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INTRODUCTION

GOALS AND METHODS OF THE STUDY

How one defines "news" w ill depend on one's purposes. In th is  

study, "news" as i t  appears on TV w il l  be treated in a way which diverges 

from most research on news media output. Essentially, we w ill analyze 

network TV news (hereafter to be referred to as e ither "TV news" or"net- 

work news") as a form of Ideological discourse which is  a part o f our 

everyday environment, Its  most s ign ifican t a ttribu tes are to be found 

1n Its  constant, recurring features, 1 ,e ,, I ts  structure, rather than 

1n I ts  day-to-day v a r ia b ility .

Given that we are treating TV news as a recurring discourse, our 

research approach w ill be to deal with th is  discourse as an autonomous 

tex t. As an autonomous te x t, we posit tha t TV news has meaning which 

exists independent o f the events 1n the social world which 1t reports.

This textual meaning o f TV news discourse derives from Its  internal 

structure and coherence. Basically, th is  structure consists o f two fea­

tures: F irs t, there 1s a delineation o f events, people, and objects; 

th is  1s the subject matter of the discourse. These events, people, and 

objects w il l  be treated as pa rticu la r Instances o f something larger and 

more Inclusive, namely the world which TV news discourse creates. Secondly,
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the structure fosters a way o f knowing th is  world. That 1s, the tex­

tual structure o f TV news discourse creates a re lationship between I t ­

se lf and the viewer. Phrased a d iffe ren t way, we can say that as a form 

o f recurring discourse, TV news establishes the parameters o f a certain 

type of consciousness. This means tha t, by I ts e lf ,  th is  discourse struc­

tures, fo r the viewer, certa in p o s s ib ilit ie s  of social and self-aware­

ness—that 1s, ways o f knowing—and excludes other p o s s ib ilit ie s . The

analysis attempts to probe the p o s s ib ilit ie s  of viewer consciousness In­

herent w ith in the structure o f the discourse. Thus, we discuss the 

possible parameters o f viewer su b je c tiv ity , not the social psychology 

o f viewing,

TV news is  produced (and consumed) under specific  h is to rica l c i r ­

cumstances and has specific social interests behind i t .  The task o f the

analysis 1s to  c la r ify  the structure o f TV news discourse—reveal the

world o f TV news and the way of knowing th is  world—and to in te rp re t the 

discourse 1n the context o f the present h is to rica l s itua tion . The p r i ­

mary context o f th is  in terpre ta tion w ill be the power relationships which 

are embodied 1n the contemporary state under advanced capitalism. There 

are thus a number o f topics which, given our concerns, l ie  outside of 

the scope o f the analysis. For example, Issues o f bias, o b je c tiv ity , 

completeness, accuracy, I .e . ,  a l l the tra d itio n a l jo u rn a lis tic  questions, 

are not of significance fo r th is  study. Moreover, the motivations of 

the news producers, and even the attitudes of viewers, also He beyond
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our present purposes.

Chapter One situates the TV news discourse 1n the context o f the 

state. We sketch the sta te 's  commitment to the maintenance o f the dom­

ination of monopoly cap ita l. We also explore the p o lit ic a l and economic 

dilemmas which ensue from th is  commitment, with pa rticu la r attention to 

how these dilemmas are relevant in  shaping the basic features o f the 

public sphere. In th is  analysis, we attempt to demonstrate how the popu­

lace should behave p o li t ic a lly ,  given the needs o f the corporate state. 

What the state needs from the populace we term quiescent mass loya lty .

This behavior would, among other things, permit the state to mobilize 

the populace 1n a stance o f uncritica l dependence while separating i t  from 

the centers o f economic and p o lit ic a l command,

I f  th is  1s how the public should behave so not to Intrude on the 

purposes of the corporate state—that is ,  1f th is  type o f awareness would 

be most congruent w ith the needs of the state—the empirical question 

then becomes, how does TV news promote the rea liza tion  or the negation 

o f th is  Ideal? In a sense, our analysis attempts to describe what the 

resu lt o f "successful" TV news would look lik e ; th is  is  an Idealization, 

which we conceptualize 1n Chapter Two, as "the viewer-c1t1zen". The 

v1ewer-c1t1zen 1s the mode of consciousness presupposed by, and Inherent 

1n, the language of TV news. The v1ewer-c1t1zen 1s a member o f the co l­

le c t iv ity  fo r which TV news is  the communal organizer. The occurrence 

in the social world o f pure vlewer-cltlzens 1s, o f course, tempered by 

factors o f social h istory and biography. That is ,  there are other forces
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which oppose th is  Ideal; th is  we w il l  take up 1n the fin a l chapter. 

However; the viewer-cltlzen Is a useful category to describe what the 

populace should look lik e  according to the structure of TV news discourse.

The pure viewer-cltlzen, we w ill demonstrate, is  1n congruence 

with the sta te 's  need fo r quiescent mass loya lty . Tota lly  successful 

TV news—the creation of pure viewer c itizens—would therefore c learly  

serve certain social Interests at the expense of others. Yet th is  commit­

ment, a lb e it unintentional, is not an overtly  manifest feature o f TV news; 

hence, TV news must be understood as an Ideological production. I t  1s 

the refusal to acknowledge th is  partisanship, th is  class bias, which ren­

ders TV news Ideological. Ideological success 1n the case of TV news 

would not necessarily mean that the public came to believe everything on 

TV news or tha t a ll "c re d ib il ity  gaps" had been eliminated. Rather, 

Ideological success would mean tha t the viewing populace had been ab­

sorbed Into th is  public speech w ith the social and self-awareness Inher­

ent 1n the structure o f TV news discourse. That is  to say, the viewing 

public would see the social world and th e ir  place in i t ,  and ta lk  about 

1t and act upon 1 t, in a manner compatible with the way of ta lk ing pre­

valent on TV news,

Within sociology, the type o f analysis described here, the c r i ­

tique of Ideology, derives from an In te llec tua l heritage which Includes 

Marx, Mannheim, Gramscl and the Frankfurt School, among others. More 

recently, the c ritique  o f Ideology has been associated with the hermeneu-
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t ic  trad ition .^

Hermeneutics can be defined as the science o f Interpretation. 

Frequently, the object o f in terpre ta tion 1s a text. The hermeneutic 

tra d itio n  posits that the meaning o f a text cannot be located merely 1n 

the Intentions o f the author, but is  also determined by the h is to rica l 

s itua tion o f the In terpreter. Since meaning exceeds the author's Inten­

tions, the process of understanding 1s not ju s t one of .reproduction— 

i . e . ,  reconstructing the author's meaning—i t  also Involves production 

as w e ll, that 1s, the generation of meaning by the analyst. This re jec­

tion  of the trad ition a l dualism between subject ( i .e . ,  reader or analyst) 

and object (1 ,e ,, the tex t) 1s apparent 1n a ll of the modern soda! 

science tendencies which re fle c t the hermeneutic tra d itio n , such as 

ethnomethodology, conversation analysis, psychoanalysis, as well as the 

c ritique  of Ideology.

That in terpre ta tion 1s possible or necessary suggests the existence 

o f some d is tin c tio n  between the In i t ia l  appearance, or expression, of 

a te x t, and I ts  underlying coherence or sense. The hermeneutic task,

which addresses I ts e lf  to th is  d is tin c tio n , can take one o f two basic
2

approaches, as Rlcoeur points out. On the one hand, Interpretation may 

generate meaning which essentia lly  restores or elucidates the te x t. On 

the other hand, the Interpretation may attempt to demystify the tex t: 

to reduce the Illu s io n  the tex t helps create 1n I ts  h is to rica l context. 

This study expresses the second tendency; 1t seeks to make a c ritique
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of TV news. By c ritiq u e  we mean an Interpretive analysis which w ill 

reveal tha t the underlying coherence o f the tex t ponts to or posits 

social re lations which are fundamentally antagonistic or Incompatible. 

The c ritiq u e , in other words, tr ie s  to "reduce Illu s io n " , to demystify 

by Illum inating contradictions.

While the programmatic statements on the goals o f hermeneutic re ­

search are quite c lear, the lite ra tu re  is  much less e x p lic it  about the
o

techniques of research. Some practitioners, such as Roland Barthes , 

have attempted to systematize the research techniques, but with lim ited 

success. Others, lik e  Horkhelmer and Adorno, have resisted altogether 

to do so. To make such an attempt 1s c learly  beyond the scope o f th is  

pro ject, but 1t can be said tha t our basic approach draws something from 

both trad ition a l content analysis and semiology, but 1s not identical 

with e ither.

The strength of content analysis fo r our purposes lie s  In I ts  o r­

ganization of themes w ith in the tex t, Thus, the empirical chapters on ' 

TV news discourse (Chapters Three, Four, and Five) are organized along 

basic thematic lines. Content analysis, however, fa l ls  to locate the 

text 1n any social production or In terest. Also, 1t fa l ls  to analyze 

the structure o f texts; I t  1s a l i te ra l 1st approach, with the ultimate 

empirical test pivoting on the relationship between the tex t and Its  

referrants 1n the soda! world. Semiology does Include the analysis 

o f structure, and 1t does emphasize the d is tinc tio n  between appearance
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and something “deeper". This element Is also Incorporated Into our analy­

s is, Yet, the conceptual u n it o f semiology, the sign, gives no clue 

as to what 1s “deeper"; tha t remains somewhat a rb itra ry . To reduce the 

arb itrariness, and to locate the text 1n some self-conscious social in ­

te res t, we try  to demonstrate the links between certain ways o f knowing— 

modes o f social consciousness—with specific social Interests and h is to r­

ica l p o ss ib ilitie s  (Chapter One and Two). Thus, the techniques used 

here approach the tex t thematically, and analyze them s truc tu ra lly  

to reveal the ir inner coherence,with the analysis situated 1n the con­

tex t of the pertinent soda! re a lit ie s .

I f  hermeneutic in te rpre ta tion Is a production in i t s  own r ig h t, 

and not ju s t a reproduction, the p o s s ib ility  remains that the reader may 

not “see" the adequacy o f our In terpretation. Theoretica lly, our only 

recourse 1s s t i l l  more Interpretation, We cannot escape what Charles 

Taylor5 ca lls the "ultimate appeal to a common understanding...what we 

appeal to as our grounds fo r  th is  reading can only be other readings," 

This 1s because the hermeneutic paradigm, reduced to I ts  methodological 

foundation, 1s the dialogue, not the empirical observation.

The data are drawn from twelve CBS Evening News programs, select­

ed randomly between March and May, 1976, CBS provided complete tran­

scrip ts o f the programs, excluding commercials and station breaks.

We decided on network news Instead of local news because network news 

programs tend to situate the viewer 1n re la tion  to the national p o l l t l -
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cal arena and the federal state. There are no doubt some differences 

between the news shows o f the three networks, but we would argue that 

these differences are not s ign ifican t In terms o f the goals of th is  study. 

We trea t network TV news discourse as a genre; the s im ila r itie s  between 

the snows o f the three networks fa r  outweigh the differences. The con­

clusions of th is  study would be Iden tica l, we fe e l, regardless of which 

network supplied the data.

We focus almost exclusively on the aural dimension o f TV news ( i . e . ,  

the tex t) 1n th is  study. This decision 1s motivated by practical l im i­

tations rather than theoretical commitments. A tru ly  fu l l  analysis o f TV 

news would certa in ly  have to Incorporate the visual dimension. In our 

view, the development and reproduction o f consciousness 1n general, and 

ideology 1n pa rticu la r, cannot be to ta lly  explained by the phenomenon 

o f language. The visual dimension, with I ts  images, icons, and p ic to r­

ia l symbols, is  an Integral element 1n th is  process, and, we suspect,

may be becoming proportionately more Important 1n the age o f TV.
(n

In addition , ^  f u l l  analysis o f TV news the re lationship between 

the aural and visual dimensions would have to be explored. While we 

may expect that these dimensions would largely reinforce each other, 

there 1s no reason to exclude the p o s s ib ility  tha t they may at times
g

be 1n contradiction w ith each other, In fa c t, some w rite rs argue 

tha t 1t 1s ju s t th is  Internal tension between spoken word and visual d is ­

play which led TV news to  Inadvertently sway popular sentiment against
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the Vietnam war.

However, while the TV set 1s Indeed a visual apparatus, we would 

claim tha t 1n the ecology o f TV viewing, the aural dimension s t i l l  

remains the most fundamental 1n th is  medium's capacity to convey mean­

ing to Its  audience. Unlike the movies, TV does not f i l l  the eye or 

discourage social Interaction while viewing, TV 1s a d idactic  medium; i t  

uses pictures to a considerable extent (though no exclusively) to demon­

strate complementary Instances o f the spoken language. This 1s espe­

c ia lly  the case with TV news programs, A recent study o f TV news 1n
7

B rita in  found tha t the visuals could only be understood 1n terms of 

the jo u rn a lis tic  narrative. The study points out tha t, "There are in d i­

cations that in  terms of comprehension , the audience gains l i t t l e  from
g

visuals. They understand almost everything from hearing the sc rip t alone."

We hope to make an analysis o f the visual dimension of TV news and Its  

re lationship to the aural, sometime in the future .



-  14 -

NOTES

1, On hermeneutics, see Jtlrgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), For a concise statement, see 
Hans-George Gadamer, "The H is to ric ity  o f Understanding," 1n Paul 
Connerton, ed., C ritica l Sociology (N.Y,: Penguin Books, 1976),
See also, Paul Rlcoeur, Interpretation Theory; Discourse and the 
Surplus o f Meaning (Texas Christian University Press, 1976), For 
an overview o f the c ritiq u e  o f Ideology, see Stuart H a ll, "The 
Hinterland of Science: Ideology and the 'Sociology o f Knowledge'," 
Cultural Studies 10 (1977).

2, Paul Rlcoeur, "Hermeneutics: Restoration o f Meaning o r  Reduction 
o f Illus ion?" 1n Connerton, op, c1t,

3, Roland Barthes, Mythologies (N,Y.: H ill & Wang, 1972) pp. 109-159.

4, Max Horkhelmer and T,W. Adorno, The D ialectic of Enlightenment 
(N.Y,:Seabury Press, 1972), An excellent example of a text analy­
sis as ideology c ritique  Is Adorno's study of newspaper astrology 
columns. See "The Stars Down to Earth," 1n Telos 19 (Spring, 1974).

5, Charles Taylor, "Hermeneutics and P o lit ic s ,"  1n Connerton, op. c1t.

6, Cf. Todd G1tl1n, "Spotlights and Shadows: Television and the Cul­
ture of P o lit ic s ,"  College English 28:8 (A p ril, 1977).

7, Glasgow Media Group, "Bad News," Theory and Society, F a ll, 1976.

8. Ib id , p. 360.



- 15 -

CHAPTER ONE

THE CORPORATE STATE: CONTOURS OF A PERSPECTIVE

While the development o f a comprehensive theory o f the state 1s 

beyond our purposes here, 1t 1s Important to present some perspective on 

the modern state as a context w ith in which to understand the empirical 

study o f TV news, In th is  chapter we w ill look at the fundamental struc­

tura l problems o f the state under advanced capitalism and the policy op­

tions 1t has at I ts  disposal. Also, we w ill b r ie f ly  examine the concept 

o f the public sphere. Our understanding of the state and I ts  relationship 

to private society as well as to the public sphere 1s grounded 1n a 

framework which emphasizes the changing and dynamic qua lity  o f these do­

mains. Their characteris tics, as well as the demarcations between them, 

are h is to r ic a lly  specific . Thus we use the concept o f the state In 

preference to the term "government", 1n order to avoid the s ta tic  view 

o f a specific set of In s titu tio n a l structures which 1s inherent in the 

la tte r  term,1

Economtc Malfunction and the Transformation of the State.

The best focal point on which to begin to grasp the changing 

nature and role of the state 1s I ts  relationship to the economic domain. 

The economy of 19th century Europe and America proceeded, a lb e it 1mper-
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fe c t ly , along the lines o f the then current ideology of la issez-fa ire ,

and the sta te 's  ro le  was essentia lly  in keeping w ith the governmental

requisites of a market economy. Today's prevailing social order must

be explained in profoundly d iffe re n t terms; the transformation over the

las t 100 years or so is  often referred to as the evolution from compe-
2

t i t iv e  to monopoly capitalism. Though such catch-phrases can readily 

lend themselves to sloganeering, the terms do point to fundamental changes 

1n the economic system.

The trends since the la s t th ird  of the 19th century which have 

characterized the s h if t  away from the competitive market system are 

fa m ilia r; Concentration (the growth in size o f corporations); c e n tra li­

zation (the process o f merger); conglomeration (the d ive rs ifica tion  of a 

firm 's  a c tiv it ie s  in to a wide array of products and services); and 

more recently, In ternationa liza tion o f capital in the form of m ulti-na­

tional conglomerates. Further, the technological Innovations which have 

brought about staggering Increases in productive capacity and d is tr ib u ­

t iv e  e ffic iency  must be understood as central to these processes. These 

tendencies hold true fo r industria l corporations as well as the major 

financial in s titu tio n s : Commercial and Investment banks, insurance com­

panies, and mutual and Investment funds In addition, the enormously 

complex Interlockings between the industria l and financia l communities 

constitutes a major dimension o f monoply capital today.

While these trends have been 1n progress fo r over a century, i t  

must be pointed out that they have greatly accelerated in  the period since



- 17 -

World War I I ;  1t 1s In the la s t three decades that many of the character­

is t ic s  which we associate with the modern social order began to take form. 

Yet, though the tendency toward monopolization has accelerated In the post­

war era, monopoly capital by I ts e lf  does not account fo r the entire 

economy, Recent lite ra tu re ^  has begun to develop a three-sector model 

of the economy; the residual competitive sector, the dominant and Inno­

vative monopoly sectdr, and the public, or state sector, each employing, 

coincidentally, about one-th1rd of the national labor force. I t  1s the 

interaction between these sectors which defines the dynamics o f the economy.

Despite an almost equal share of the work force, these three sec­

tors are by no means equal partners 1n a balance of economic power.

With its  concentration o f cap ita l, I ts  access to the technological fron­

t ie rs  and h igh-skilled labor, as well as its  p o lit ic a l impact on state 

policy formulation, the monopoly sector is  the dynamic, Innovative agent 

1n modern society. I t  1s here where the major share o f p ro fits  are 

realized and where "economic growth" (as measured by such s ta tis t ic s  as 

the GNP) 1s determined.

Since growth In the monopoly sector depends less on Increased 

employment and proceeds Instead through the application of ever-new tech­

nological innovation, there is  a long term Inc lina tion  to u t i l iz e  

less manpower. Growth thus Implies the creation o f surplus labor.

Moreover, a second and even more crucial Implication o f growth 1s that 

the potential fo r producing goods and services expands faster than the
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capacity fo r consumers to absorb them w ith in the private economy, since 

capital accumulation necessitates keeping wages low and prices up. Thus, 

a chronic gap o f th is  so rt, I .e . ,  a surplus productive capacity, means 

that 1n the long term p ro fits  begin to f a l l ,  resulting in slower rates 

of capital accumulation and economic expansion, 1n short, stagnation.

This boom-recesslon cyclica l pattern was, o f course, present during 

the la tssez-fa lre  market phase of capitalism, but I ts  form is  exacerbated 

under monopoly conditions. Under la issez-fa ire  circumstances, the market 

mechanism was se lf-regu la tory at least 1n the sense that boom periods, 

while they meant high prices, tended to bring with them higher wages and 

higher employment, During recessions, while wages and employment levels 

f e l l ,  so, generally, did prices to some extent. But under monopoly condi­

tions, while economic concentration 1s not necessarily the sole cause of 

In fla tio n  and unemployment, these chronic tendencies are in tensified sim­

ultaneously.

In fla tio n  under monopoly conditions is  anchored 1n the pricing me­

chanisms o f the large firm s. Their market power enables them to maintain 

prices and raise prices, passing on increased costs to consumers. Seldom 

are prices lowered; the self-adjusting mechanism of supply and demand has 

been bypassed to a great extent In the dynamics of the monopoly sector.

The a b il i ty  o f large firms to re s is t pressures fo r lower prices exacer­

bates In fla tio n . And without lower prices to take up the slack 1n periods 

of economic downturn, consumption demand drops, Inventories build up,
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production 1s cut back and unemployment escalates, adding to the longterm 

trend toward surplus labor caused by technical Innovation 1n the mono­

poly sector, Hence the new beast "s tag fla tion ".

Obviously I t  Is the more vulnerable competitive sector which feels 

the brunt o f recession f i r s t ,  but as 1t continues the effects are fe l t  

across the en tire  economy.

