fountain of eternal youth, a Ponce de
Leon will go in quest of it. If someone digs up yellow dirt that
looks like gold, he will for a time act exactly as if he had found
gold. The way in which the world is imagined determines at
any particular moment what men will do. It does not deter-
mine what they will achieve. It determines their efforts, their

11 Cf. Wallas, Our Social Heritage, pp. 77ff.
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feelings, their hopes, not their accomplishments and results.
The very men who most loudly proclaim their “materialism”
and their contempt for “ideologues,” the Marxian communists,
place their entire hope on what? On the formation by propa-
ganda of a class-conscious group. But what is propaganda, if not
the effort to alter the picture to which men respond, to substi-
tute one social pattern for another? What is class consciousness
but a way of realizing the world? National consciousness but
another way? And Giddings's consciousness of kind, but a pro-
cess of believing that we recognize among the multitude certain
ones marked as our kind?

Try to explain social life as the pursuit of pleasure and the
avoidance of pain. You will soon be saying that the hedonist
begs the question, for even supposing that man does pursue
these ends, the crucial problem of why he thinks one course
rather than another likely to produce pleasure is untouched.
Does the guidance of man’s conscience explain? How, then,
does he happen to have the particular conscience which he has?
The theory of economic self-interest? But how do men come to
conceive their interest in one way rather than another? The de-
sire for security, or prestige, or domination, or what is vaguely
called self-realization? How do men conceive their security;
what do they consider prestige; how do they figure out the
means of domination; or what is the notion of self which they
wish to realize? Pleasure, pain, conscience, acquisition, protec-
tion, enhancement, and mastery are undoubtedly names for
some of the ways people act. There may be instinctive disposi-
tions which work toward such ends. But no statement of the
end, or any description of the tendencies to seek it, can explain
the behavior which results. The very fact that men theorize at
all is proof that their pseudo-environments, their interior rep-
resentations of the world, are a determining element in
thought, feeling, and action. For if the connection between
reality and human response were direct and immediate, rather
than indirect and inferred, indecision and failure would be un-
known, and (if each of us fitted as snugly into the world as the
child in the womb), Bernard Shaw would not have been able
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to say that except for the first nine months of its existence no
human being manages its affairs as well as a plant.

The chief difficulty in adapting the psychoanalytic scheme to
political thought arises in this connection. The Freudians are
concerned with the maladjustment of distinct individuals to
other individuals and to concrete circumstances. They have as-
sumed that if internal derangements could be straightened out,
there would be little or no confusion about what is the ob-
viously normal relationship. But public opinion deals with in-
direct, unseen, and puzzling facts, and there is nothing obvious
about them. The situations to which public opinions refer are
known only as opinions. The psychoanalyst, on the other hand,
almost always assumes that the environment is knowable, and if
not knowable then at least bearable, to any unclouded intelli-
gence. This assumption of his is the problem of public opin-
ion. Instead of taking for granted an environment that is read-
ily known, the social analyst is most concerned in studying how
the larger political environment is conceived, and how it can
be conceived more successfully. The psychoanalyst examines
the adjustment to an X, called by him the environment; the so-
cial analyst examines the X, called by him the pseudo-environ-
ment.

He is, of course, permanently and constantly in debt to the
new psychology, not only because when rightly applied it so
greatly helps people to stand on their own feet, come what
may, but because the study of dreams, fantasy, and rationaliza-
tion has thrown light on how the pseudo-environment is put
together. But he cannot assume as his criterion either what is
called a “normal biological career” ! within the existing social
order, or a career “freed from religious suppression and dog-
matic conventions” outside.!® What for a sociologist is a nor-
mal social career? Or one freed from suppressions and conven-
tions? Conservative critics do, to be sure, assume the first, and
romantic ones the second. But in assuming them they are tak-
ing the whole world for granted. They are saying in effect ei-

12 Edward J. Kempf, Psychopathology, p. 116.
13 Ibid., p. 151.
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ther that society is the sort of thing which corresponds to their
idea of what is normal, or the sort of thing which corresponds
to their idea of what is free. Both ideas are merely public opin-
ions, and while the psychoanalyst as physician may perhaps as-
sume them, the sociologist may not take the products of exist-
ing public opinion as criteria by which to study public
opinion.

vii

The world that we have to deal with politically is out of
reach, out of sight, out of mind. It has to be explored, re-
ported, and imagined. Man is no Aristotelian god contemplat-
ing all existence at one glance. He is the creature of an evolu-
tion who can just about span a sufficient portion of reality to
manage his survival, and snatch what on the scales of time are
but a few moments of insight and happiness. Yet this same
creature has invented ways of seeing what no naked eye could
see, of hearing what no ear could hear, of weighing immense
masses and infinitesimal ones, of counting and separating more
items than he can individually remember. He is learning to see
with his mind vast portions of the world that he could never
see, touch, smell, hear, or remember. Gradually he makes for
himself a trustworthy picture inside his head of the world be-
yond his reach.

Those features of the world outside which have to do with
the behavior of other human beings, insofar as that behavior
crosses ours, is dependent upon us, or is interesting to us, we
call roughly public affairs. The pictures inside the heads of
these human beings, the pictures of themselves, of others, of
their needs, purposes, and relationships, are their public opin-
ions. Those pictures which are acted upon by groups of people,
or by individuals acting in the name of groups, are Public
Opinion with capital letters. And so in the chapters which
follow we shall inquire first into some of the reasons why the
picture inside so often misleads men in their dealings with
the world outside. Under this heading we shall consider first
the chief factors which limit their access to the facts. They are
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the artificial censorships, the limitations of social contact, the
comparatively meager time available in each day for paying at-
tention to public affairs, the distortion arising because events
have to be compressed into very short messages, the difficulty of
making a small vocabulary express a complicated world, and fi-
nally the fear of facing those facts which would seem to threaten
the established routine of men’s lives.

The analysis then turns from these more or less external lim-
itations to the question of how this trickle of messages from the
outside is affected by the stored-up images, the preconceptions
and prejudices which interpret, fill them out, and in their turn
powerfully direct the play of our attention and our vision it-
self. From this it proceeds to examine how in the individual
person the limited messages from outside, formed into a pat-
tern of stereotypes, are identified with his own interests as he
feels and conceives them. In the succeeding sections it exam-
ines how opinions are crystallized into what is called public
opinion, how a national will, a group mind, a social purpose,
or whatever you choose to call it, is formed.
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