Both sectors o f the private economy turn to the state fo r help, 

though the prime beneficiary o f state fisca l policy has always been the 

monopoly sector.^ However, the sta te 's  a b il i ty  to assist here 1s l im it ­

ed; I ts  own economic sector, lik e  the competitive one, 1s greatly depen­

dent on labor expansion fo r growth; consequently, production costs 1n 

both these sectors have been rap id ly  Increasing, and technological 

innovation in the monopoly sector can only go so fa r in ra is ing the labor 

capital ra tio  across the en tire  economy. Within th is  economic context, 

the state Increasingly has been forced to seek p o lit ic a l solutions. In 

th is  process 1t has begun to dramatically a lte r  I ts  ro le .

In the 20th century, the state has been characterized by its  

close Integration with the private monopoly sector, as many w riters have
5

pointed out. This tendency which has come to blur the d is tinc tio n  be­

tween "public" and "private" realms Is not only essential to understand­

ing the a c tiv it ie s  o f the contemporary state, but Indeed 1s Its  defining 

characte ris tic . As the economy has undergone short-term fluctua tion  and 

long-term transformation, so has the state been forced to act and react,
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and, consequently, to a lte r i ts  basic re lationship to the social order. 

Thus, we deem i t  appropriate today to speak o f the "corporate state" in 

order to depict th is  changed re a lity .

The expanding ro le  o f the state over the la s t decades has not le f t  

unaltered other power relationships in  society; 1n pa rticu la r, the domin­

ance of the c a p ita lis t class has taken on a new character. While i t  might 

have been appropriate in former times to describe the c a p ita lis t class 

as a ru ling  class, th is  term, unless qua lified , can be misleading i f  ap­

plied to the present situation.®

With the emergence o f the national state and Its  bureaucratic appa­

ratus, came the appearance of an administrative e lite  to perform the func­

tions o f the state, and a p o lit ic a l e l ite  to shape the policy decisions 

of the state and receive c itize n  support fo r these po lic ies. These 

groups, while not necessarily "classes" in the trad itiona l sense, have 

become very powerful, For the maintenance of the Jresent constellations 

o f wealth and power, i t  1s o f the utmost importance fo r the dominant econ­

omic class—those who own and control the monopoly sector—to ensure the 

loya lty  of these two e l ite  groups. In other words, the dominant class 

is  incapable of running the social machinery on a da lly  basis; these 

tasks are "delegated" to these two e lite  groups. The monopoly sector o f 

the c a p ita lis t class, then, does not "ru le " in the sense of issuing da ily  

commands but retains its  domination over social l i f e  via the administra­

tiv e  and p o lit ic a l e lite s .
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The central problem faclngthe dominant social class 1s thus not to 

obtain compliance to detailed orders but to ensure the cooperation, loya l­

ty  and responsiveness of these e l ite  groups, In fa c t, the loya lty  1s not 

ju s t to th is  class I ts e lf  but also to the soda! system which makes pos­

s ib le  the reproduction o f these class re la tions. Given the h is to rica l 

re a lit ie s  of modern capitalism , th is  "Ind irec t" ru le , whereby the adminis­

tra tiv e  and p o lit ic a l e lite s  rou tine ly act in the Interests of the domin­

ant class without having to be given d irec t order to do so is  the optimum 

arrangement. This also means, however, tha t the dominant class now is  

dependent on the cooperation of these e l ite  groups fo r the protection of 

i t s  v ita l in terests,

I t  should also be pointed out, though, that what we have been de­

scribing here is  a structura l d iffe re n tia tio n : the economic, p o li t ic a l,  

and administrative domains are now organized and handled by in s titu t io n ­

a l ly  d is tin c t social grouping. Social power is  to some extent d iffused, 

though the basic perceptions of the dominant class are shared by the two 

e l i te  groups and though there is  considerable In terlock on the personal 

and organizational level (e .g ., "rotations of e lite s "  between the Pentagon 

and big business and the ambiguous status—private or public—of impor­

tan t "th ink tanks"). This d iffus ion  o f power on the one hand does at 

times resu lt in in tra -c lass co n flic ts , yet fo r the most part th is  d if fe r ­

entia tion serves to mystify p o lit ic a l re a lit ie s : the re la tive  autonomy of 

the state from the dominant class is  exploited to create the appearance
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of to ta l autonomyt to validate the s ta te 's  claims to represent the univer­

sal interests o f a ll c itizens. The concealment o f th is  fa c t, tha t the domin­

ant economic class requires and has active control o f the state—that a 

structure o f dominance exists between th is  class and the state—Is a 

central feature of modern p o lit ic a l re a lity .

Contradictions of the Corporate State.

With the Increasing fa ilu re s  of the se lf-regu la ting dynamics o f the 

free competitive market and the rise  o f powerful monopolies which trans­

lated chronic economic d if f ic u lt ie s  Into a new form, the need fo r state In ­

tervention as a compensatory mechanism became more apparent. While h is­

torians can trace the outlines o f the lib e ra l corporate state back to the 

Progressive Era ,^  the necessity fo r a genuinely a c t iv is t state and fo r 

the ideological revamping o f la issez-fa ire  became widely recognized only 

during the Keynesian revolution o f the 1930's and '40‘ s.

This Intervention has large ly taken the form of fis ca l and social 

po lic ies which, on the one hand, s tr ive  to fa c il i ta te  the accumulation of 

capital fo r the large corporations. On the other hand, state po lic ies 

attempt to maintain social harmony and to minimally compensate fo r  the 

social dislocations and problems which resu lt from th is  accumulation pro­

cess. This compensation Is necessary to help maintain social order and 

prevent the erosion o f popular support among those who suffer the more 

profound consequences o f corporate domination. Such state a c tiv it ie s  can
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be understood as the attempt to minimally "deliver the goods", which 1s 

crucial fo r the maintenance of leg itim ation.

These two basic functions of state a c t iv ity ,  which fo r short can
O

be called "accumulation" and "compensation," place contradictory demands 

on the state. The tendency fo r the economy to stagnate, which derives 

from the problems o f overproduction and results 1n In fla tio n  and unemploy­

ment, 1s essentia lly a consequence of capital accumulation. But the 

state must d ire c tly  involve I ts e lf  1n a c tiv it ie s  (pa rticu la rly  fisca l 

po lic ie s ), which foster private Investment, especially in the monopoly 

sector. Yet aiding monopoly accumulation often con flic ts  with the need 

fo r social tra n q u lity , and can po ten tia lly  undercut acceptance o f state 

a c tiv it ie s ,

State intervention in  the econoiny and Its  polic ies in general, then, 

not only are class-biased, but contribute to social consequences which 

are highly problematic fo r the state. For example, the creation of a per­

manent underclass, high unemployment, in fla t io n , the erosion of small busi­

nesses, the destruction o f the physical environment and deteriorating 

social services are a l l po ten tia lly  disruptive phenomena. Their origins 

may not be perceived by the public as anchored 1n class dynamics, and 

the state may not even be seen as a contributing factor (a lbe it a re luc­

tant one). But the state Is, Increasingly being understood as the sole 

social agent w ith the power and authority to redress these problems.

The dual functions of accumulation and compensation provide a frame-
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work fo r  understanding state polic ies 1n both the realm of spending and 

revenue raising. The accumulation function Is expressed In those expen­

ditures which help fa c il i ta te  capital investment and profit-making by re ­

ducing labor costs, or more Importantly, by augmenting the productiv ity 

effic iency o f labor. Labor cost reductions via state expenditures in ­

clude soda! security and unemployment compensation, which would other­

wise have to be covered by higher wage demands 1f the state had not ab­

sorbed the costs Involved. Augmenting labor's productive capacity can 

be achieved by a wide array of expenditures: transportation, physical 

settings o f work places, and especially education and research. Such ex­

penditures, in the form of subsidies or d irect In it ia t io n  by the state, 

are covered by the state by contribute to the productiv ity  and e ffic iency 

of labor, and hence the accumulation o f cap ita l,

On the other hand, the compensation function is  manifested in a ll 

the expenditures necessary to minimally deal with the social traumas 

stemming from accumulation and to maintain general social harmony. Spheres 

of expenditures Include the police, prisons, the m ilita ry , welfare and 

other soda! control Ins titu tio ns  required to deal with a d issa tis fied  

workforce and growing surplus population. Many expenditures actually must 

be seen as re flec ting  both the accumulation and compensation functions, 

most notably m ilita ry  defense outlays,

In ra ising the revenues fo r I ts  expenditures, the state theore ti­

ca lly  has three main choices. I t  can u t il iz e  the p ro fits  from Its  own 

enterprises; i t  can borrow funds from Individuals and financia l In s t ltu -
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tions ; and 1t can levy taxes. State enterprises, however, have ended 

up consisting largely o f unprofitable but soc ia lly  Important services 

lik e  mall and the ra ilroads, which tend to worsen rather than Improve 

state fis ca l problems. Borrowing, especially through bonds, has I ts  lim ­

i t s ,  p a rticu la rly  during In fla tionary  periods when Interest rates are

high. This leaves taxes as the major revenue source.

Taxation has tra d itio n a lly  presented problems fo r the state since 

those groups best able to afford revenues are precisely those with the 

p o lit ic a l power to ensure that th e ir  contributions are minimal. Thus, 

Income from property Is taxed at a much lower rate than Income from labor; 

the large corporations often pay miniscule percentages while wage earners

are taxed at much higher rates. Among Income earners, those with very

high incomes pay lower tax percentages than those with mid-range Incomes. 

These facts in themselves must be constantly explained away or kept hid­

den, since they are a threat to state legitimacy.

The fis ca l polic ies open to  the state translate Into juggling 

the polar demands to  raise revenues and lower expenses, which resu lt 1n 

a desperate shuttling back and fo rth  between non-solutions. M ilita ry  

spending becomes open-ended; managed recessions to reduce wages, prices 

and In terest rates can backfire Into serious In fla tio n ; wage and price 

controls stimulate unemployment; reducing welfare costs can lead to social 

unrest; even the libe ra l a lte rna tive  of soda! Instead of m ilita ry  spend­

ing 1s to no real a va il, since 1t generally fa l ls  to stimulate demand and
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productiv ity gains are very d i f f ic u l t  to rea lize .

Since long-term economic s ta b il i ty  remains elusive, the state con­

tinues to engage 1n I ts  po lic ies of "c r is is  management". To do th is , 

however, the state requires a minimal consensual climate, Discourse 1n 

the public sphere must somehow preserve the sta te 's  legitim ation i f  1t 

1s to e ffec tive ly  carry out i ts  po lic ies.

Under the competitive market system, the legitim ating rationale 

which provided a normative underpinning fo r c o n flic t 1n the p o lit ic a l 

arena was the ideology of equivalent exchange; the notion that labor, 

wages, goods and services were being exchanged fo r th e ir true value assum­

ed tha t 1t was the " in v is ib le  hand" of the market mechanism that was op­

erative 1n determining not only value levels, but the basic patterns of 

economic re la tions, P o lit ic s , then, as the struggle over resources and 

the competition over societal goals and values, was carried out 1n the 

context o f th is  apparently "natural" environment, the autonomous market. 

The foundations o f economic relationships was understood as being exter­

nal to the p o lit ic a l system's realm of contro l.

This ideological framework fostered and s o lid if ie d  the basic nor­

mative postulates which we associate with Western libe ra l democratic so­

c ie ty : that the basic source o f governmental power derives from the c iv ic  

consensus; the popular w il l  1s expressed through representative p o lit ic a l 

In s titu tio n s ; p o lit ic a l dedslon-makers are accountable to the people; 

that state administration 1s un ive rsa lis tlc  and neutral 1n regard to com-
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petlng Interests; and that the Individual has the freedom from dependence 

on the w il l  o f others and the freedom to enter in to  only those soda! re ­

la tions which he/she chooses out of se lf- in te re s t.

One o f the most s ign ifican t a ttribu tes of these norms 1s that th e ir 

origins He in soclo-cultural Ins titu tio ns  and processes external to the 

governmental system, i . e . ,  1n private society.® They are 1n a sense 

"higher princip les" which are not d ire c tly  produced by the state I ts e lf ,  

Any given regime would make normative appeals to these values in order to 

maintain popular acceptance o f I ts  authority, and to the extent that the 

p o lit ic a l economy permitted, these goals were somewhat realizable 1n prac­

tice  fo r some strata o f the population. They were, o f course, never fu l ly  

Implemented, since tha t would have presupposed the leveling o f class 

privileges based on property ownership, but the point is  that the ideolog­

ica l construct of the free market allowed fo r su ffic ie n t "play" 1n "trad­

ing o ff"  some of these values against others 1n the course o f p o lit ic a l 

debate and policy formation, as specific situations demanded.

With the demise o f a s ig n ifican t market economy and the need fo r 

an In tervention ist state to pianage Increasingly severe cyclica l crises, 

the extent o f free "play" and f le x ib i l i t y  began to erode. This h is to rica l 

development 1s also a consequence of the Increasing application of science 

and technology; with expanded productive capacity and e ffic iency, as well 

as growing inter-dependence and Interlocking across Industries and other 

social Ins titu tio ns  as w e ll, less and less could be le f t  to chance, since
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the consequences of erroneous decisions took on larger and larger dimen­

sions, In cybernetic terms, entropy w ithin the economy and p o lit ic a l 

process Increasingly needed to be eliminated; con tro l, 1n the form of 

planning,, began to ty p ify  a c tiv it ie s  o f the corporate state

From th is  perspective, 1t becomes apparent that the lib e ra l norms 

mentioned above are 1n fac t dysfunctional 1f they are allowed to be fu l ly  

applied 1n practice. Individual privatlsm, public subjectivism in p o l i t ­

ica l perception (as well as In the consumer realm) and true public par­

tic ip a tio n  1n the p o lit ic a l process a ll bring with them the elements of 

unpred ic tab ility  and threat to the structure of domination. Moreover, 

many decisions made in the corporate Industria l state require specialized 

s k il ls  and knowledge which cannot be permitted to become topics of popu­

la r  debate. Thus, the state 1s put 1n the position of having to appeal,

1n a normative way, fo r c itize n  support, but the norms which 1t mobilizes, 

the values o f libe ra l democracy, are functional Impediments to I ts  own 

log ic . To rea lize  these values 1n practice is p o li t ic a lly  undesirable.

The strategic a lte rna tive  fo r the corporate state Is to uncouple, as fa r 

as possible, I ts  decisions and a c tiv it ie s  from the process o f p o lit ic a l 

w il l formation o f the public. This would render the variable of public 

sentiment a more predictable component o f the factors with which the 

state must cope.

Legitimation as Quiescent Mass Loyalty.

Our analysis suggests that the corporate state must s trive  to evoke
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acceptance of I ts  structures and po lic ies , and yet keep the populace from 

seriously Intruding upon Its  a c tiv it ie s  1n the political-economic realm. 

Thus, the corporate state must seek leg itim ation , but most do so by c i r ­

cumventing the two basic conditions tra d it io n a lly  associated with the 

legitim ation process; genuine p o lit ic a l pa rtic ipa tion  and unconstrained 

normative discourse in  the public sphere.

Within the framework of pluralist democratic theory, the process o f 

legitim ation has presupposed the p o lit ic a l pa rtic ipa tion  of the populace 

In the shaping of the consensus. The societal model o f p o lit ic a l p lu ra l­

ism, however, 1s greatly a t odds with contemporary r e a l i t ie s ;^  we have 

seen tha t the rea liza tion  of pluralism would 1n fa c t be detrimental to the 

needs o f the corporate state. Though the arenas o f formal democracy have 

been expanded 1n the 20th century (and not without a great deal o f struggle) 

p a rticu la rly  with the extension o f universal adult suffrage, the major 

centers o f power w ith in the state and the economic realm have not accord­

ing ly become proportionately more responsive and accountable to popular 

w i l l .  The apparent contradiction between the democratic ethos and the 

requisites fo r a subordinate/dominant class structure under advanced capi­

talism has been pa rtly  resolved by the In s titu tio n s  of formal democracy, 

especially p o lit ic a l parties, the le g is la tive  branch, and v o tin g .^

While tbese In s titu tio n s  are not without p o lit ic a l consequence, 1t remains 

true that seemingly spectacular c o n flic t (e .g ., Watergate) can be played 

out 1n the public sphere with a minimum threat o f serious change to the
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dominant arrangements.

During most periods, the formal p o lit ic a l arena absorbs the p o li t ­

ical a c tiv it ie s  o f those strata of the population who feel that th e ir  In ­

terests are articu la ted by the existing p o lit ic a l In s titu tio n s . At the 

same time, there remains a sizable portion of the population which 1s 

not Involved 1n the formal (or any other arena). While th is  fac t 1s o f­

f ic ia l ly  bemoaned, 1t remains doubtful that the existing configurations 

o f wealth and power would survive a p o litic ized  population, even i f  such 

a c t iv ity  were largely restric ted to the formal arenas. A wide, genuine 

democratic partic ipation 1n the shaping o f the p o lit ic a l w il l would cer­

ta in ly  be dysfunctional fo r the present system. Such partic ipation would 

resu lt 1n the transformation of many Ins titu tio ns  which serve to maintain 

the existing system o f domination.

The history o f the la s t decade suggests that there may well be an 

"optimum" level of partic ipation fo r the maintenance of the state in I ts  

present form. (We use "partic ipa tion" here to re fe r large ly to the o f f ic ia l 

p o lit ic a l arena, but not exclusively; a certain level o f p o lit ic a l a c t iv ity  

outside those Ins titu tio ns  are probably functional 1n preventing them from 

becoming too overtly moribund). The la s t decade has witnessed challenges 

to th is  range from both ends. In the middle and la te  1960's, a partic ipa­

tory democratic fervor emerged among many sections o f the population and 

articu la ted demandswhich the state could not meet. The lessons of th is  

"excess of democracy" are c lear; 1n an unusually candid analysis, a noted
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conservative w riterstates:

. . .the effective operation o f a democratic p o lit ic a l system 
usually requires some measure of apathy and non-involvement 
on the part o f some individuals and groups. . .In i t s e l f ,  th is  
marginality on the part o f some groups is  inherently 
undemocratic, but i t  has also been one of the factors which 
has enabled democracy to function e ffe c t iv e ly .^

While "too much" democratic partic ipation is a problem, and 

highlights the p o lit ic a l lim its  o f the system, in the present decade 

we begin to see the dilemmas of too l i t t l e  partic ipation. We witness, 

at least temporarily, a withdrawal from even the o f f ic ia l modes of po­

l i t i c a l  involvement, especially voting, by large segments of the popu­

la tion . Large-scale non-participation would make i t  hard fo r the state 

to claim i t  has popular support. At present, th is  withdrawal has not 

reached c r is is  proportions, but already deep concerns are being expressed 

over th is  trend.

In terms of normative discourse in the p o lit ic a l arena, obviously 

the interests o f the corporate state would be best served by keeping such 

speech to a minimum. The constriction o f normative speech in the p o litic a l 

arena over the la s t few decades has been accomplished by the tendency to 

ground p o lit ic a l communication on the logic o f instrumental ra t io n a lity ,^  

rather than on norms.

Instrumental ra tio n a lity  is  the mode of thinking which operates 

to guide human control over things and events in the physical world. In­

strumental ra tio n a lity  is essentia lly based on technical ru les, which can 

be or have been em pirically validated. Simply put, instrumental ra tio n a lity
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reveals a concern with means, rather than ends. Norms, however, cannot 

be reduced to technical ru les, nor can they be proven true or fa lse.

Norms emerge in social in te raction ; they are defined by reciprocal be­

havioral expectations. Normative speech expresses a willingness to nego­

tia te  values and goals.

The tendency fo r instrumental ra tio n a lity  to replace normative 

speech in the public media represents an attempt to depo litic ize  p o lit ic s  

as a means of maintaining legitim ation. In th is  process, the media tend 

to cast questions of antagonistic norms or goals as technical problems 

to be resolved by the instrumental u t il iz a t io n  of adm inistrative, scien­

t i f i c ,  or technological means. The media, in other words, reproduce a 

very circumscribed notation of what "p o lit ic s "  is . The range of issues 

which the system could allow to become topics of c o n flic t and the spec­

trum of p o lit ic a l positions on such issues, would have to be rather narrow. 

For example, the topics o f "meaningful work" and "public control o f the 

economy" would have to be kept from the p o lit ic a l agenda. In fa c t, there 

is  a whole inventory of social features which would have to remain e ither 

in v is ib le  or taken fo r granted. These features must not become p o li t ic iz ­

ed, that is ,  made a topic o f concern over which opinion w ill seriously 

d if fe r .

In general terms, "p o lit ic s "  in the public sphere must be delimited 

to domains which w ill not ca ll in to question the fa c t o f class domination. 

This would be problematic not only fo r the dominant class but i ts  adminis-
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tra tiv e  and p o lit ic a l a llie s  as well.

Thus, the corporate state strives to maintain legitim ation by the

delivery of material goods to the populace while minimizing p o lit ic a l 

partic ipation and normative discourse. The strategy of the corporate 

state vis a vis the populace is to maintain what we w ill ca ll quiescent

mass loya lty . This strategy should not necessarily be considered a s e lf-

conscious intentional plan, but rather a de facto label we apply to a pat­

tern of responses the corporate state has displayed toward the populace. 

These responses, as we have seen, are motivated by the corporate sta te 's 

attempts to deal with a whole array of chronic economic and p o lit ic a l 

problems, which derive from the inherently contradictory nature of the sys­

tem its e l f .

The maintenance of quiescent mass loya lty  is ,  in our view, the main 

single precondition fo r the corporate state to play its  in te rven tion is t 

ro le. Quiescent mass loya lty  is a concept we use to capture the normal 

orientation which the majority of the population would have towards the 

corporate state i f  its  in te rven tion is t options are to be maximized. We 

can say that a population which accords quiescent mass loya lty  to the 

corporate state is  a population characterized by:

-non-in trus ion  upon the power of capital to shape the basic con­

tours o f society;

—non-interference with the p o lit ic a l and administrative a c tiv it ie s  

o f the state;

—moderate partic ipation w ith in the boundaries o f the formal
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p o lit ic a l arenas;

—cooperative involvement in the economic sphere as a docile labor 

force and dependable consumers;

--acceptance of the prevailing social de fin itions in in terpreting 

th e ir experiences and defining th e ir needs vis a vis the corporate 

state;

—lack of genuine p o lit ic a l e fficacy to challenge the basic power 

arrangements of society.

In short, quiescnet mass loya lty  would constitute successful domination of 

the corporate state over the populace.

This strategy fo r securing legitim ation is  not without its  own 

potential contradictions. The attenuation of normative speech and the 

emphasis on instrumental ra tio n a lity  means that the ideal of quiescent 

mass loya lty  becomes increasingly id en tified  with the promise of goal 

attainment, removed from normative considerations. This suggests that the 

foundation of quiescent mass loya lty  as a form o f legitim ation becomes co l­

lapsed to the "delivery of goods"—essentia lly  consumer g ra tif ica tio n  in 

the realm of products and services.

Legitimation cannot be treated merely as a physical resource. While 

greatly dependent upon the "delivery o f goods," legitim ation refers to 

the co llective  state o f mind—to the evaluative domain o f social conscious­

ness. Legitimation must u ltim ately be anchored in the process of normative 

choice-making. This process can only be realized through interactional



-  35 -

discourse, that is ,  by the establishment o f shared expectations on the 

intersubjective leve l. The state, however, cannot adm inistratively gen­

erate new norms and meanings on i ts  own. Such cu ltu ra l practices can 

only emerge in the domains of social in te raction. Yet to continue to under­

mine existing norms could hypothetically create a dangerous s itua tion fo r 

the state. I t  would be conceivable that i f  a minimum level of goods de­

live ry  and g ra tif ic a tio n  were not met, and the normative foundation of 

i ts  a c tiv it ie s  had been s u ff ic ie n tly  eroded in the eyes of the public, 

that a legitim ation c r is is  could ensue. This would be predicted on the 

fact that the state no longer had a "reserve" o f higher principles beyond 

i t s e l f  to which i t  could appeal fo r support.

At present there is  a great deal o f evidence to suggest high levels 

o f p o lit ic a l d is tru s t o f government and large corporations. Over the 

la s t ten years, the po llsters have not only been recording staggering drops 

in public confidence. Pollsters also note a trend in which people are 

fa r less lik e ly  to blame themselves when things go wrong; now people are 

more prone to blame major social in s titu tio n s , p a rticu la rly  business and 

government, since that is  where power is  seen to l ie .  Whether th is  is  

always ju s t if ie d  is not the point (ce rta in ly  these in s titu tio n s  may be 

used as scapegoats in some cases). I t  does suggest that many people feel 

th e ir control over th e ir da ily  lives to be decreasing.

Yet, th is  research also indicates that these trends by no means 

signal a genuine legitim ation c r is is ;  as one survey indicates, citizens
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are fa r from unanimous about ju s t what the causes o f the problem are.

In one study, while about fo u r- f if th s  of the fam ilies interview said

the country was fa llin g  apart, an equal number reported that they person-

15a lly  were doing quite well. Perhaps most importantly, most s t i l l  as­

sumed that things w ill inevitably get better. Thus, while the economy is  

in its  most severe downturn since the 1930's, and the populace has exper­

ienced a moral pummeling over Vietnam and Watergate, the state is  not a t 

present undergoing a major c r is is  o f legitimacy, though its  "reserves" may 

well be dwindling.

Only rare ly in history has the question of state authority emerged 

and become articu la ted as a stark e ither-o r a lte rna tive ; there are de­

grees o f "leg itim ation crises," and the question i t s e l f  is imbedded in 

and mediated through the concrete p o lit ic a l issues/crises of the day. 

Though the present s ituation is  enormously troublesome fo r the state and 

the corporate sector, i t  is in a sense business as usual in terms of the 

maintenance of quiescent mass loya lty . The c it ize n 's  experience of not 

being a p o lit ic a l subject who makes c r it ic a l normative choices in ques­

tions of national p o lit ic a l concern is routinized and reinforced on a 

da ily  basis. What the future s ituation w ill be we cannot predict with any 

certitude.

The Public Sphere, the State, and Network TV News.

The maintenance of dominant and subordinate re lations in the social
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order is  accomplished by processes whereby, on the one hand "people in 

s im ilar positions are separated from each other, [and] forced to compete 

instead o f to cooperate." On the other hand, th is  expropriated power, 

which is po ten tia lly  th e irs , "returns to people as a higher authority, as 

something over which they are not expected to have any con tro l."^6 

These processes are accomplished by "absorbing the common power that 

people possess as members of a dominated but majoritarian social class and 

...us ing that power to ru le them. . .fo r purposes alienated from the 

people themselves." This extraction from, and imposition o f, p o lit ic a l 

power on subordinate segments of the populace is  fa c ilita te d  by a vast 

array of social in s titu tio n s  which use a combination o f coercion and pub­

l ic  consent.

In the post-War Western industria l societies, th is  combination has 

taken the form of re la tive ly  small doses o f overt repression. The pre­

valence o f quiescent mass loya lty  has meant that these regimes have not, 

fo r the most part, been faced with serious and sustained internal chal­

lenge to th e ir  existence. The in s titu tio n s  which contribute to the re­

production of quiescent mass loya lty  are not longer ju s t the various ap- 

parati o f the state, such as the school system. Over the la s t several 

decades, many in s titu tio n s , o r ig in a lly  situated outside the sta te, have 

come w ithin its  o rb ita l domain of power. The quasi-integration o f such 

in s titu tio n s  as the fam ily, mass le isure and the media in to  the corporate 

state may at times create internal tensions and contradictory results.
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Yet the fundamental tendency fo r such In s titu tio n s  to contribute to the 

dominant systems o f emaning and values on which quiescnet mass loya lty  is 

based is c learly  evident. In pa rticu la r, the importance o f the domain of 

social l i f e  called the public sphere and the tendency fo r i t  to become as­

similated w ith in the corporate state cannot be overemphasized.

The d is tinc tio n  between private and public spheres o f social l i f e  

is a conceptualization which can be traced back at least to the time of 

the ancient Greeks. In the c ity  state o f ancient Greece, i t  was under­

stood that there exists a qua lita tive  difference between the social in ­

teraction which took place in such private domains as the home, fam ily, 

and friendship and the public sphere. In the public sphere, people in te r­

acted as c itizens, that is ,  as legal members o f the c ity  state. Dis­

course dealt with concerns o f the public welfare--the common goal o f the 

community o f c itizens. The public sphere, in short, was the domain of 

p o lit ic s . (An important consideration in that s ituation was, o f course, 

that only about one person in seven held the status of "c it iz e n " .)

Under feudalism, the d is tinc tio n  between public and private spheres 

was submerged, but began to reappear with the rise  of the nation state 

and the development o f the market economy. The growth of commerce neces­

sitated a realm o f authority beyond the manor and the v illa g e , as well 

as a host o f new functions to sustain the v ia b il i ty  o f the new social 

un it defined by the sta te 's  p o lit ic a l borders. "Society" was coming to 

be understood as a private sphere separate from the state. Yet i t  was
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becoming apparent that th is  private sphere was in te g ra lly  linked to the

larger market and likewise was dependent upon the appropriate execution

17of polic ies by the state. A "public sphere" began to emerge, as 

private individuals saw the need to assemble as a public to confront the 

state.

In i t ia l ly ,  the individuals thus assembled largely represented the 

interests o f the ris ing  mercantile class, but with the bourgeois revolu­

tions, the concept o f the public sphere was defined, at least in formal 

terms, to be the domain of a l1 citizens (though universal suffrage had to 

wait u n til the 20th century). In practice, must of the public sphere of 

the la te 18th and early 19th centuries was dominated by a re la tive ly  small 

segment o f the population—committed in te llec tua ls  who strove fo r the 

implementation of universal constitutional rights and lib e r tie s . By 

the middle of the 19th century, with the public media o f journalism them­

selves becoming an important terra in  of capital investment, and the 

s o lid if ic a tio n  of the constitutional state, the public sphere had changed. 

I t  was no longer a domain characterized by the committed polemical strug­

gle of in te llec tua ls  against the state. Rather i t  had become a more gener­

alized forum fo r a growing public. I t  also had become a domain dominat­

ed by commercial enterprises.

In th is  transformation, the contours of the modern public sphere 

came into focus. The public sphere emerged as an in s titu tio n  which 

stands between private society and the state; i t  is  the domain in which
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public opinion can be formed. The public sphere evolved in opposition 

to the absolutist state, and took on the function o f conveying public 

sentiment to the state, as well as making the s ta te 's  apparatus and de­

cisions more v is ib le . The opposition to the absolutist state could only 

have been carried out by the class strong enough to challenge i t :  the 

ascendant bourgeoisie. Only they were capable o f demanding and securing 

constitutional guarantees based on rational legal princip les. Moreover, 

only th is  class was in a position to expand and develop the channels o f 

communication which constituted the public sphere.

The libe ra l concept o f the public sphere was un ive rsa lfs tic—i t  

was to be equally accessible to everyone, not ju s t property-owners--just 

lik e  the status of "c itizen " was to be a legal transcendence of such 

social d is tinc tions. The problem lie s  not in the principles themselves, 

rather in the question o f whether the principles were (and are) a tta in ­

able under the h is to rica l re a lit ie s  o f class inequality. For i f  the in ­

terests o f a dominant class are to be maintained in the p o lit ic a l process­

es of opinion formation and policy decision, and i f  the arena in which 

the formation and a rticu la tion  of p o lit ic a l w il l  takes place is  i t s e l f  

a vested in te rest o f the dominant class, there exists an unavoidable contra­

d ic tion .

Today, the public sphere is  constituted by a variety o f media. 

P o litica l discourse proceeds on a da ily  basis on TV, on radio, in maga­

zines, as well as in  newspapers and at public gatherings. A ll these
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in s titu tio n s , to the extent they provide forums fo r  p o lit ic a l discourse, 

serve to create the public sphere. Since p o lit ic a l discourse can re fle c t 

a p lu ra lity  o f p o lit ic a l arenas, e .g ., neighborhood, municipal, federal, 

we could speak of public spheres. For our purposes in th is  study, a t­

tention w il l  be directed toward the public sphere which addresses i t s e l f  

to the po lic ies of the national state , and which constitutes the in d i­

viduals who particpate or attend to such discourse as members o f the 

national public.

The public sphere in which debate and opinion formation regarding 

polic ies of the national state take place is  increasingly being defined 

by network TV news. As a Jink between the c itizen  and the formation of 

state po licy, TV news has become central to constitu ting the private 

c itizen  as a member o f the national public. TV news has become of prime 

importance in defining the national p o lit ic a l landscape, as i t  is  here 

more that through any other medium that the state and its  claims to 

authority present themselves most d ire c tly , consistently, and immediate­

ly  to most people. In the U.S., the three network news shows have a

18n igh tly  audience o f over 41 m illio n  viewers; th is  fa c t, considerable

in i t s e l f ,  is  underscored by other research which indicates that not

only is TV trusted more than other news media but there seems to be a

pattern in which TV is  increasingly becoming the only source o f national

I Qnews fo r m illions o f c itizens. Moreover, the audience composition fo r 

TV news is  q u a lita tive ly  d iffe re n t from that o f the p r in t media; in con-
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tra s t to p r in t, TV news exposure cuts across categories of educational

leve l, income, occupation, age, racia l and ethnic o rig ins , and p o lit ic a l

preference, to an extent that its  audience begins to approach a microcosm
20of the to ta l population.

Broadcasting in  the U.S. is  largely under the control o f private 

corporations. Though formally autonomous o f the government, broadcasting, 

as a major monopoly which constitutes a s ign ifican t part o f the public 

sphere, must be understood as an integral element o f the corporate state. 

The societal power o f broadcasting is  enormous; the fac t i t  is  a large 

invested economic in te rest almost pales in comparison to its  d e fin itio n ­

al power and its  role in the reproduction o f quiescent mass lo ya lty . A$ 

Stuart Hall puts i t :

. . .the media and the dominant in s titu tio n s  o f communication 
and consciousness formation are themselves the primary source 
o f attitudes and knowledge w ithin which public opinion c rys ta l­
lize s , and the primary channels between hegemonic classes and 
the audience.

Though broadcasting is  involved in mediating the power of the state to 

the populace, Hall suggests that the relationship bewteen broadcasting 

and the o f f ic ia l centers of state power is  actually a double bind. TV 

on the one hand belongs to and contributes to the reproduction of the 

system of domination; on the other hand, lik e  the other news media, TV 

must s trive  to be a "watchdog" on the centers of power and to some degree 

must define its  relationship to the state as an "adversary" one. To 

maintain its  own c re d ib ility  with i ts  public, TV news must appear to be 

in tension with the state; the medium must be thought o f as giving voice
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to perspectives which do challenge the present s ituations. That is  to say 

the range of options to existing polic ies which are defined on TV news 

must be perceived as holding out real a lte rna tives; they must be thought 

o f as possibly making a difference i f  the p o lit ic a l arena is not to be 

thought o f as a mere sham. Further, the view of events and th e ir im­

p l ic i t /e x p l ic i t  in terpretations on TV news cannot be too much at odds 

with the meanings people acquire via th e ir  other da ily  experiences. Broad 

casting is  fa r from an a ir t ig h t system.

The adversary dimension in the broadcasting/state relationship 

should not be underestimated; though the TV networks are an integral 

part o f the power structure, con flic ts  o f in te rest w ithin th is  sphere can 

and do emerge. The open antagonisms of the Nixon era, especially in the 

context of Watergate, were unprecedented in the post-War e ra .^  How­

ever, even at th e ir  most severe moments, these con flic ts  between the 

media and the state never seriously called in to question the continua­

tion  of the basic social structures as they now ex is t; the prevailing 

configurations o f wealth and power, as well as the basic consensus of 

o f f ic ia l p o lit ic s ,  were never challenged.

Organizationally and on the personal leve l, the news media share 

with the state the prevailing perceptions of social re a lity . This 

shared consensual view underlies even the most spectacular battles be­

tween the news media and the state. The in s titu tio n a l alignments be­

tween them, not least o f which is  the closer cooperation between news
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23reporters and o f f ic ia ls ,  resu lt in a common universe of meanings. How­

ever, these understandings are not perceived as of e x p lic it  points of view, 

hey are rather treated as taken-for-granted assumption about re a lity .

Direct censorship in the trad itiona l sense, while s t i l l  present, is  fa r 

from the most s ig n ifican t procedure whereby TV news reproduces the domin­

ant interpretations of the social order.

In fa c t, explanations as to why TV news looks the way i t  does are

24to be found on three basic levels.

F irs t, there is the fundamental economic imperative o f the commer­

cia l log ic. Whatever else might be said about TV news, the undeniable 

re a lity  is that news programs must a ttra c t and hold an audience in a com­

pe titive  environment.

Secondly, there are the organizational factors which impinge on the 

production process and the production routines which have emerged to 

accomodate these factors.

And f in a lly ,  there are the re a lity  assumptions and de fin itions of 

professionalism which guide newspeople in th e ir  work.

This tr ia d  should not be perceived as to ta lly  harmonious; many 

decisions in the production process of news can be seen as compromises 

between the con flic ting  demands and pressures which emanate from these 

three levels. Despite such problems i t  is  largely via these in s titu tio n a l 

re a lit ie s  and corresponding routines and de fin itions that TV news makes 

operative its  shared interpretations with the state. And i t  is  via
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these re a lit ie s  rather than through conscious p o lit ic a l manipulation by 

newspeople or censorship by the state, that TV news contributes to the 

reproduction of quiescent mass loya lty .
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CHAPTER TWO 

NEWS AND SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Viewer-Citizen Consciousness and Quiescent Mass Loyalty.

While our discussion of the corporate state provides a context w ithin 

which to analyze TV news discourse, we s t i l l  need to examine the re la tio n ­

ship between viewer consciousness and the empirical re a lity  of the text.

Our premise is that the standard model o f news media communication, which 

posits a "sender" who transports "information" through a "channel" to 

a "receiver" is inadequate fo r th is  task. Though th is  model can serve as 

a guide fo r some interesting research,^ i t  ignores what we take to be the 

most v ita l dimension of TV news' ro le , namely the reproduction of social 

consciousness vis a vis the corporate state.

On the level of its  material appearance, "news" is  seemingly a 

"th ing", an object which, in the case o f TV, appears as a program, a lbe it 

fle e tin g ly . This object is  a commodity,^ which means that i t  has a social 

history in a production process dominated by commercial log ic . Examina­

tion of the social origins of the program w ill reveal specific  relations 

o f production, i . e . ,  labor and cap ita l, as well as social and technical 

divisions in the labor process. Such an analysis underscores that th is 

object is  not merely a s ta tic  "thing" but is  i t s e l f  a mediator/constituent
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of specific social re la tions. That is ,  the appearance or form which the 

object takes presupposes the existence of these re lations.

Our concern in th is  study is not so much with the relations of pro­

duction o f TV news. Instead, we stress the mode of consciousness which 

emerges in what we might ca ll the relations of consumption.

In expending attentional energy on the medium of TV, viewer conscious­

ness is constituted by, and situated w ith in , the domains of two major 

sets of social re la tions: the market (in  the broadest sense of the term) 

and the public sphere. We would argue that under the commercial log ic of 

U.S. TV, all_ programming situates the viewer w ithin the domain of the 

market, though commercials do th is  most d ire c tly . With news and current 

a ffa irs  programming, the market does not vanish, but becomes superimposed 

on the domain of the public sphere. (This is  o f course at least suggest­

ive of the present h is to rica l relationship between the market and the public 

sphere, which we discussed above. However, further examination of that 

development would take us too fa r a fie ld  of our immediate concerns).

I f  social re lations are embodied and reflected in language, (even 

though they certa in ly  exceed merely lin g u is tic  phenomena) then to be ab­

sorbed in the discourse o f advertising situates the viewer in the social 

domain of mercantile re la tions. Likewise, to be engaged by news and public 

a ffa irs  programming, to attend to such discourse on TV, is  to be consti­

tuted as a member of the public. In fa c t, the public sphere, in i ts  present 

h is to rica l form, can be grasped by most people only through the news
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media, which is  tantamount to saying that the public sphere today exists 

largely through the news media, as we discussed in the previous chapter.

The objects, people, events, and the entire universe of discourse which 

display th is  world are largely only knowable via the news. Without TV, 

th is  sense o f being a live to a community o f strangers, being situated 

in social re lations beyond one's d irect personal encounters, would not be 

possible.

That viewer consciousness Is  constituted as membership in the public 

sphere is borne out, say, by the fact that opinion questionaires appear 

as in te ll ig ib le  and answerable. In other words, the capacity to respond to 

polls bespeaks of the absorption of consciousness in to the public sphere. 

Without membership in the public sphere, opinion po lls , which are grounded 

in the language of the public sphere, would appear meaningless.

The news media, then, create the p o ss ib ility  o f a dual social exis­

tence and id en tity  fo r the indiv idual. Consciousness has been s p l i t  be­

tween the domains o f face to face spheres of private l i f e  and the domain 

of the mass mediated public sphere. This separation, th is  dual existence, 

is  not per se a negative development. Rather, the c r it ic a l moment enters 

upon examination o f the nature of the discourse, and, by extension, the 

basic attributes of the consciousness made possible by the discourse in 

the contemporary public sphere.

The previous chapter sketched the in s titu tio n a l linkages between 

the state, the monopoly sector o f the economy, and the public sphere.
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That these have become v ir tu a lly  inseparable is indicative of the in - 

adquacies o f the lib e ra l-p lu ra lis t  interpretations of the contemporary 

s itua tion . The corporate state does not seek genuine p o lit ic a l p a r t ic i­

pation and unconstrained p o lit ic a l discussion from the populace, but rather, 

quiescent mass loya lty . The corporate state, while claiming to represent 

the universal interests o f a ll c itizens , actually functions in the in te r­

ests o f a particu la r class, namely cap ita l.

Moreover we might add that the concept o f c itizen  i t s e l f ,  as a 

social designation, is  a m ystifica tion of concrete social circumstances. 

Citizenship implies membership in a universal comnunity w ith in the state, 

but th is  community is an illu s o ry  one because i t  assumes that which yet 

remains to be achieved: the elim ination of class relationships. And the 

public sphere, as the primary domain of which mediates c itizens ' re la tio n ­

ship to the state, can be said to be a domain of m ystification to the ex­

tent that i t  does not provide a rticu la tion  of these re a lit ie s . As the 

form o f the ind iv idua l's  relationship to the public sphere—and hence the 

state—is being transformed by h is to rica l and technological change, the 

social conretization of "c itizen " is  being altered.

While many in s titu tio n s  contribute to the maintenance of quiescent 

mass loya lty  as we have said, each does so in i ts  own way. In the case 

of TV news, we ca ll the mode of consciousness which i t  reproduces the 

"view er-citizen". This term attempts to grasp a h is to r ic a lly  new form 

of the ind iv idua l's  relationship to the corporate state as mediated by
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TV news.

The category of viewer-citizen posits the dual social existence of 

the individual (as a private person and as a member of the public) in a 

c r it ic a l way: the dimensions o f subordination and domination, especially 

the class character, of the private person is  not given expression in 

his/her social constitu tion as a viewer-citizen. To be a viewer-citizen 

is to be absorbed into the public sphere in an h is to r ic a lly  new manner and 

to have the class re a lit ie s  of ones private domains concealed in an h is­

to r ic a lly  new way. The viewer-citizen, then, is one of the forms of the
3

m ystification now embodied in the category o f "c itize n ".

Given that the corporate state seeks quiescent mass lo ya lty—to 

mobilize the populace to support i ts  basic structures and a c tiv it ie s  while 

separating them from s ig n ifican t p o lit ic a l and economic decision-making, 

and given that TV news is  an integral part o f the corporate state—we 

would suggest that viewer-citizen consciousness should be understood as fun­

damentally congruent with quiescent mass loya lty .

As an analytic category, viewer-citizen consciousness is  thus in 

structural correspondence with the larger category o f quiescent mass 

loya lty . This structural correspondence is the lin k  between the macro­

analysis o f Chapter One and the micro-analysis of the TV news texts which 

follows in the next three chapters.

In the next section we w il l  examine the concept o f the v ie w e r-c iti­

zen more closely. For now, we can b r ie f ly  say that th is  mode o f conscious-
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ness 1s basically typ ifie d  by an un critica l and unquestioning social

awareness. Viewer-citizen consciousness is one which is  devoid o f a co l­

lective  h isto ry; i t  cannot learn from its  own past. Moreover, the viewer- 

c itizen  lacks a sense o f s ign ifican t efficacy in the soc io -po litica l world 

I t  defines i t s e l f  as dependent upon the perceived managers of the social 

order.

I t  must be underscored that the analytic category o f "v ie w e r-c iti­

zen" is an abstraction of the social consciousness embodied in TV news 

discourse. Thus, "pure" viewer-citizens would to ta lly  re fle c t the con­

sciousness found w ith in TV news.

Such a consciousness would be, according to the perspective devel­

oped in Chapter One, an instance of successful subordination of the popu­

lace to the needs o f the corporate state. However, while we can empiri­

ca lly  establish the a ttribu tes of the ideal viewer-citizen from an exam­

ination of TV news output, the extent o f success is a d iffe ren t empirical 

question and lie s  beyond the scope of th is  study.

What remains then, is to em pirically investigate the attributes 

o f viewer-citizen consciousness in TV news discourse and to demonstrate 

the structura l correspondence of th is  consciousness to quiescent mass 

loya lty . The next section w ill provide a point o f reference fo r that 

investigation.

Reflective and Repressive Modes o f Discourse.

The structure o f TV news discourse determines the possible conscious
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ness which can emerge from i t .  In attempting to analyze these a t t r i ­

butes, we make the in i t ia l  d is tinc tion  between the in tens ity  and the 

mode of discourse.

The in tens ity  o f the TV news discourse is  a conceptualization of 

the extent to which audience sub jec tiv ity  is  mobilized or demobilized—  

the in tens ity  with which the consciousness of the viewer is  invited or 

distanced from engagement with the news. We anticipate that th is  dimen­

sion w ill vary w ithin any news program.

Studies of the in tens ity  o f involvement have a long tra d itio n ; 

indeed the techniques of arousing and cooling public emotions were c learly  

set fo rth  in the Rhetorics o f the ancient Greeks. In our time, the manip­

ulation of mass emotions via the mass media has been a major topic of 
4

research. Indeed, there exists an entire  repertoire o f strategies de­

veloped in marketing, entertainment and news. Within news and public 

a ffa irs  programs, many of these strategies seem to center on the question

of dramatic tension. The in tens ity  o f involvement can be varied quite

simply by adjusting certain elements which contribute to the dramatic 

progression. For example, personification lends i t s e l f  to drama better 

than does abstract discourse. So on TV news, those items which show strong 

personification tend to structure a higher in tens ity  o f involvement than 

news items which are characterized by technical language and impersonal 

discourse. An in teresting question then, is  what domains appear on TV 

news and what tends to be the in tensity  o f involvement generally struc-
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tured toward these domains? In other words, in which areas o f the 

social world is the viewer invited to become emotionally involved 

and in which areas is  s/he distanced? Such questions are incorporated 

in to the analysis o f Chapter Four and Five.

Intensity by i t s e l f ,  however, suggests merely quantitative d is tin c ­

tions. We must augment the dimension of in tens ity  with a qua lita tive  one, 

which leads us to the mode of the discourse. The concept o f the mode 

is  theore tica lly  much more ambitious. Any number of categories could be 

devised to h igh light the d iffe re n tia l aspects of the involvement with 

TV news. Here, though, we simply dichotomize the modes of discourse in 

terms o f the qua lity  o f the social relationship between TV news and its  

audience. By means of th is  dichotomy we ask: is  the discourse in a re-
5

fle c tiv e  or repressive mode? Casting the issue in such an e ithe r/o r 

manner undeniably means a certain loss o f nuance. On the other hand, th is  

dichotomy helps us examine and focus on the basic logic a t work.

In the mode of TV news involvement we find  the essence of the viewer- 

c itizen  consciousness. We mentioned above that the viewer-citizen is at 

base characterized by an uncritica l and unquestioning social awareness.

The uncritica l consciousness of the viewer-citizen derives from the re­

pressive mode o f TV news discourse. A c r it ic a l consciousness—one which 

can entertain the p o te n tia lity  o f "otherness", one which is open and 

questioning—requires a grounding in re fle c tive  speech. Uncritica l con­

sciousness is  not "fa lse ". Rather, i t  precludes the p o s s ib ility  o f se lf-
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transformation into a qu a lita tive ly  d iffe re n t state.

S pec ifica lly , then, what is  meant by re fle c tive  and repressive d is ­

course? As an in i t ia l  and very compressed formulation, we can say that 

re fle c tive  discourse means that the viewer is addressed by TV news in 

such a way which creates the p o ss ib ility  that s/he understands himself 

to be an active partic ipant in the construction o f the social world and 

that s/he is capable of learning from his/her own co llec tive  social past. 

That is ,  in a re fle c tive  discourse, the consciousness which emerges would 

be that o f a social agent who u tiliz e s  news to understand himself as part 

o f h istory; his praxis contributes to the making of h istory. Reflective 

news discourse would permit the viewer-citizen to learn from past social 

experiences in order to c r i t ic a l ly  appraise the present from a practical 

standpoint. Reflective news discourse would address i t s e l f  to the in ­

terplay between existing social consciousness and social a c tiv ity  in such 

a way as to make possible the transcendence o f that consciousness, as 

well as the reformulation of the a c tiv ity . S e lf-re flec tio n , then, is the 

process by which human growth and change proceeds.

Non-reflective involvement treats the viewer as an object of 

h is to ry, who is  acted upon, rather than as a subject who participates in 

creating the social world. Repressive discourse prevents or at least 

retards the reconstruction of consciousness, so lid ify in g  existing social 

awareness and excluding the p o ss ib ility  o f a lternatives. While the inten­

s ity  o f discourse may vary w ith in a news program, we would expect the
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mode to be a very stable a ttr ib u te  which would actually define the genre 

of TV news discourse.

The concept o f re fle c tive  and unreflective modes of discourse 

is anchored in a view which takes society and the social s e lf o f the 

individual to be an ongoing process. Human beings create themselves and 

society through th e ir a c tiv it ie s  and practices. The use o f symbols, es­

pecia lly language, is the most spec ifica lly  human a c t iv ity  in the process 

o f s e lf-  and social-creation. I t  is  in the interplay between social con­

sciousness and social a c t iv ity ,  mediated by symbols, where th is se lf-  

and social-creation takes place.

From the standpont of the ind iv idua l, consciousness is  a socia lly  

emergent process which takes place in social re la tions.^ The capacity 

to "see oneself" in social re la tio ns --fo r the se lf to become an object to 

its  own su b jec tiv ity , is what distinguishes re fle c tive  from repressive 

consciousness. This re f le x iv ity  has been formulated in a variety of ways. 

In Hegelian terms, i t  means that consciousness can learn from its e l f .  

George Herbert Mead captures th is  process in his notion of the d ia lec tic  

between the " I "  and the "me". In Freud, there is  a para lle l construct 

with the id-ego-superego. In whatever terms one cares to cast the pro­

cess, the basic importance of re f le x iv ity  is  clear.

The blockage of re flec tion  by repressive discourse locks conscious­

ness w ith in the social relations where the blockage takes place. The 

viewer-citizen is thus a blocked consciousness under the domination of 

the corporate state.
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The consciousness of viewer-citizen is not to be equated with 

tota l passivity or non-involvement. On the level o f quiescent mass lo ya lty , 

we saw that the corporate state needs to keep the p o lit ic a l partic ipation 

within restric ted lim its ; i t  must distance the populace from crucial 

p o lit ic a l mobilization and involvement (e .g ., voting and consumption).

On the analytic level o f viewer-citizen, then, we would expect there to 

be su ffic ie n t in tens ity  to engage attentional energy in the appropriate 

domains and to ensure a returning to TV news. The reproduction of view­

er c itizen consciousness must be continually reaccomplished.

In sum, while the in tensity  o f TV news discourse may vary, our 

analysis suggests that the mode of the discourse w il l  be c learly  repress­

ive. Within the corporate state, TV news is the s ite  of reproduction of 

the h is to r ic a lly  new form of the uncritica l consciousness of v ie w e r-c iti­

zen. That th is  is  indeed the case, and ju s t how th is  consciousness is  

reproduced by TV news discourse, w ill be demonstrated in the following 

three chapters.
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NOTES

1. Cf. Thomas Patterson and Robert McClure, The Unseeing Eye (New York: 
Putnam, 1976).

2. Some writers argue that in the p o lit ic a l economy of broadcasting,
the true commodity is the audience; i t  is the audience which is  pro­
duced (by the programming process) and sold (to the advertisers).
This lin e  of reasoning is f r u it fu l fo r h ighlighting certain social 
relationships, but is is not useful fo r our purposes here since
i t  tends to minimize the question of consciousness w ith in the aud­
ience. See Dallas Smythe, "Communications: Blind Spot in Western 
Marxism," paper delivered at the West Coast Conference on C ritica l 
Communication Research, Stanford University, December 1975.

3. In the lig h t of the h is to rica l merger of the public sphere and the
market w ith in the mass media, and the integration of both with the 
state, i t  may be more accurate to speak of the "viewer-citizen- 
consumer". This, however, would demand an empirical analysis o f 
broader scope than can be encompassed w ith in th is  study.

4. Cf. Murray Edelman, P o litics  as Symbolic Action (Chicago: Markham,
1971).

5. This d is tinc tion  is derived from the tra d itio n  o f c r it ic a l sociology.
Cf. JUrgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1971). A useful work on the orig ins of th is  tra d itio n  is  
Trent Schroyer, The Critique of Domination (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1975). From a s lig h tly  d iffe ren t perspective, s im ilar themes are 
found in Pavlo Friere, Pedagogy o f the Oppressed (New York: Sea- 
bury Press, 1970). Claus Mueller has applied th is  tra d itio n  to
news media studies. See his "Notes on the Repression of Communica­
tive  Behavior" in Recent Sociology No. 2, ed. Hans-Peter Dreitzel 
(New York: Macmillan, 1970) as well as his more extensive The 
P o litics  o f Communication (New York: Oxford University Press,
1973). This la tte r  work para lle ls some of our concerns in th is  
study, but with a d iffe ren t methodology.
Less firm ly  rooted in the tra d itio n  of c r it ic a l sociology, but also 
very stimulating is  Trevor Pateman, Language, Truth and P o lit ic s , 
published by Jean Stroud and Trevor Pateman, 24 Castle Crescent, 
Reading, Berkshire, U.K., 1975. He formulates an in trigu ing  ver­
sion o f what he ca lls  "repressive discourse" and "impossible d is ­
course", which are not unrelated to our approach.
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6. In American sociology, the work o f George Herbert Mead is an im­
portant foundation fo r understanding the se lf as a process. See 
George Herbert Mead, On Social Psychology, ed. Anselm Strauss 
(Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1964).
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CHAPTER THREE

TV NEWS DISCOURSE I :

RHETORIC OF THE FORMAT

TV news is  more than the stories themselves. The stories appear 

in the context of an en tire  program, and th is  program is characterized by 

a pa rticu la r format. Moreover, as we w ill suggestively i l lu s tra te ,  th is  

format is not merely a neutral package or simply the rational solution to 

the technical problem of conveying stories. The format has a rhetorical 

dimension, and what the format reveals (and by im plication, conceals) about 

the social id e n tity  o f news is o f great significance fo r the viewer's re­

lationship to i t .

Power Displays and Reassurance

The CBS Evening News is preceded by a pure tone, which sounds ju s t 

before the onset of the program. This signal, embedded in the welter o f 

sound which precedes and follows i t ,  constitutes a momentary s tilln e ss .

In th is  context, the tone both pu rifies  and demarcates; its  clear ring 

stands in contrast to the auditory experience which came before i t ,  and 

suggests a break or rupture with that experience. To hear th is  tone is  to 

be "readied" fo r that which is about to begin.

The actual s ta rt o f the program is in the form o f an unseen voice,
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who announces, "This is  the CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite." The 

voice is quite devoid o f character, in contrast to , say, Cronkite's. I t  

is  a merely functional voice which by i t s e l f  is  not engaging; i t  is  "pure 

voice", comparable to the pure tone.

But since the speaker is  not v is ib le  and the voice is  disembodied, 

the phenomenon marks the p o s s ib ility  o f the d is tinc tio n  between seen and 

unseen. The voice's body ex is ts , no doubt, but not in the sight o f the 

viewer-citizen. This b ifurcation between appearance and an unknown "be­

yond," not accessible to the viewer-citizen, never i t s e l f  becomes a topic 

w ith in the news program. Yet, as we shall see, the s p l i t  pervades the en­

t ir e  program and therefore must be seen as a central element of the news/ 

viewer-citizen relationship. What the viewer-citizen sees is not necess­

a r i ly  a ll there is ; "news" makes decisions about what to reveal without 

making reference to the p o ss ib ility  of choice or the c r ite r ia  involved.

While the voice is speaking, we also’ hear the chug-a-chug of wire 

services and the c lick-c lack of typewriters. We see a TV studio, and 

people engaged with papers and electronic equipment. The viewer-citizen 

is  witness to considerable display of productive resources and technical 

expertise. The urgency o f the sounds o f the machines stand in stark 

contrast to the s tillne ss  of the pure tone which was ju s t heard. This is 

work being done here and i t  is apparently being done with considerable 

energy, as witnessed by the busy people and driv ing machinery. I t  is  not 

a setting which inv ites an outsider to in te rrup t the a c t iv ity .  The in -
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volvement is one of high in tensity  fo r the viewer-citizens; the product 

of these labors is  about to be presented.

As th is is  happening, the screen f i l l s  with a schematic, angular 

representation o f the globe--a line  figure--which is superimposed over 

the studio scene. The implication of "global" is c lear, but i t  may further 

be read as suggesting that the production here is global in scope, or that 

the "world" i t s e l f  is a product of such work. The linear cross-hatchings 

on the r ig id  globe, evoking longitude and la titude , show that th is  is  a 

world o f technological precision, not one of a r t is t ic  expression or poet­

ic understanding.

But again, th is  points to the unseen beyond. What are the lim its ,  

boundaries of th is  "world" which is the news' terrain? How fa r can i t  

expand? The news never reveals what in the world i t  does not or cannot 

bring the viewer-citizen. The news gives no clues about that which i t  

chooses to exclude from the viewer-citizen, nor does i t  suggest what are 

the fron tie rs  o f its  actual power. The viewer-citizen sees the t ip  of 

the iceberg. The news knows something about what dwells in the beyond, 

but th is  i t  does not share with the viewer-citizen.

In short, th is  is  an awesome display of power. I t  is  awesome pre­

cise ly becuase its  lim its  are not revealed. This is not formal p o l i t i ­

cal power, but rather the power of industry, which has command over tech­

nical production and specialized labor, nhe arena of th is  power is  the 

world; there appears to be no res tric tions  on the domain of th is  power or 

the resources i t  can mobilize.
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And who is the "se lf" that makes th is  revelation? One could say 

"CBS", but th is  does not illum inate the social origins of news to any 

great extent. "CBS" is merely a labe l, and only has meaning in relationship 

to "ABC" and "NBC"--three intramural competitors who vie fo r audience 

shares. The power displayed emanates from a form of l i f e , not a label.

What is revealed here is that form of l i f e :  industry and cap ita l. No 

concrete Subject is displayed.

During the very few seconds which have elapsed since the s ta rt of 

the program, the camera has shifted from a long-angled view o f the studio

to a head-on shot which features the image of Walter Cronkite. He is

moved to the center o f the screen as the super-imposed globe zooms away

and vanishes in to the CBS logo, leaving us fixed on Cronkite's face. He

then greets us with a "good evening" and begins to read the f i r s t  news 

story.

There is now an immediate association between the news and a 

person who "brings" i t  to us. In the format o f the program, every news 

story is  e ither read or introduced by the anchorman; there is always a 

returning to th is  persona, a recurring "touching base" with th is  prime 

narrator. The reporters to whom the anchorman "turns us over" do not 

command equal stature w ith in the organization which is  displayed; moreover, 

viewer involvement with them is  o f a d iffe re n t sort than with the anchor­

man. This is apparent ju s t from the sequencing of anchorman-reporter in 

the format.
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The anchorman w ill read the shorter news stories in th e ir en tire ­

ty ; fo r longer ones, he reads an introduction and then turns us over to 

the reporter who appears on video, and who in turn may introduce a visual 

accompaniment. The anchorman's introduction w ill vary in length, but i t  

is  always a s truc tu ra lly  complete statement, giving a thematic overview.

I t  is  not, say, a fragment of a narration which is  then picked up and com­

pleted by the reporter. Rather the anchorman makes a synoptic presentation, 

and then turns us over to the reporter, with such transitions as "...and 

Roger Mudd has the d e ta ils ,"  ". . .more on that from Morton Dean," " . . .

Ed Rabel reports," and ". . .Nelson Benton has more on the sto ry ." The 

reporter then develops and elaborates upon the theme set by the anchorman, 

and then ends the story, giving his/her name and location. S/he never 

returns us to the anchorman who w ill give s t i l l  more de ta ils . We only 

return to the anchorman fo r the s ta rt o f the next story.

This d ivis ion of labor is  s ig n ifican t fo r the position in which i t  

places the anchorman. The reporter becomes his researcher or reference 

lib ra ria n , a supplementary adjunct to his_ knowing, indicating the anchor­

man's superior epistemological status. In th is  technical substructure, 

fo r  the anchorman to round out a reporter's story with s t i l l  "more de ta ils " 

would be a v io la tion  o f his status (and would a lte r our involvement with 

him). The anchorman resides in a position of accumulation; he commands 

the fru its  o f others' labors and transfers these f ru its  to the viewer, 

but embodied in his persona. The reporters' news becomes the anchorman's
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news. Our involvement with the reporters is akin to in teraction with a 

competent research lib ra ria n , and is  suppressed in favor of involvement 

with the ceremonious Prime Subject, who appears as the head o f the h ie r­

archical organization.

The movement from the opening of the show to the anchorman-reporter 

sequencing constitutes a s h if t  in the focus of viewer-citizen attention.

The f i r s t  few seconds displayed the power and impersonality o f an organi­

zation engaged in work. The disembodied, characterless voice, the mach­

inery, and the aura of technical expertise have now given way to an em­

phasis on a single person, who, by his voice and appearance, shows him­

se lf to be somebody in particu la r. The specific t ra its  conveyed—age, 

wisdom, urbanity—exceed mere professional proficiency. These t ra its  re­

veal a human subject c learly  distinguished from impersonal functions in 

a production process.

I f  the standard platitudes of "objective news" were valid  and the 

viewer were not indeed involved with the sub jec tiv ity  o f a predominant 

newscaster or anchorman, i t  seems that i t  should be quite feasible to 

have a d iffe ren t newsperson read each story. Such a format would begin 

to approximate "impersonal" news, or, in Epstein's1 formulation, "news from 

nowhere"—a narration without a subject who narrates.

Such a format would command a very d iffe re n t viewer involvement.

I f  each story were presented by a d iffe re n t newsperson, a ll o f equal stature 

w ith in the organization, the focus on a Prime Subject would be dispersed.
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Such a s h if t  would bespeak a pluralism of su b je c tiv ity ; with th is  "mar­

ketplace" of Subjects, "tru th " would have to be understood as residing in 

a co llec tive  sub jec tiv ity . Such a "democratization", stripping the news ... 

o f a unifying sub je c tiv ity , would begin to force the viewer to locate the 

"meaning" of the news on his/her own. The "work" o f "making sense" of 

the news would become transferred to the viewer.

In a sense, a format o f "impersonal news" would be more in keeping 

with the in i t ia l  impression o f the news "organization" conveyed in the 

f i r s t  few seconds. But as suggested, th is  impression also carries with i t  

an aura of vast power. With only a few minor changes in format, th is  

display could have become rather in tim idating. For example, a technical 

display lik e  the one at the opening o f the show could have been carried 

over, with variations, to become the lead-in fo r each story. Thus, 

a fte r the anchorman has made the tra n s itio n a l". . .and Roger Mudd 

has the d e ta ils ," some version of the introductory angular globe could 

reappear and zoom in to the pa rticu la r lo c a lity  o f the reporter, accom­

panied by the appropriate audio. Such a feature would bespeak of re ite r ­

ation of the power at news' disposal.

Instead, the s h if t  away from the technological display, coming to 

rest with the presence o f the anchorman, conveys an aura o f reassurance. 

This signal o f reassurance rests only in part on the anchorman's specific 

t ra its .  The basic element o f security lie s  in the fac t that he is  a 

person, in contrast to the machinery and functional impersonality which has
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ju s t receded into the background. Being a person implies that he has 

boundaries that the viewer can know, as opposed, fo r example, to the 

ethereal voice which announced the s ta rt o f the program. I f  the sequence 

was reversed—i f  the anchorman appeared f i r s t ,  saying that th is  was CBS 

News, and then vanished, leaving us with an impersonal s tring  o f newscast­

ers and/or unseen voices—th is  would constitute a rhe toric  o f abandonment. 

The suggestion would be that we viewers were now being le f t  to the emo­

tional ly-devoid organization.

The te ll in g  of a story, then, requires a s to ry te lle r , and i t  is 

not ins ign ifican t who that s to ry te lle r is . Every story is  somebody's 

story, the issue is the revelation/concealment o f the sub je c tiv ity  involved. 

On the TV news program, the movement from "an organization" to "a person" 

(anchorman) reveals th is  understanding, but o f course without admitting 

to i t .  Our concept o f news as we ta c it ly  define i t  from our experience 

with news shows is in s trik in g  contrast to the formal de fin itions we may 

vocalize and the c r ite r ia  we are prone to apply. The dependence on a cen­

tra l sub je c tiv ity—the "Prime Knower"— which the program structures and 

on which the viewer-citizen depends, indicate that any news is  always 

somebody's news, personal news.

I f  viewer-citizen involvement comes to rest with the anchorman, the 

Prime Knower, what is displayed of th is  figure and what is  the significance 

o f his presence fo r viewer-citizen involvement with the news?

The anchorman appears as wise and urbane. Yet i f  the question were
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asked (which i t  never is in the news), "What is  required to be able to 

ascertain and report the events o f the day?" i t  is obvious that merely 

being wise and urbane is in s u ffic ie n t. This Prime Knower is  able to deploy 

the professional and technological resources o f a vast global enterprise.

He and they—the reporter and technical professionals—are very c learly  in 

possession of exceptional competence. They can "cover the world" and are 

situated in the proximity o f the display o f technological power in a man­

ner which markedly d iffe ren tia tes  them from most other people. Also, they 

are in the social proximity o f those who are defined as having p o lit ic a l 

power. I f  th is  is what is  required to learn about and report the day's 

events, then who among the viewer-citizens could handle the task?

While "news" requires a subjective orig in  and we are invited to 

tru s t the Subject, the rhe toric  o f the format is  not merely one of a 

gracious in v ita tio n . I t  also conveys a sense o f self-conscious power. Im­

p l ic i t ly  the viewer-citizen is  to ld  there is no a lternative but to assume 

a position of dependence in relationship to th is  subject. The anchorman 

in v ite s , while the organization admonishes. "News" is  a subject, speaking 

to the viewer-citizen and i t  is  also a part o f enterprise, of cap ita l.

"News" is  a product which emerges from a powerful organization character­

ized by technical expertise and the d iv is ion of labor.

Network news is  not simply a "report o f the day's events;" the fo r ­

mat is  not ju s t a rational solution to the task of dispensing information. 

The format reveals a world o f social re la tions: global industria l power, the
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command o f technology and labor, a divis ion between producers and consumers 

o f "news", and perhaps most important, the prevalence o f a unifying 

Subject. These features are a l l taken fo r granted aspects of the "world 

of TV news," yet they also define that world. Moreover, the v ie w e r-c iti­

zen is a part o f that world. That is ,  to be a viewer-citizen is ,  at 

least in part, to be absorbed by th is  display which situates the person 

in fro n t o f the screen in a re la tion of dependence.

The Anchorman as Safety Valve.

In the previous section, we contrasted viewer involvement with the 

anchorman with possible viewer involvement with the impersonal organization 

and with the reporters—the anchorman's subordinates. Here we w ill demon­

strate that his presence is o f enormous importance even with the news 

stories: the commanding sub jec tiv ity  of the anchorman serves as a regula­

tory "safety valve" fo r viewer involvement with the actual content of 

the news stories themselves. The anchorman buffers viewer confrontation 

with news stories by absorbing involvement to himself. Let us see how th is  

is  done and what th is  means fo r our understanding of "viewer-citizen".

News stories, that is , the actual narrations, have a social h istory, 

including the processes by which they were learned and transformed into 

stories. Obviously, most o f these accounts are part o f a social world 

beyond the viewer's own realm of experience; i . e . ,  the events and the public 

domain of discourse are not part o f most people's face-to-face encounters.

I f  the event is the Object o f the narration (and o f the narration/news-
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caster's knowledge) the newscaster is the Subject who "knows" th is  know­

ledge. For the viewer, however, the Object o f knowledge is the news 

narrator's sub jec tiv ity  o f the event, not the event i t s e l f ,  since narra­

tion separates from the fu l l  here and now of the lived experience o f the 

event. To say th is  is merely to re ite ra te  an obvious point: to be a view­

er-c itizen  is  to be mediated to the social world through the subjectiv­

i t y  o f another. Yet th is  is only the f i r s t  part o f what is in essence a 

double separation fo r the viewer-citizen.

I f  a friend narrates an event to us, he, lik e  the news narrator, 

mediates us to the event; we know of the event only through the frien d 's  

narration. But in ta lk ing with a friend , there are two important d i f fe r ­

ences: f i r s t ,  as he narrates, we can stop, ask fo r c la r if ic a tio n , and 

even inquire about the process by which the friend came to know the event. 

This is made possible by the two-way communication s ituation and also 

to some extent by our shared understanding of being friends. We can lin k  

the encounter with the narrative account with a subjective and evolving 

understanding o f our friend. In other words, our own sub jectiv ity  is 

mobilized.

This relates to the second difference. As the friend speaks in 

the here and now (in  response to our inquiries or in an^ s itua tion) he 

reveals his own su b je c tiv ity , which is  to say, we get to know him--how 

he thinks, fee ls, etc. We learn that our friend 's  sub je c tiv ity , lik e  our 

own, has a h isto ry; i t  evolves in concrete experiences. Thus, our involve­
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ment with a friend 's  narration is always conditioned by our own experience 

with that friend as a Subject, and by our experience o f a shared history 

with that friend. We can grasp some sense o f our fr ien d 's  coming-to- 

knowledge of the event he is narrating because we know the person as a 

Subject.

By contrast, a narration by a stranger tends to minimize that pos- 

s ib l i ty .  We can only reside w ith in the account, u n til the "strangeness" 

begins to pass and we know more about "what to make o f" the narration and 

even at what points i t  might be appropriate to ask fo r c la r if ic a tio n .

News narration is lik e  an account by an eternal stranger because while 

we tend to dwell w ithin the narrator's sub jec tiv ity  o f the event, we never 

get to know the narrator's subjective experience o f coming-to-knowledge 

of the event. The viewer is  only fam ilia r with the narrator. That is , 

the narrator is  recognizable as somebody who knows. However, the narra­

to r does not mobilize viewer-citizen involvement to re fle c t on his sub­

je c t iv ity .  The news narration only refers to events (or a t best to pre­

vious news narration): i t  does not refer to the h istory o f i ts  own learn­

ing. The news demonstrates knowledge, but not how learning takes place. 

Therefore, i t  never shows the viewer how s/he can learn from the subjec­

t iv i t y  of news. The news never teaches the viewer-citizen the p o ss ib ility  

o f being a se lf-re fle c tin g  Subject w ith in the relationship.

For the viewer, then, there is a double separation: from the event 

(and its  history) and from the process by which the event is  learned—
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how i t  becomes the news narrator's knowledge. Involvement is  with the 

narrator, but the news discourse does not convey the means by which th is  

involvement vis a vis the Prime Subject could be in the re fle c tive  mode. 

The relationship is a s ta tic  one, which does not hold out the suggestion 

that the viewer-citizen 's role could evolve to something else.

This double separation of the viewer from the event and from the 

learning of the events, however, does not eliminate a ll potential sources 

of tension. News carries w ithin its  very structure a la tent contradic­

tion which is  variously negotiated depending on context. On the one hand, 

the intervention o f the unifying Subject means that he can "protect" the 

viewer from having to make sense of and/or confront these events. Yet 

i t  also means that there is an ever-present p o ss ib ility  that the news w ill 

appear to the viewer as ju s t a re flec tion  of the narrator's own experience 

or knowledge. That is ,  the news might be perceived as irre levant to the 

viewer, since i t  "merely" reveals the anchorman's knowledge and excludes 

the viewer-citizen. This is the "so--what's i t  to me?" reponse which 

newsmen dread, i f  fo r no other reason than the commercial imperative o f 

maximizing the size of the audience. The orig in  of th is  tension lies  

in the presentation of the social world as an object removed from the view­

e r's  sub jec tiv ity  and praxis. Let us examine th is  tension more closely.

The presentation of a news story without the anchorman's lead-in 

and without a reporter's narration--that is ,  an audio-visual record of 

the event d ire c tly  to the viewer-citizen without the mediation o f the
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news, would rupture the existing news/viewer-citizen relationship. The 

oft-quoted old adage, "seeing is believing" may be true to a point, but 

th is  hypothetical version would raise the question of what to believe,

i .e . ,  the question of meaning. I t  could be argued that meaning would be 

lo s t precisely because the narrative structure would be unclear; lik e  

lived experience, such a presentation would convey no sense of beginning 

or ending. Without the elements of "storyness", i t  is  hard to "make 

sense" o f such data. But s t i l l  more s ig n ific a n tly , such a presentation 

without narration would force the viewer to switch the focus of his/her 

sub jec tiv ity  from the news people to an approximation of a here-and-now 

encounter with the event i t s e l f . The newscaster would be by-passed; the 

margin of separation which narrative inserts between the fullness of 

here-and-now would shrink, and the viewer would be confronted with h is / 

her own experience, rather than the news narrator's buffering presence.

While such an extreme instance is not l ik e ly ,  the experienced TV 

news consumer may recall occasionally seeing a " liv e "  report which might 

approximate th is . Sometimes, the coverage of such an event would have the 

camera focused on the action, and, unlike taped sequences where the nar­

ra to r knows what is going to happen and how to make sense of i t ,  the 

news person may be hesitant. The camera continues to pick up the action, 

the newsperson is d isquieting ly s ile n t, as s/he is  try ing to formulate a 

description/explanation. The uncomfortable aura o f that experience fo r 

the viewer stems from the s h if t  involved as the viewer momentarily is
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placed in the position of being the subject (knower) o f the event. A ll 

o f a sudden, the viewer is momentarily confronted with the respons ib ility  

o f encountering the event, rather than the newsperson's sub jec tiv ity  

o f the event. Encountering the event would demand the mobilization of the 

viewer's own sub jec tiv ity .

"Touching base" with the anchorman, then, may help to discharge 

any tension which may have b u ilt  up even in the course of a news narration. 

Yet while the viewer is buffered from the world by the intervening news­

caster, there is a danger at the other extreme. I f  in su ffic ie n t presence 

of newscaster sub jec tiv ity  is anxiety-producing, too much newscaster sub­

je c t iv ity  (from the perspective of the viewer) could raise the question 

of relevancy of the news to the viewer.

The Impractical Inventory

The structure of the TV news program in its  en tire ty  consists of 

a sequence of news stories, most o f which are short; th is  sequence is  in ­

terrupted a number o f times in the 30-minute time span by commercials and

station announcements. The structure is one of "c lu tte r" ,  and has been
2

characterized by c r it ic s  as an expression o f "fragmentation." Within
3

th is  fragmentation, each news story i t s e l f  is  thus "decontextualized" .

Our airm in th is  section is  to explore th is  theme o f the re lationship be­

tween news stories and try  to reveal what th is  means fo r the consciousness 

of the viewer-citizen.
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Closer scrutiny o f the data reveals there are in fac t a number of 

d iffe ren t recognizable elements to the program. Within news s tories, 

there are two basic categories, which we can ca ll "items" and "epics".

Items are the short news bu lle tins read entiere ly by the anchorman.

They have no visual accompaniment, except the anchorman. Each program 

usually has about 10 items {the range was from 8 to 13) and th e ir duration 

is usually between 10 and 30 seconds, though a very small number did be­

gin to approach the length o f a short epic—i.e . ,  the anchorman read a

story, without-visual accompaniment, which lasted over a minute.

News epics are s truc tu ra lly  d iffe ren t. They are introduced by the 

anchorman, who in turn makes a trans ition  and a reporter appears. The 

reporter, moreover, may then serve as an introducer o f a short video 

presentation, which may or may not have the reporter's voice over. Then 

the reporter reappears and gives a fin a l short statement, ending with his 

name and location. On the 12 programs, the number of epics ranged from 3 

to 9, averaging 7 per show. There were about 3 exceptions to th is  fo r ­

mat in the 12 randomly selected programs: the anchorman would do a lead-in 

which went d ire c tly  to a video, bypassing any reporter. These "short" 

epics were v ir tu a lly  of item length.

Further, there may be one news "commentary" (on 8 o f the 12 programs).

Also, in keeping with the American Bicentennial, 2 out o f the 12 shows 

had a special "human in te res t—h is to rica l piece." These always appeared 

near the end of the program.
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The sequencing of the news sto ries , a fte r the s ta rt o f the program 

is  interrupted four times by commercials and announcements before the 

end o f the fin a l story; there is  an additional grouping of commercials and 

announcements before the unseen voice is heard to say, "This has been the 

CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite." Thus, there are a to ta l o f five  

sets o f such non-news discourse between the introduction and the closing. 

And each such in terruption contains from two to four d is tin c t commercials 

or announcements.

The structure is indeed "fragmented"—there may be over 30 discrete 

units o f discourse in the 30-minute time span, reca lling  that the epics, 

while each a complete u n it, contribute greatly to the aura of fragmentation 

by the movement they contain in th e ir internal structure. From the stand­

point o f the viewer-citizen, involvement becomes habituated to the d is ­

persal and constant rupturing and refocusing of attentional energy. This 

mitigates against the development of some "overview"--!'.e ., the re la tio n ­

ship o f each story to some larger whole is  blurred. This format also 

tends to preclude the emergence of relationships between stories. Block­

age of the "to ta l p icture" o f any s itua tion has tra d itio n a lly  been a 

means by which control and domination are maintained, e .g ., the genera­

tion o f worker ignorance o f the en tire  production process via the fragmen­

ta tion of tasks has h is to r ic a lly  been a useful ta c tic  fo r capital to main­

tain i ts  control over labor power.^ But le t  us examine what th is  frag­

mentation accomplishes in terms o f TV news discourse and how i t  is  accom-
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piished.

For most people, a ll forms of social knowledge—knowledge shared 

among some c o lle c t iv ity —provides a practical in te rest in the world; i t  

is used fo r some a c tiv ity . Social knowledge constitutes an active re­

lationship to the social {and physical) environment. Further, a l l social 

knowledge is predicated upon some existant rules fo r i t s  acquisition.

These rules also may provide c r ite r ia  fo r judging the legitimacy of claims 

to social knowledge: i f  the rules are perceived to have been violated—i f  

the method is deemed spurious—the claim to legitim ate knowledge might be 

challenged. Moreover, the rules themselves, lik e  social knowledge i t s e l f ,  

are largely ta c it  (taken fo r granted) and only become v is ib le , that is , 

become a topic o f discourse, when v io la ted .5 An important feature regard­

ing the rules fo r acquiring social knowledge is that they are by necessity 

incomplete (th is  also means they are obviously in h is to rica l f lu x , since 

they are therefore amenable to change). A ll rules about the acquisition 

and legitimacy of social knowledge have a "surrounding fringe" ("outer 

horizon") which must be f i l le d  in by pa rticu la r actors in keeping with 

the practical interests at hand. Thus, rules require work (a c tiv ity ) 

in th e ir application. Without th is  d ia lec tic  o f "completing" the rules— 

th is  active involvement, they would have no meaning. This reciprocal and 

dynamic dimension to rules is an expression o f the in teraction between 

consciousness and a c tiv ity . The work o f completing the ru les, o f "a d -lib ­

bing" in the application of existant rules fo r social knowledge is  a
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manifestation of the negotiation o f norms in re fle c tive  speech.

In attending to TV news, the involvement o f the viewer-citizen can

be analyzed from the standpoint o f doing the "completion" o f the ta c it

rules o f social knowledge which the discourse manifests. This is merely

another way of expressing that the viewer-citizen "makes sense" of the

news and thereby is a member of th is  community o f discourse. In the

context o f the apparent fragmentation we referred to above, what does th is

actually mean fo r the consciousness of the viewer-citizen?

Let us consider the follow ing sequence of discourse from a news

program, selected at random. I t  appears somewhere in the middle o f the

show, i .e . ,  th is  sequence does not begin or end the program:

CRONKITE: On a stormy night on Lake Superior la s t November 
the ore-carrie r Edmund Fitzgerald and her crew o f twenty-nine 
vanished. Coast Guard searches were in vain. But the Coast 
Guard returned today to the area where i t  believed the ship 
went down and lowered an unmanned submarine equipped with te le ­
vision cameras. From a depth of five  hundred and th ir ty  fee t, 
the pictures confirmed the Fitzgerald 's fa te : The ship s p lit  in 
two and rests on the bottom of the lake, her stern upside down.
Now the Coast Guard hopes the pictures w ill help solve the 
mystery of the F itzgerald 's sinking.

[ANNOUNCEMENTS]

CRONKITE: An administration spokesman asked Congress today to l i f t  
the newly imposed court ban on a method o f tuna fish ing that k i l ls  
thousands o f porpoises annually. Gary Widman of the President's 
Council on Environmental Quality said the ban could lead American 
tuna fishermen to reg is te r under foreign flags and, thus, in the 
future ignore more moderate regulations aimed at saving the por­
poises.

The Florida Game Commission voted today to allow commercial trapping 
of a llig a to rs  in  areas—quote—"where there are serious con flic ts  
between a llig a to rs  and people." Commission d irector E.O. Frye said
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there's been an explosive growth in the a llig a to r population in 
many urban areas, and he said they're eating dogs and cats and 
there's been a growing number o f attacks on people. Trapping can't 
begin, though, u n til the federal government declares the Florida 
'gators not an endangered species. {May 21, 1976)

In th is  sequence, the anchorman reads a news item, there is an in ­

terruption in news discourse fo r commercials, the anchorman returns and 

reads two more news items. Each news item records an event; each event 

is a discrete topic o f discourse {id e n tifia b le  by the rupture each new 

beginning posits with that which preceded i t ) .  Each commercial (they are 

not included here--the two are subsumed under the rubric of "ANNOUNCE­

MENTS") is  also a top ic , but does not record events. They try  to persuade 

to action. Involvement here rests w ithin each topic. This sequence as 

a whole constitutes an inventory o f topics, but involvement is not d ire c t­

ed to the sequence as a to ta l i ty ;  involvement is with a sequence of par­

ticu la rs .

Our concern here is directed to the rules fo r social knowledge 

which are displayed by a sequence such as th is , and to those that remain 

concealed. In the tension between th is  disclosure and concealment we find 

clues as to the nature o f TV news discourse and its  implications fo r the 

viewer-citizen.

I f  th is  sequence, lik e  the TV news program in its  e n tire ty , is  an 

inventory o f events-as-topics, i t  suggests that a basic rule which th is  

demonstrates might be that knowledge about the social world, or, rather, 

the social world i t s e l f ,  is to be dealt with as an inventory o f events-as-
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topics. Thus, one could postulate that social knowledge which violates 

th is  rule would be deemed spurious, or a t least be perceived as problem­

a tic , i f  i t  appeared in the domain of news. For example, a summary state­

ment which situated the events o f the day in an h is to rica l context would 

probably be perceived as a v io la tion  of what "news" is  supposed to be.

But the pragmatic dimension of acquiring th is  form of knowledge must 

rest in the capacity to distinguish events from th e ir s e t t in g - - i,e . , the 

c r ite r ia  which would separate "figure" from "ground". The practical in te r ­

est in being able to come to th is  knowledge requires rules fo r th is  pro­

cedure. Moreover, the practical in te rest would minimally also demand 

rules fo r making sense o f the events in relationship to each other (p r io r­

it ie s )  and in re lationship to the setting from which they are d istinguish­

ed.

Thus, returning to the news discourse segment, we can say that these 

three stories, lik e  a l l news sto ries , em pirically demonstrate th e ir inc lu ­

sion (by th e ir presence), they have a length or duration and are located 

in a sequence. I f  the discourse revealed some clues fo r the rules which 

determine these three factors, the viewer-citizen might have the key to 

the pragmatics of acquiring and using the social knowledge of "news".

This, however, turns out not to be the case.

I f  the viewer-citizen attempts to do indexing,6 that is ,  formulate 

the "etcetera's" to which the inclusion of the three items po in t, the l i s t  

becomes enormous. To only begin, the rules may conceivably have some­
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thing to do with the topics o f: the Great Lakes, ore ca rrie rs , ships, 

water, fish ing , tuna, ecology, submarines, the p o lit ic a l economy o f f is h ­

ing, re p tile s , uncontrolled nature, state commissions, trapping, the fed­

eral government. . .One cannot s tick  an "e tc ." on th is  l i s t  fo r the very 

reason that the indexing is so broad. In other words, the closure of 

categories is so very slight--perhaps "ecology problems (#2 and #3) and 

the fa ilu re  of technology (#1) are import" is the best one can do. There 

seems to be no practical rule to be discerned which could speak to the 

procedures fo r including any of these events. Each topic is  an instance 

of a v ir tu a lly  in f in ite  varie ty; in th is  sequence, news as social knowledge 

is characterized by an incessant inventory which does not reveal the 

gounds fo r distinguishing the topic from the taken fo r granted setting.

What th is  suggests is that each event is presented in the context 

o f some unknowable relationship to the social whole. Since the indexing 

made possible by th is  discourse is so grand in scope ( i t  can go on and on) 

i t  ob literates the p o ss ib ility  tha t any practical rule-making can emerge 

fo r the viewer-citizen. The deployment o f such discourse mitigates against 

the "ad-libbing'V'completion" which provides the semantic space necessary 

fo r the viewer-citizen to make his/her own in te rpre ta tion (ru le  completion). 

Without th is  element, the re f le x iv ity  o f consciousness is  inh ib ited .

I f  the rules of inclusion are obscured, the re la tive  significance 

of the items amongst themselves could po ten tia lly  be gleaned from th e ir 

respective length and sequence. But here again we do not get very fa r,
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except to note that these three stories are items as opposed to epics. 

Comparison of topics between the two categories of news stories did not 

reveal any particu lar differences. These three items are pretty much the 

same length. For a ll practical purposes, the topics appearing as items 

and epics in the programs as a whole do not display a discernable d i f fe r ­

ence in the ir clustering of concerns, except that major p o lit ic a l figures, 

e .g ., the President and Congressmen, tended to appear more often in epics. 

Epics, however, permit the topic to be treated in a d iffe ren t way; epics 

lend themselves to dramatization much better, as we w ill discuss la te r.

In terms of the sequencing of these three s to ries, there is  no 

particu la r rule-making v is ib le  here; the three tiems appear as randomly 

ordered elements of an inventory. The to ta l lack of trans ition  between 

the sto ries—i , e . , the lack o f reference to the previous (or any previous) 

story as well as a future one again give no h in t as to rules fo r weighing 

th e ir importance fo r practical concerns.

This is not to say that there never appears any thematic continu ity 

among new stories. Yet, the question remains, what is  the practical 

dimension of th is  social knowledge? Even i f  thematic links reveal and 

reaffirm , say, that fo r news-as-social knowledge, the actions of high 

o ff ic ia ls  are important, what is the practical import? Passive recogni­

tion cannot lead to active se lf-re fle c tio n  i f  no sense of the practical 

application o f such knowledge ( i .e . ,  rules) is  conveyed.

Let us consider the openings of the epics and items o f an en tire  TV



- 85 -

news broadcast, in the sequence in which they appeared:

ANNOUNCER: This is the CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite.

1. CRONKITE: Good evening. Two more encouraging reports on the economy
today. . .{in torduction to an epic)

2. CRONKITE: On Wall Street, the good news on the economy. . .apparently
was outweighed by another hike in the prime in terest 
rate. . .(item)

ANNOUNCEMENTS

3. CRONKITE: President Ford has made the improving economic conditions
a keystone in his election campaign. . .(epic)

4. CRONKITE: The President also commented today on the sex scandal in ­
volving Dem. Congressman Wayne Hayes. . .(epic)

ANNOUNCEMENTS

5. CRONKITE: As the primaries are coming to a close, Hubert Humphrey,
shadow candidate of Campaign '76. . .(epic)

6. CRONKITE: The p o s s ib ility  o f a Humphrey challenge is ju s t one more
r iv a lry  fo r Carter, who's contesting Jerry Brown in C a li­
fo rn ia . . .(epic)

7. CRONKITE: In Sacramento, Jerry Brown had th is to say about the Demo­
c ra tic  convention turning from what he called a fa lte rin g  
Carter candidacy. . .(item/very short epic)

8. CRONKITE: The Humphrey drive is  most obvious in New Jersey. . .(epic)

9. CRONKITE: The California Highway Patrol said today a fa u lt in the
brake system was the probable cause«*of that bus crash 
two weeks ago. . .(item)

ANNOUNCEMENTS

10. CRONKITE: Secretary o f State Kissinger w ill meet la te r this month
with South African Prime M inister John Vorster. . .(item)

11. CRONKITE: Syrian regular army troops inside Lebanon have broken le f t ­
is t  sieges. . .(epic)
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CRONKITE: In a Mexico City suburb today, the police. . .{item)

CRONKITE: An A ir Manila plane chartered by an American construc­
tion  company crashed. . .(item)

CRONKITE: That Soviet je t l in e r  missing with 46 persons. . .(item)

CRONKITE: France says i t  has decided with B rita in , not to build any
more Concorde supersonic planes. . .(item)

ANNOUNCEMENTS 

CRONKITE:

17. CRONKITE:

CRONKITE:

CRONKITE:

CRONKITE:

Spokesmen fo r former President Nixon today called those 
22 alleged love le tte rs  Mr. Nixon reportedly wrote to a 
beautiful married European woman a hoax. . .(item)

Three members of the Veterans of Foreign Wars post from 
Fraser, Michigan, met in Paris today with o f f ic ia ls  of 
the North Vietnamese embassy. . .(item)

The Nuclear Regulatory Commission explained today why 
i t  called a security a le rt las t weekend. . .(item)

The Senate Foreign Relations Committee w ill hold a closed 
door hearing Tuesday on the continuing problem of Soviet 
microwave radiation beamed at the U.S. embassy in Moscow 
. . .(epic)

And tha t's  the way i t  is ,  Friday, June 4th, 1976.
This is Walter Cronkite, CBS News. Good night.

ANNOUNCEMENTS

ANNOUNCER: This has been the CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite.

Taken as a whole, th is  sequence of stories provides an inventory 

which could go on and on—there is no sense of sufficiency suggested; 

that is ,  there is  no clue as to how many such stories would be required 

fo r any practical purposes. The inventory could go on and on and only the 

time l im it  seemingly intervenes to cut short the flow of stories. Con-
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ceivably, i f  the news program were extended to an hour, the e ffec t o f the 

discourse would be unaltered, assuming the format would remain the same: 

the world is only knowable as an in f in ite  inventory. Since th is  social 

knowledge never approaches completion from the standpoint o f u t i l iz in g  i t  

in social s itua tions, i t  points to no pa rticu la r domain o f practice.

In terms of the relationship between stories, there are thematic 

links and a progression, or movement from the beginning—however, there is 

no real "end", except perhaps that there is a "return" to a topic which 

could be indexed as "a c tiv it ie s  o f the federal government—o ff ic ia ls  or 

bureaucracies," which seems to lin k  the in i t ia l  stories.

More sp e c ifica lly , "the economy" is  the thematic topic in the f i r s t  

three stories. "President Ford" in #3 and #4, and Hubert Humphrey in #5,

6, 7, and 8. A fter th is  range is widened, we find a few link ing  themes 

la te r , such as "airplanes" (#13, 14, 15), "foreign" (#10-15) and "federal 

bureaucracy" (#18, 19). This progression suggests a clustering of themes 

at the s ta r t,  which then move in a myriad o f d irections. The clustering 

at the beginning o f topics about governmental a c tiv it ie s  suggests th e ir 

superior importance over those which come la te r. But given that "the 

economy". "The President", "Hubert Humphrey," "airplanes", "bus crash", 

"Nixon's alleged love le tte rs " , "The Nuclear Regulatory Commission's 

security a le r t ,"  "Secretary of State Kissinger," "the VFW" and so on could 

a l l be the core of topics which are imbedded in events represses the possi­

b i l i t ie s  fo r grasping the rules o f inclusion.
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In short, th is  discourse describes a world by presenting social 

knowledge in such a way that no efficacy is implied fo r the viewer- 

c itizen . These topics point to events, and hence to a world, in which 

the viewer-citizen as a Subject is  irre leva n t; s/he does not partic ipate 

in creating th is  world, and the knowledge about th is  world provides no 

handle fo r any practical purposes in that world.

We might also mention another feature of the sequence. The density 

o f the comparatively narrow theme-indexing o f the f i r s t  eight stories in 

which some aspect o federal officia ldom  is the topic is dispersed by what 

begins to approach " in f in ite  indexing" in the next nine stories. Also, 

s ix o f the f i r s t  eight were epics; in #9-17, only one is an epic while a ll 

the others are items. In other words, the rap id ity  o f sequencing topics 

is thus increased in the course of the program, which suggests a progression 

of diminishing involvement in tens ity .

Until now, we have not mentioned the commercials and other in te r­

ruptions, which are transcribed as "Announcements". While TV commericals 

warrant (and have received) separate studies, i t  is  worth ju s t mentioning 

here the juxtaposition of the news discourse and advertising discourse.

Ads in the course o f the news program can be c lass ified  in to two d is ­

t in c t  groups: those which essentia lly  present the merits o f a particu­

la r  corporation as the top ic , and those in which there are at least some 

degree of advocacy fo r the consumption o f a product o f a service. This 

la tte r  group, by fa r the m ajority, is  usually grouped in two's or three's
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at each in terruption designated as "Announcements". The juxtaposition 

with news is  illum inating. This advertising discourse, regardless o f any 

other considerations (e .g ., normative ones) offers some social knowledge 

which can be readily u tiliz e d  in  concrete instances: namely, consumption. 

This discourse, in contrast to the news discourse, offers practical in fe r­

ences. In th is  way, ads can be seen as "breaks" or "rests", from the news. 

Advertising provides a practical "antidote" to the viewer-citizen 's i r ­

relevance to the world of news.

While the anchorman conveys a greeting at the s ta rt of the program, 

and a farewell a t the end, he does not make reference to his absence during 

the commercials. He neight says that an advertisement is coming up, nor 

a fte r he returns upon the completion of the commercial sequence, does he 

comment upon the in te rrup tion . He makes no mention of what took place in 

that domain. He ignores th is  experience which the viewer-citizen has ju s t 

undergone. This suggests that such practical discourse is  "not his de­

partment." The viewer-citizen is habituated to not expect such ta lk  from 

the anchorman; he remains aloof from the viewer-citizen 's domain of 

e fficacy.

The format o f the impractical inventory of news means that the viewer- 

c itizen  is  in te rm itte n tly  in the process of s tarting  to focus atten tion- 

al energy. The event-orientation, the emphasis on discrete occurrences 

structures an incessant sequence of beginnings in the half-hour program.

For each such beginning, the knowledge gleaned from any preceding news
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story is  largely irre levant. This suggests, as we have indicated above, 

that TV news essentia lly does not re fer to the view er-citizen 's previous 

experience with expenditures o f attentional energy on TV news. With no 

reference to the viewer-citizen 's own lived history as a social member, we 

see that se lf-re fle c tio n  is blocked and the viewer-citizen is rendered 

irre levant to the world o f events on TV news. However, the sequence of 

beginnings also means that membership in the community of viewer-citizens 

is  quite accessible.

The beginning of each news story highlights the event from the other 

events (and non-events). The event may be some deviation from "the normal", 

o r, more commonly, may depict some instance of that normalcy, i . e . ,  what 

some writers have called "routine news".^ But each beginning is v ir tu a lly  

universally accessible. There are no pre-requisites; no p rio r special know­

ledge is needed. The viewer-citizen is addressed as a member of th is  com­

munity o f discourse. A member does not need to learn anything in order 

to carry out the functions of membership. There are no introductions or 

in it ia tio n s  fo r new members in TV news discourse. Membership in th is  commun­

ity  can begin with any news program and any news story.

But what are the functions o f membership in th is  community: We have 

seen that there ar^rio demands placed fo r practical knowledge, except to 

attend to news stories. A ll tha t is required o f the viewer-citizen is to 

lin g u is t ic a lly  follow the news stories. The only practical instance of 

viewer-citizen a c tiv ity  lie s ,  again, in the a b il i ty  to fo llow  the discourse.
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This constitutes membership. Following the news stories, not being ex­

cluded at each new beginning, is  largely fa c ilita te d  by the event orienta­

tion : decontextualization permits each story to stand on its  own. No 

larger framework o f knowledge is ivolved. Thus, each story, as an event 

devoid o f a larger context, recapitulates the viewer-citizen in to  a posi­

tion of zero-know!edge. The viewer-citizen remains with TV news, and re­

turns to i t ,  with the same consciousness with which s/he attended the la s t 

time. The discourse d is inv ites re flec tion . Membership in the community 

o f viewer-citizens teaches dependence--the need to be taught by an exter­

nal agent.
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CHAPTER FOUR

TV NEWS DISCOURSE I I :

THE WORLD AS A TECHNICAL PROBLEM

In th is  chapter, we describe the fundamental dynamic o f the world 

created by TV news discourse and analyze its  essential features. Basic­

a lly ,  TV news depicts a njythic in terplay between Nature (which encompasses 

the economy), o f f ic ia ls  and the technology they have at th e ir  disposal 

(though technology is at times associated with private enterprise), and 

the public. This in terplay excludes the viewer-citizen as an actor, and 

places him/her in a position of un c ritica l dependence on the technical 

expertise of officia ldom . The authority o f expertise, however, is  not w ith­

out its  own problems.

The Challenge of Nature.

In order to survive, any society must solve the fundamental ques­

tions of its  material existence and well-being--food, c lo th ing, shelter, 

health, and so on. Society, in other words, must come to terms with its  

natural environment. The manner in which th is  is  done--the h is to rica l 

forms of social organization fo r such tasks and the technology the society 

has at i ts  disposal—w ill define to a great extent the social relations
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and culture which prevail in that society. How does TV news present man's 

relationship with Nature and what meaning does i t  convey?

In its  simplest manifestations, Nature appears routinely as an extra- 

societal force which "acts up" on occasion and causes problems fo r society, 

as in  th is  item:

Minot, North Dokota, got a ha lf inch of rain today, and that ham­
pered e ffo rts  to build up the eroding dikes along the raging Souris
River. The r iv e r 's  now expected to crest on Sunday. (April 4, 1976)

This item merely records an instance of the timeless struggle be­

tween man and nature. Its  social implications are quite minimal: in such

situa tions, a ll there is to be done is "wait i t  out", un til Nature returns 

to i ts  normal, peaceful condition. The item is  a reminder o f Nature's 

potential fury.

In terms o f involvement, the item is quite f la t ;  the in tensity  of

attentional energy e lic ite d  is  low. However, consider the following epic:

CRONKITE: A storm in the Gulf o f Mexico la s t night sank an o il r ig ,
and th ir ty - f iv e  men scrambled fo r th e ir lives. They climbed 
in to  two big enclosed fiberglass capsules that were the r ig 's  
lifesaving equipment, but th irteen men died when one of the 
capsules became flooded. Tony Sargent reports.

TONY SARGENT: Today the a irc ra ft ca rrie r Lexington searched fo r bodies 
and survivors where la s t night sixty-mile-an-hour winds
churning heavy seas sank the men's d r i l l  r ig .

They entered survival capsules designed to f lo a t free of 
the sinking r ig , but one capsule flipped over. Some o f the 
men in the flooded capsule swam to safety, but the th irteen 
victims were trapped inside. A ll men in a second capsule 
survived. A to ta l o f twenty-two made i t .

HENRY SELDON: We had three tugs on us. One b u ilt  the lin e ; the other tug
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lo s t an engine; and we only had one good tug on us. And we 
couldn't--That couldn't get close to us.

QUESTION: What time should you have gotten o f f  that rig?

SELDON: Yesterday morning. Yesterday anytime we should have been
o f f  i t .  [ In d is tin c t] And yesterday—And the—And the barge- 
master—Last n ight, as la te  as eight o 'clock at n ight, when 
the pipes burst loose on the deck below us, the barge captain 
says, "Send a couple of men down there and see i f  they can't 
straighten the pipes up."

SARGENT: The bodies of the th irteen victims were moved by helicopter
from the a irc ra ft ca rrie r that retrieved th e ir capsule to 
the naval a ir  station in Corpus C h ris ti.

Some of the body bags were bloodied from the violence of 
las t n igh t's  storm.

The Coast Guard investigation is underway.

--Tony Sargent, CBS News, Corpus C h ris ti, Texas.
(April 16, 1976)

This epic is rich in deta il and dramatic excitement, a classic 

"man against nature" story. While there is  suggestion of human e rro r—the 

reference to misjudgment as to when the r ig  should have been evacuated—the 

dramatic power lie s  in the awesome power o f Nature which is displayed.

The next-to -las t lin e , "Some o f the body bags were bloodied from the v io­

lence o f last n igh t's  storm" affirms the respect due Nature. The fin a l 

lin e , "The Coast Guard investigation is  underway," appears as a tag-ending, 

an afterthought. No mention had been made at a ll in the story p rio r to 

th is  lin e  about an investigation. Yet i t  is  the Coast Guard investigation, 

as opposed to â Coast Guard investigation. This use of the d e fin itive
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a r t ic le  suggests an "o f coarseness" to the fac t that the Coast Guard w ill 

investigate. I t  reveals an understanding of proper procedure in such 

circumstances. This ending introduces the realm o f officia ldom , and 

leaves the viewer-citizen with the understanding that the s ituation is  now 

in the hands of the appropriate au thorities. The viewer-citizen, again, 

need do nothing but rest assured of th is  fa c t. This routine display of 

officia ldom , however, does not detract from the aura o f Nature's powers.

I t  only indicates the means by which those powers are to be dealt w ith:

The appropriate authorities.

That the c o n flic t between man and nature is s t i l l  with us is 

not news; nor is  i t  any surprise to find  that officialdom has specialized 

functions fo r dealing with situations which pertain to th is  c o n flic t.  Ra­

ther, a point o f significance emerges on the question of which phenomena 

in the social world are a ttribu tab le  to the forces o f Nature and which are 

the outcome o f History—i . e . , social relations and human decision-making. 

While we would not argue that th is  d is tinc tio n  is always clear in any given 

instance, i t  is  certa in ly  worth considering that some features o f the social 

world are im p lic it ly  defined as being in the realm of human freedom and 

others are treated as facts o f Nature. This question is  highlighted by 

the following item:

Another kind of population increase—the growing number o f poor in 
the world's c it ie s —is the subject o f a U.N. World Conference that 
opened today in Vancouver, B ritish  Columbia. U.N. urban experts 
predict that in the next 25 years, urban areas that already hold 
700 m illion  persons w ill have to absorb another 1.8 b i l l io n ,  most 
o f them poor and unskilled. (May 31, 1976)
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The question of the poor in the world's c it ie s  is  presented here as 

a demographic one. The focus is on the quantitative d is tinc tio n  between 

the present numbers and those projected fo r the next 25 years (from 700 

m illion  to an additional 1.8 b i l l io n ) ,  and the qua lita tive  aspect of the 

increase ("most o f them poor and unsk illed "). This movement takes the form 

of an impersonal and even extra-societal forces: "urban a re a s ...w ill have to 

absorb. . ." Here we have Nature as understood through demographics.

S t i l l  more impressive, is the association of th is  movement with the qua li­

ta tive  description; that the majority w i l l  be poor and unskilled seems to 

be also a fact o f Nature--an unalterable re a lity  to which the social world 

must adjust.

Such a depiction of urban decay and poverty, o f course, ignores the 

fact that these phenomena are largely the consequences o f social arrange­

ments and forces. To say th is  is not to imply the existence o f any easy 

solutions. We are only suggesting that to re ify  a phenomenon—to a ttr ib u te  

to Nature that which is the product of History (socie ty)—alte rs  the sense 

of potential efficacy with which one attends the phenomenon. That which 

appears or is  treated as a manifestation o f Nature w ill simply be perceiv­

ed to be less amenable to a lte ra tion  via social a c t iv ity .  Neglecting or 

concealing the social orig ins of any s itua tion  tends to abstract i t  from 

the realm of a possibly d iffe ren t social fu ture . I t  is  less lik e ly  to 

become a topic o f c r it ic a l re flec tion .

Further, the item situates the phenomenon in the hands o f experts.
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That "the growing number o f poor in the world's c it ie s "  is the subject o f a 

U.N. conference and urban experts is  true, but i t  is also the da ily  subject 

o f the urban poor themselves. This is  reasonably ignored precisely be­

cause urban poverty is  presented as a fact o f Nature. To understand Nature 

—to measure i t ,  control i t ,  and mediate society with i t ,  requires the ex­

pertise o f specia lists. Only those with the appropriate s c ie n tif ic  and 

technical knowledge are capable o f dealing with such tasks. Thus, the item 

succeeds in placing the question of urban poverty in the sphere of Nature. 

This makes i t  a topic fo r spec ia lis ts , not fo r the urban poor or the viewer- 

c itize n  in general. And f in a l ly ,  the relationship which emerges fo r the 

viewer-citizen concerning th is  topic can only take one form: dependence 

on the expertise o f specia lists.

The treatment of social phenomena as the movement of Nature, and 

the depiction o f s c ie n tif ic  measurement and/or technological manipulation 

as the appropriate response, is  quite typical o f TV news discourse:

The FBI said today that serious crime was up 4% in the f i r s t  three 
months o f the year, but compared with the same period las t year 
crimes of violence were down 7%. The biggest decrease in the 
v io len t category was murder, down 11%. (June 17, 1976).

This item abstracts "crime" as some aspect of the social world,

and places i t  in  the domain o f Nature. Dealing with crime is  thus an

a c t iv ity  beyond the practical understanding of the viewer-citizen; the

need fo r experts to intercede is  evoked by th is  language. Crime appears

as something which happens; i t  goes up or down. I t  is  a motion, which
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is  divorced from human action and social settings. This barometric pre­

sentation precludes any in v ita tio n  to soc ia lly  situate crime. This se­

paration from practical understanding means that "crime" is a social do­

main fo r which no viewer-citizen efficacy is  implied--no suggestion is o f­

fered as to what th is  may mean in terms of his/her own a c tiv it ie s . As th is  

barometer goes down i t  is understood that "things are be tte r;" as i t  goes 

up, the reading is  a negative one. What follows from such a reading is 

only the understanding that there w i l l ,  in a ll p robab ility , be more read­

ings lik e  th is  one in the future.

A negative reading, in the short item format of th is  type would not 

be a very dramatic presentation. The abstractness of the s ta tis t ic a l 

report and the terseness of the tex t make fo r low involvement. Like­

wise, the positive trend, which the fin a l sentence depicts, does not lead 

to exh ileration. The minimal fear or re l ie f  conveyed in a story lik e  th is 

is  balanced against the reference to the FBI—its  presence suggests an 

aura o f control. { I f  th is  was an epic which generated high involvement, 

more "FBI presence" might be required to o ffse t fea r.)

There are three essential accomplishments in th is  unobtrusive item. 

F irs t, the item depicts the social phenomenon of "crime" as a quantita­

tive  feature of Nature which goes up and down, extracting i t  from its  qual­

ita t iv e  social orig ins. Secondly, i t  underscores the need to measure 

th is  phenomenon and, by im plication, control i t  (low readings are good). 

F ina lly , i t  reminds the viewer-citizen that these phenomena are the domain
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of the FBI. I t  is  they who measure and control crime. Nothing further 

is required of the viewer-citizen, nor is anything further suggested. No 

efficacy is held out fo r the viewer-citizen.

This approach is  very common. The following item further illu s tra te s  

the pattern:

The government today released results o f its  f i r s t  attempt to 
measure heroin use, and i t  said heroin addiction is  now a nation­
al problem. I t  estimate four hundred thousand people use the drug
every day. The survey made these conclusions: Heroin use among
women is s w ift ly  approaching the rate fo r me; whites are becoming 
addicted almost as frequently as blacks; and heroin trade has 
spread to medium-size c it ie s  across the nation, no longer con­
fined to the large eastern c it ie s . (March 16, 1976)

Again, there is  the deployment of the s c ie n tif ic  method to deal with 

social re a lity . Heroin use is a "social problem"; Social problems are 

measured and recorded—by officia ldom . The language to describe what people 

are doing with heroin is  ins truc tive : Heroin use is "s w iftly  approaching. .

. i t  has "spread", and is "no longer confined." The use of heroin

takes on the aspects o f an external force, rather than a pattern of social 

a c t iv ity .  The movement of th is  Nature is measured and recorded. Not in ­

s ig n ific a n tly , i t  is  the government which does th is . I t  is they who must 

bring i t  under con tro l--tha t is ,  make the s ta tis tic s  go down. Heroin use 

is a problem fo r the government in th is  item, rather than fo r the people 

who are addicted and/or the victims of drug-related crime. This item, as 

well as the previous one, read as departmental reports at a business meet­

ing. "Crime" and "heroin use" become bureaucratized categories, each
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dealt with by the appropriate departmental spokesperson. Each item is  

divorced from the viewer-citizen 's experience (except the p o ss ib ility  that 

the viewer-citizen might be or become a v ic tim ), and as a resu lt, from any 

action on his/her part. The items both reinforce the stance of dependence 

on the respective "department" which deals with th is  external feature of 

the environment.

Thus, Nature emerges as the major force in the world; society must 

liv e  w ithin its  v ic issitudes. At times Nature is  a p rim itive , raging 

beast, causing havoc. Other times i t  is  merely a movement held accountable 

fo r certain facts of social l i f e .  That Nature is  the prime movement in 

the world evokes a need fo r a shaman/expert to intercede on behalf o f the 

populace. A hierarchy emerges; while a ll people are subject to Nature's 

fluctuations, there are some capable to some degree of intervention.

These are the s c ie n tif ic  and technical experts, firm ly  located w ith in the 

social ranks of officia ldom . Their capacity to measure, record, and to some 

degree, control Nature situates the rest o f the populace, the public, in 

a relationship o f dependence upon them.

The Nature o f the Economy

The presentation of the economy on TV news essentia lly depicts

instances of the movement of Nature. This treatment is most obvious in

the stock report:

The Dow-Jones Industria l average pushed up nine-and-three-quarters 
points today. Volume on the New York Stock Exchange was twenty-



- 102 -

five  m illio n , s ix hundred thousand shares. The average price per 
share climbed twenty cents on the New York exchange, five  cents on 
the American. (March 2, 1976)

This is  technical ta lk ; i t  describes a change and presents that 

change with attention to numerical precision. The change described is 

devoid o f human intervention. Movement is a ttributed to impersonal nouns: 

"average" and "prices," which "pushed up" and "climbed." This narrative 

describes Nature, not History. The technical ta lk  conveys the d if f ic u lty  

in knowing and con tro lling  th is  Nature, and hence, once again, the need 

fo r specia lists to mediate society's relationship to i t .  I t  is  understood 

that social well-being is related to fluctuations o f th is  Nature; in fa c t, 

one could say that social well-being is dealt with largely as a quantita­

tive  dimension in TV news. An item such as th is re iterates viewer-citizen 

dependence upon those who are better able to unlock the secrets o f th is  

Nature and impose human w il l  upon i t .

This item is  much lik e  a weather report. I t  is  devoid of features 

which would foster high involvement. I t  does not raise any problems, i t  

solves no mysteries. Like the weather report, i t  describes a change and 

holds out the expectation that tomorrow there w ill be another report such 

as th is . But unlike a weather report, there are no inferences here. A 

weather report might at least suggest how one should be dressed, whether 

one should a lte r one's plans fo r the weekend, i f  one need take an umbrella, 

and so on. The ups and downs described here o ffe r no such practical handles 

to grasp. In a sense, the ups and downs here are w ith in the range of
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normal fluc tua tion—the lack of dramatic in tens ity  s ign ified  that th is  item

merely is  a display of the normal social order. I f  a ll is  well with the

social order, there w il l  be some movement on the stock market, nothing

too extreme. That indeed is the case: Thus the item says, "Things are as

they should be." Again, th is  means the viewer-citizen is  to continue as

usual, to wait fo r fu rthe r reports.

Let us b r ie f ly  examine another instance of th is :

The recovery in homebuilding fa lte red la s t month a fte r that excep­
tional surge in February. Housing starts were down eight percent 
from February's m illion-and-a-ha lf annual rate , and the number of 
building permits issued during the month was essentia lly unchanged. 
(April 16, 1976}

While th is  item does not name the group or in s titu tio n  fo r whom 

th is  information is  a demonstration o f expertise, i t  again quantifies 

social well-being—(the assumption is  that building houses is  always good). 

That the recovery has fa ltered implies a negative development, but the item 

is over before any intense involvement can emerge. The change recorded 

is not a dramatic movement. Essentially the change is w ith in acceptable 

lim its , since nothing fu rther is  made o f i t .  But more importantly, th is  

item, as the others, posits a Nature external to human intervention, at 

least as fa r as the viewer-citizen is  concerned. (Expertise could poten­

t ia l ly  have a ro le  to play here.) The viewer-citizen can only observe i t ;  

the item does not o ffe r understanding or action in th is  domain.

A s ig n ifican t feature of these two items is  that the locus o f con­

cern which they express lie s  with the aggregate. The in te rest in summary
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quantifica tion, i . e . ,  s ta t is t ic s , prevails over any in te rest in concrete 

people who, say, might not have been able to obtain a "building permit" 

or simply need decent housing. Thus, while the item seemingly describes a 

relevant aspect o f the environment as i t  relates to "the pub lic", there 

is no one member of the public fo r whom th is  item is a description o f lived 

experience. The viewer-citizen, then, is cut o f f  from iden tify ing  with 

or expressing the experience of th is  "pub lic ."

The "pub lic", and the "economy", become elements o f a spectacle 

which is  external to lived experience. The following epic nicely i l lu s ­

trates th is :

WALTER CRONKITE: Good evening.

Two more encouraging reports on the economy today: whole­
sale prices rose only three tenths o f one percent la s t month, and 
tha t's  less than ha lf the rate of A p ril; and unemployment dropped 
from seven-point-five percent to seven-point-three. More from Neil 
Strawser.

NEIL STRAWSER: A net of one-hundred-eighty-thousand persons came o f f
the unemployment ro lls  la s t month—almost a ll adult women, find ing 
jobs in service industries and government. Unemployment thus fe l l  
below seven m illio n  fo r the f i r s t  time in a year and a ha lf. And 
with three-hundred thousand new jobs added, to ta l employment h it  
another record high.

I f  we regard unemployment as the hole in a doughnut, i t  
has resumed shrinking a fte r two months of no change. The eating 
part of the doughnut continues to grow--employment now up more than 
three-and-a-half m illio n  over the recession low. Unemployment h it  
i ts  peak a year ago, when i t  reached eight-point-nine percent two 
months a fte r employment had begun to recover. The two parts o f the 
doughnut do not always shrink or grow at the same pace but the general 
course since a year ago May has been one o f improvement; u n til now, 
the jobless rate stands at seven-point-three percent and to ta l em­
ployment at eighty-seven-point-seven m illio n .
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The picture now is o f an economy expanding moderately 
and, apparently, at a moderate in fla tio n  cost.

The three-tenths o f a percent rise  in wholesale prices 
in  May somewhat calmed the alarm set o ff  by the big eight-tenths 
jump in A p ril. Last month, farm prices increased only a seventh as 
much, and the key industria l index rose very l i t t l e .  The overall 
May increase would translate into an annual in fla tio n  rate of a l i t t l e  
over four percent.

Said Democratic Senator William Proxmire of the two re­
ports: unadulterated good news.

—Neil Strawser, CBS News, Washington. (June 4, 1976)

As presented here, the economy is a re flec tion  of Nature's movement; 

i t  is not a social or p o lit ic a l economy. The in te rest which the epic 

reveals in recording and tabulating s ta t is t ic s , again treating economic 

phenomena in the aggregate, denies the p o ss ib ility  o f concern with any 

pa rticu la r instance. The economy is a Nature which has essentia lly been 

transformed in to a spectacle. The record-keeping celebrates th is  spec­

tacle ; the viewer-citizen is  invited to share in the knowledge o f those 

who monitor and acclaim the spectacle, but not to re fle c t on his/her re la ­

tionship to i t  as an active Subject.

The spectacle absorbs in te rest to i t s e l f  but points nowhere; i t  

reveals no praxis. I t  is  a self-congratulatory tautology. Thus, the d is­

play of gross changes in prices demonstrates no in te rest in how well the 

"public" as liv in g  human beings can afford to buy what they need. Like­

wise, presentations o f unemployment s ta tis tic s  abstracts the phenomenon
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from lived experience o f the public. Unemployment, id le  labor power, is 

treated as a factor o f the spectacle, on par with other such factors as 

price levels and in fla t io n . This to ta lly  removes labor from its  h is to rica l 

relationship with cap ita l, as well as from its  lived experience in the 

social world.

The in te rest in labor is expressed as the number of cases of unem­

ployed and unemployed. As a case moves from the category o f unemployed 

to employed, i t  ceases to be of in te rest. In other words, such features 

as the qua lity , purpose, meaning and equity o f labor cannot be given ex­

pression in terms o f the spectacle. They would v io la te  the spectacle be­

cause such topics are po ten tia lly  conducive to se lf-re fle c tio n .

I t  is  in teresting to note that th is  particu la r epic, which presents 

the economy-as-Nature-as-spectacle, contains a pedagogic thrust. The 

discussion of "the hole in the doughnut" exceeds pure na rra tion--"s tory- 

ne ss"--it lie s  in the realm o f theoretic discourse. This model is  applic­

able to a ll future discussions on unemployment; i t  is  not lim ited to ju s t 

the pa rticu la r events reported in th is  epic. And the model its e lf?

While i t  can be readily stated that the doughnut metaphor is  a p ic to ria l 

device which is  easily remembered, i t  explains nothing. The imagery of 

"eating part" and "hole" o f the doughnut describes a movement in a graphic 

way, yet makes no attempt to account fo r th is movement. In other words, 

th is  device may aid the viewer-citizen to comprehend the verbal informa­

tion presented here (or in future reports), but i t  does not assist the
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viewer-citizen to re fle c t on unemployment except as an instance o f unex­

plained movement w ithin the abstract category o f "the economy". Moreover , 

i f  unemployment is the hole, the analogy structures a disposition fo r view­

er-c itizen  acceptance o f something less than fu l l  employment. A doughnut, 

by d e fin itio n , must have a hole. Full employment would mean no hole,

(as the "eating part" became universal) rendering the doughnut model obso­

le te .

While most stories on the economy reinforce its  spectacle qu a lity , 

some are a b it  more e x p lic it  in conveying moral lessons to the viewer- 

c itizen :

CRONKITE: Last month, prices of gasoline continued to drop, helping
to erase those memories of the embargo and soaring prices 
at the pump. A major beneficiary o f a ll th is  has been 
the auto industry, as Chris Kelley reports.

THOMAS MURPHY [Chairman, General Motors Corp.]: In 1974, the auto indus­
try 's  decline dramatized the economy's downturn, and now 
we are pacing its  recovery.

CHRIS KELLEY: For General Motors, the recovery has been sweet. So fa r 
th is  year, sales are up fo rty -fo u r percent over la s t year. 
That's more than twice the sales gain o f GM's competitors 
combined. And fo r these stockholders, i t  means a special 
dividend o f f i f t y  cents a share next month in addition to 
the regular sixty-cent dividend.

What the auto industry's current sales figures show is  re­
newed buyer demand fo r big cars. Dealers are finding they 
can hardly keep the larger models on showroom flo o rs , they're 
se lling  that w e ll. The only real concession buyers seem to 
be making is  a marked movement toward the plush, w e ll- 
appointed, intermediate car, and the hottest o f them r ig h t 
now is  the Oldsmobile Cutlass. Since January, more than 
two-hundred-seven thousand Cutlasses have been made, and 
that doesn't sa tis fy  customer demand fo r them and the 
fu ll-s ize d  cars.
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EARL HORN [Oldsmobile dealer]: In the past few months, the larger car
sales have increased tremendously, and i t ' s —the demand has 
fa r outweighed the supply—th is  case r ig h t now. Conversely, 
the smaller compacts and sub-compacts—the sales have slowed 
down on them.

KELLEY: No one seems to be worried these days about getting gas or
what i t  may cost them in the future. Already there are warn­
ing signs. Consumption is up ten percent over la s t year, and 
the bicentennial highway boom is s t i l l  ahead. Oil industry 
experts lik e  Herbert Hugo predict gas shortages th is  sum­
mer and are worried.

HERBERT HUGO [Senior ed ito r, P la tt's  Oilgram]: Well, fo r th is  summer, 
fo r instance, we're going to have some gasoline shortage,
I'm a fra id , i f  John Doe out there continues driv ing lik e  there 
was no tomorrow. Well, he shows no concern over the gaso­
line  s ituation. He's using ten-percent more gasoline rig h t 
now than he was using a year ago th is  time. So, we're 
going to run into some spot shortages of gasoline.

KELLEY: Some auto plants such as th is  one already are re-too ling and
rehiring to handle larger cars. A fter a l l ,  tha t's  what 
the public is buying. A ll the public needs now is  a ready 
source of cheap gasoline, and none is currently in sight.

--Chris Kelley, CBS News, D etro it. (May 21, 1976)

I t  is  noteworthy that here is  a clear reference to the public. As 

consumers, they have a role with social respons ib ilities . I t  is not mere­

ly  the pursuit o f private sa tis faction . And how does s/he fare? The o il 

industry expert denigrates consumers fo r th e ir lack of social v is ion ; they 

drive " l ik e  there was no tomorrow"—suggesting child ish giddiness or at 

best a reckless lack o f se lf-re s tra in t. By contrast, industry here ap­

pears as a bastion of social responsib ility  and sobriety, doing its  best 

to sa tis fy  buyer demand while cautioning against excess indulgence. Clear­
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ly  i t  is  industry's word which commands respect here. Expertise can exert 

some influence over Nature, but i t  certa in ly  cannot control hordes o f i r ­

responsible consumers; to them i t  can only throw up its  hands in despair.

An important perspective o f the economy which emerges here is a 

notion that can be expressed as: "we're a ll in th is  together and we a ll 

have a role to play." While th is  is  indeed true to a large degree, the 

point is  that th is  vision to ta lly  excludes the idea of any con flic ts  of

in te rest w ith in the economy: i . e . ,  i t  suggests that we a ll benefit or lose

together, rather than that the benefit o f some may depend on the depriva­

tion o f others. In short, the story structures a false unity.

Expertise has now been embodied in the persona of the large corpora­

tion . The message is clear: the whole society is  subject to Nature's flu x , 

but in th is  s itua tion , the viewer-citizen must keep his fa ith  in the

guardians of economic s ta b ili ty .  While everyone was troubled by the em­

bargo (c learly  a disruptive form o f intervention into the economy; an act 

o f v il la in y )  the generals in th is  war feel that things are improving. I f

economics is  only a struggle with Nature, carried out by a society o f

un ity, then i t  follows that command should l ie  with those best suited to

execute the strategy. The public should fa l l  in behind them.

An important variation of the mythic in terplay between Nature- 

o f f ic ia l s-public is  found in news stories where economic Nature appears as 

a positive , constructive force. In such cases, the task o f technology is 

not to contain i t ,  but rather to turn i t  loose. Within these mythic
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dramas, Nature takes the form o f omnipotent-but-benevolent cap ita l, which

merges with a triumphant technology. The public is  v ir tu a lly  reduced to

scenery in such displays, as th is  epic illu s tra te s :

CRONKITE: While the debate goes on over nuclear power, the search
fo r conventional energy resources continues, and i t 's  having 
a big e ffec t on a small Texas town, as David Dick te lls  us.

DAVID DICK: Pearsall, about f i f t y  miles south of San Antonio, used
to be ju s t another qu iet, l i t t l e  Texas cowtown, also l i v ­
ing on potatoes and peanuts and watermelons and b illy -goa ts .

Nothing very exciting ever happened here u n til recently i t  
was obvious to ju s t about everybody: Pearsall had suddenly 
become a boom town--new o il and gas discoveries so big, some 
say, the Pearsall f ie ld  could r iva l the Permian basin of 
west Texas, one o f the richest in the nation. Other e s t i­
mates are more conservative, but so fa r ,  in the main explor­
ation area, d r i l le rs  have not h it  any dry holes.

Oil f ie ld  service companies have moved in , buying up sites 
fo r permanent m u lti-m illio n -d o lla r fa c i l i t ie s  on the outer 
edge of Pearsall. The c ity  is  extending water lines. 
Construction has begun to meet a serious housing shortage.
In the planning stage is  the construction of new truck 
routes to by-pass Main Street, where t r a f f ic  used to be no 
problem. The two-man police force w ill be increased to s ix . 
Until now, crime had been v ir tu a lly  no problem; the future 
is less certa in.

City o f f ic ia ls  wonder how th e y 'll handle i t  i f ,  as expected, 
Pearsall's present population of f i f t y - f iv e  hundred doubles 
or tr ip le s .

MARTIN GARCIA [C ity manager]: We're bracing up fo r i t ,  and we're going to 
try  to take advantage of i t .  We s t i l l  don't want to lose 
our agricu ltura l base, so we're going to have to have some 
kind o f a compromise and accomodate both types of industries.

DICK: The key to the boom is  new technology—improved pressuring
o f the o il f ie ld ,  fracking, releasing up to one-hundred 
barrels a day compared with only ten before.

More than two hundred wells have been d r ille d  recently in
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the b illy -g o a t pastures and the watermelon fie ld s  and the 
ca ttle  lands surrounding Pearsall, the new boom town of 
south Texas.

— David Dick, CBS News, Pearsall. (May 31 , 1976)

This epic presents the drama of social transformation--from a "be­

fore" to a new "a fte r" as a resu lt o f an agent o f change. This agent is

a "boom". "Boom" is  a term which points to a whole c luster o f social ac­

t iv i t ie s  and consequences, and serves to unite them as a single phenomenon. 

Boom is generally associated with "growth", "economic progress", "develop­

ment" and s im ilar concepts. In the boom process, however, as in any social 

transformation, there is also the other side of the coin: that which is 

brushed aside or unalterably reconstituted, not without some sense of loss. 

This, too, emerges in the epic, as we w ill show.

The social phenomenon of the boom is presented here as the resu lt 

o f the technical mastery of Nature. Once the technical expertise was able 

to unlock or unleash th is  Nature in Pearsall and channel i t  appropriately, 

the concomitant social consequences set in motion follow  with an almost 

mechanical in e v ita b ility .  "You can 't stop progress." The boom is not so 

much caused by Nature as by the success of mastering Nature. However, the 

ensuing social dynamic is  v ir tu a lly  a part o f that Nature--the epic does

not suggest in any way that things could have been any other way. The

drama is  not centered on the issue of whether or not the transformation 

w ill occur, rather the point o f the epic is  to capture the excitement of 

the process i ts e l f .
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The pre-boom social re a lity  is captured in the early part o f the 

reporter's narrative: Pearsall was " ju s t another quiet l i t t l e  Texas cow 

town. . the " ju s t" underscoring its  lack of d is tin c tio n  or its  normalcy. 

The every-dayness o f l i f e  in Pearsall is  portrayed in the passage "also 

liv in g  on potatoes and peanuts and watermelons and b illy -g o a ts ." These 

references have strong pastoral imagery—they point to a form o f l i f e  which 

is essentia lly s ta tic . The repeated use o f "and" between each of the 

elements lis te d  s ign ifies  an incompleteness--if commas were substituted fo r 

the f i r s t  two "ands", the impression would be that the l i s t  was exhaustive. 

The incompleteness invites further indexing; the repeated conjunctions 

create a repetition  to which i t  is  easy to f i l l  in more cases. The repe­

t i t io n  i t s e l f  s ign ified  an unchanging social esitance. The indexing e l ic ­

ited adds nothing; i t  affirms more o f the same. Whatever would be added 

to "potatotes—peanuts—watermelons—billy -goa ts" would only a ffirm  the 

imagery: a ru ra l, and even "hokey" way of l i f e .

This setting is the backgrop fo r the new social force of the boom. 

The anchorman had stated at the outset, ". . .the search fo r conventional 

energy resources continues." A quest is  in  progress, which is  juxtaposed 

to the placid Texas town. The onset o f the boom is  not merely an economic 

matter, a quantitative feature. The epic points to a cu ltura l transforma­

tion as w ell. In contrast to the repe titive  inventory which s ign ifies  

s ta tic  ruralness, comes a sequence o f clipped, t ig h t sentences, carrying 

considerable information. The language lik e  the form o f l i f e  i t  s ign ifies
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is  e ff ic ie n t as i t  records the changes in progress: o il companies have 

moved in ; they are building "permanent" (they are here to stay) "m u lti- 

m illion  do lla r fa c i l i t ie s "  (they are here in a bi£way). Water lines are 

being extended, new truck routes b u il t ,  and the police force is being ex­

panded from two to s ix (a touch of quaintness).

The "problems" th is  creates are typ ica l: more t r a f f ic  is  expected 

and the potential fo r crime is referred to. To not expect i t  would re­

f le c t  one's "hokeyness". Also a growing population w ill need to be dealt 

w ith. The c ity  manager is  quoted as saying that they don't want to lose 

th e ir agricu lture; they w ill have to reach a compromise—the best o f both 

worlds.

Then comes a re ite ra tio n : "The key to the boom is new technology."

A few technical terms are used: "improved pressuring of the o il f ie ld "  

and "fracking" can release "up to one hundred barrels a day compared with 

only ten before." In the face of th is  force, there is  no resistance. The 

epic catalogs the changes via the drama of accomodation in everyday l i f e .

The c ity  manager says, "We're bracing up fo r i t . "  There is  no question of 

i f  (normative), only how (technical-competence).

Pearsall is  reduced to an object acted upon; the lesson is clear. 

Adjustment to the imperatives o f the boom (and perhaps, by extension, any 

other manifestation of "economic processes") is the only a lte rna tive , and 

th is  a lternative holds out the promise o f more than a quantita tive ly  better 

social existence. The fin a l sentence o f the epic, "More than 200 wells have
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been d r ille d  recently in the b illy -g o a t pastures and the watermelon fie lds  

and the ca ttle  lands surrounding Pearsall, the new boom town of south Texas," 

suggests a cu ltura l redemption as w ell. This second inventory of ruralness, 

now with the addition o f the o il wells, affirms that the town has f in a lly  

been rescued from its  rural sleep and brought in to  the modern world.

This is the promise of technology, coupled with the power of cap ita l.

In the news stories we have looked at so fa r, the public is often 

only present by im plication. The public becomes essentia lly an object 

acted upon by the forces of Nature and the intervention of officia ldom  and 

technology. Only small glimmerings o f praxis by the public have been sug­

gested, such as being prudent gasoline consumers.

The playing out o f these dramas in TV news creates a tension fo r

the viewer-citizen. On the one hand, the viewer-citizen is invited to

partake o f th is  Olympian vision offered by TV news—to share in the com­

prehension of th is  view of the world, which deals in aggregates and con­

tin u a lly  sets new records as i t  reveals an ongoing spectacle. Yet, on 

the other hand, the viewer-citizen can only be addressed as an instance of

the social category of "the pub lic ." The viewer-citizen is not soc ia lly

situated in the lo fty  proximity of the news; s/he does not reside in the 

social circumstance which permits her/him to act in the world defined by 

network TV news. S/he can only be part o f the public.

Bit "the public", in TV news, is  an abstraction, a co llective  

e n tity  to ta lly  divorced from concrete social circumstances, h isto ry, lived



- 115 -

experience, and even locale. "The public" is  a faceless feature of a 

spectacle, devoid o f social id e n tity . In th is  representation, the crucial 

d is tinc tion  between a public and private sphere is collapsed, since no 

one private person (the viewer) lives everyday l i f e  lik e  "the public" on 

TV news. Everyday l i f e ,  on TV news, is  not populated by liv in g  indiv iduals, 

only a co llec tive  abstraction. Thus, the viewer-citizen is cut o f f  from 

even the minimal practical a c tiv ity  which "the public" depicts. TV news 

discourse structures an unbridgable gap between the viewer-citizen and 

practical a c tiv ity  in the world which i t  portrays.

The significance o f th is  gap should not be overlooked. What we have 

arrived at here is the same question brought out in another way in the la s t 

chapter by the ro le  o f the anchorman-as-buffer. This is  the question of 

the relevance of TV news discourse to the audience.

We saw that in terms of the format, the anchorman may buffer audience 

involvement with the news, yet th is  po ten tia lly  could mean that news appears 

as jm  knowledge and is re a lly  only meaningful to him not to the audience. 

This could be problematic fo r the reproduction o f viewer-citizen conscious­

ness.

Likewise, in the context o f the dramatic triad  w ith in the news 

stories (Nature—o f f ic ia ls —public) the viewer-citizen can re a lly  only be 

treated as a member of the public, yet the public has almost no ro le to 

play in these dramas. This f r a i l  id e n tifica tio n  between viewer-citizen 

and public again raises the problem of relevance, fo r i t  undermines the
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obviousness o f who is being addressed by TV news and why.

Omnipresent O fficialdom.

We have seen that o f f ic ia ls  are the only c lea rly  active social 

category depicted on TV news. I t  is  offic ia ldom  who intervenes to admin­

is te r Nature, via the exclusive monopoly i t  has over expertise. There are 

other social agents who intervene—at times th is  becomes interference— 

which we w il l  examine in the next chapter. For now we wish to make note of 

the extent o f o f f ic ia l a c t iv ity ,  that is ,  the domains which i t  encompasses.

Officialdom does not merely intervene in external Nature, but uses 

i ts  expertise to manage the social world as w e ll. In essence, offic ia ldom , 

in i ts  many in s titu tio n a l embodiments, emerges as the dominant actor in the 

social world. Let us look at some examples.

CRONKITE: President Ford asked Congress today fo r three-hundred-and-
twenty-two- m illio n  do llars fo r more Minuteman missiles and 
fo r an improved, bigger warhead fo r that m issile . In making 
the request, Mr. Ford linked i t  to the slow pace of the 
Strategic Arms Lim itation Talks with Russia. (April 26, 1976).

At midnight ton igh t, such fa m ilia r names as the Penn Central 
Railroad, the Erie-Lackawanna, and the Reading w il l  be 
erased forever. In a l l ,  seven of the nation's f in a n c ia lly -  
troubled railroads w ill be merged in to the Consolidated 
Rail Corporation—or ConRail—a private company backed by 
more than tw o -b illio n  do llars of government money. The new 
ra ilroad w il l  operate over twenty-thousand miles o f track, 
stretching from the East Coast to the Missouri River.
(March 31, 1976)

In both of these news s to ries , some in s titu t io n  o f offic ia ldom  

engages in an a c t iv ity  which affirm s its  managerial ro le toward society.

Each story involves the spending of large sums of money, and the decision 

to spend rests e n tire ly  w ith in o ffic ia ldom ; there are no "outsiders" in
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e ithe r case. Also, both stories are typ ica l o f "o f f ic ia l managerial ac­

t iv i t ie s "  s to ries : terse narrations with low in te ns ity  o f involvement. The 

lack o f drama w ith in the s to ries—that there is  no c o n flic t  or contro­

versy—merely implies a routine-ness in the a c t iv ity  i t s e l f .  These stories 

simply display "offic ia ldom -as-societa l manager" doing what i t  normally 

does. Spending large sums o f money is part o f i ts  normal in tervention.

The f i r s t  item situates governmental spending in the context o f 

the arms race with Russia and the need fo r "an improved, bigger warhead" 

on a m issile . The President "linked" th is  request to the slow pace o f 

the SALT ta lks story to ta l ly  avoids what the consequences o f the spending 

might be on employment, prices, wages, and so on; the spending is a man­

agerial response to a m ilita ry  question. This separation insulates the 

issue w ith in  the realm of expertise and does not in v ite  re fle c tion  on 

what i t  may mean fo r the v iewer-citizen.

The second story begins with "fa m ilia r names" lik e  the Penn Central 

and ends with de ta ils  o f the new ra i l system, which w il l  operate "over 

20,000 miles o f track ." The merger o f seven ra ilroads, the creation of 

a new private company, ConRail, and the sta te 's  backing o f over 2 b il l io n  

do lla rs  become de ta ils  o f o f f ic ia l a c t iv ity  which in v ite  no normative re­

f le c tio n : the decision is  not presented as a p o lit ic a l one which poten­

t ia l l y  had other a lte rna tives.

The Senate passed a b i l l  today to continue, but to make broad 
changes in , the food stamp program. One major change would lim ­
i t  food stamps to households with incomes below the o f f ic ia l 
poverty le ve l, that is ,  four-hundred-and-fifty-eight dollars
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a month fo r a non-farm family o f four. The b i l l ,  opposed by the
White House, now goes to the House. (April 8, 1976)

Here the Senate, an in s titu t io n  o f offic ia ldom , is  depicted in a very 

non-dramatic way as going about i ts  business of passing b i l ls .  The stamp 

program is a part of its  arena of involvement, and th is  arena has conse­

quences fo r the material re a lit ie s  o f a segment o f the populace. That the 

Senate voted "to continue, but to make broad changes in , the food stamp 

program" suggests that there existed the p o s s ib ility  that the Senate could 

even have voted to discontinue i t  i f  i t  so chose. In other words, th is  

simply displays the administrative power o f offic ia ldom  to shape s ig n i f i ­

cant parameters of everyday l i f e .

Further, the item suggests tha t poverty is  a feature of the social 

world, the d e fin itio n  o f which is defined by experts. I t  is th e ir  d e fin itio n  

not the social experience o f th is  condition which previals here. Poverty 

is isolated as a d is tin c t managerial problem fc ro f f ic ia ls .  In other 

words, officia ldom  expropriates a lived social experience and reformulates 

i t  as a domain o f i ts  adm inistrative involvement. The people in poverty 

are thus rendered as abstract objects. Moreover, the d e fin itio n  o f pov­

erty  is  cast in quantita tive terms—fine-honed to the exact do lla r-m ak­

ing poverty a neat adm inistrative category which can be dealt with through 

fis ca l a llocation. The existence of poverty is not, then, a topic fo r 

viewer-citizen re fle c tio n , but an arena fo r o f f ic ia l a c t iv ity .

That the b i l l  is "opposed by the White House" and "now goes to the 

House" indicates that there is  not ye t a f in a l position ; o f f ic ia ls  are
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not o f one mind. But more importantly, in terms o f the news item, i t

leaves the viewer-citizen antic ipating that action in the future on th is

topic w il l  come from offic ia ldom . The viewer-citizen is  alerted to the

processes going on among o f f ic ia ls  regarding the problem o f poverty.

The next move w il l  come from the o f f ic ia ls ,  which means the viewer-citizen

is  situated once more in a position o f dependence.

The Senate has v ir tu a lly  k ille d  chances o f passage th is  term o f
a b i l l  that would establish no -fau lt auto insurance nationwide.
By a vote o f fo rty-n ine to fo r ty - f iv e , the le g is la tio n  was sent 
back to committee. Opponents of the b i l l  argued that the issue 
should be decided on a state-by-state basis without federal in ­
terference. (March 31, 1976)

Again we see a display o f o f f ic ia l a c t iv ity  which has impact on 

the contours o f everyday l i f e .  The focus is  on what o f f ic ia ls  are doing, 

not, say, what experiences auto owners have with insurance. Also, there 

is  once more the im p lic it  suggestion that any fu rthe r action on th is  topic 

w il l  emanate from offic ia ldom . An in te resting aspect o f such items is  

th e ir  lack o f drama, which fosters low in tens ity  o f involvement. The viewer- 

c itize n  is not inv ited  to react much a t a l l ,  only to o ffe r minimal atten- 

tional energy. Thus, the story i t s e l f  conveys an aura o f routineness: 

th is  is  but an instance of business as usual.

The f in a l sentence invokes an in trigu ing  concept: "federal in te r ­

ference." This could po te n tia lly  become a topic o f c r it ic a l re fle c tio n : 

when and where is  governmental a c t iv ity  to be regarded as "interference"?

Yet, not in s ig n if ic a n tly , i t  is  from w ith in the government ("opponents o f
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the b i l l " )  where the concept originates and where the d e fin itio n  w il l  be

decided. Once again, nothing is  asked o f the viewer-citizen.

The Justice Department f i le d  housing discrim ination su its  today 
against four national trade associations o f real estate appraisers 
and mortgage lenders with thousands o f a f f i l ia te d  firms throughout 
the country. The suits charge the appraisers have automatically 
downgraded property values in  white neighborhoods that become in ­
tegrated. And, the suits contend, the mortgage lenders have fo llow ­
ed up by using the low appraisals to l im it  the size o f housing 
loans. The firms had no immediate reaction to those charges.
(April 16, 1976)

This item deals with property values and racia l in tegration o f

neighborhoods, which are topics o f concern fo r many people. The reference

to the Justice Department in connection with real estate appraisers and

mortgage lenders simply re ite ra tes that i t  is  offic ia ldom  which handles

such problems. There is  no suggestion that the viewer-citizen could

re fle c t upon his/her own s itua tion  in the context o f the problem, nor is

there any indication that the viewer-citizen might (to anything on his/her

own, e .g ., c it iz e n 's  legal action or community organizing. The viewer-

c itizen  is  to ta l ly  separated from any practice in th is  domain and again

is  reminded of the government's capacity to deal with social d i f f ic u lt ie s .

Ten months ago, the Department o f Health, Education, and Welfare 
said i t  would stop try ing  to handle individual complaints about 
d iscrim ination. The idea, HEW said, was to concentrate on patterns 
o f discrim ination and to cut down on a growing backlog o f complaints. 
Well, today HEW Secretary David Mathews abandoned the plan, c it in g  
overwhelmingly negative public reaction to i t .  Mathews said that 
new approaches w il l  be sought, but he said the po licy in the future 
w il l  be to try  to resolve every complaint. (March 16, 1976)

Here i t  is  discrim ination which is  a topic fo r o f f ic ia l adminis­

tra tiv e  a c t iv ity .  The atten tion in the story is  not on discrim ination as
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a lived experience, but on some d if f ic u lt ie s  in i ts  bureaucratic manage­

ment. Nothing is learned about the re a lity  o f d iscrim ination, only that 

i t  is a problem which gives rise  to "complaints" that are dealt with by

HEW. The real problem which is  acted upon here is the "backlog of com­

p la in ts ,"  yet even that d i f f ic u lty  is not rea lly  explored. Instead, re f­

erence is  made to the a lte rna tive  bureaucratic strategy ("to  concentrate 

on patterns o f d iscrim ination," i . e . ,  to study the phenomenon, not to 

deal with i t )  and to the obstacle to implementing that a lte rna tive—"over­

whelmingly negative public reaction." The story ends with the promise of 

a search fo r new approaches but also a return to the orig ina l po licy. A ll 

the action here is  w ith in  offic ia ldom . The reference to public reaction 

could have been developed to make th is  item an exception to the others: the 

story might have suggested how citizens could a ffec t the po lic ies o f a 

governmental bureaucracy. This would provide a learning fo r transcending 

viewer-citizen consciousness. But such is not the case; "public reaction" 

remains an abstraction with no s p e c if ic ity . The public does not learn from 

its  own past experience in th is  item. Again, the viewer-citizen is in ­

vited to do nothing, not even to question. The story concludes with an

expression of in tention fo r more state a c t iv ity  in the future.

Some stories depict the government as the o rig in  o f society 's legal 

framework:

The Supreme Court ruled today that i t  is fundamentally un fa ir and 
unconstitutional to warn a suspect that he may remain s ile n t and 
then use that silence against him in court. The 6-to-3 decision
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said that cross-examining a defendant about why he remains s ile n t 
vio lates his r ig h t to due process. (June 17, 1976)

Here again there is nothing fo r the viewer-citizen to re fle c t upon

or do; the news item merely serves to remind the viewer-citizen o f th is

pa rticu la r manifestation of offic ia ldom  which has importance in shaping

social re a lity .

In other s to ries , offic ia ldom  is  presented as the society po lice­

man. Here i t  assumes the "cop" function in its  task of managing the social 

order;

U.S. Customs agents said today they made th e ir  biggest cocaine 
haul in h is to ry—more than $38 m illio n  worth in Tampa, F lorida.
The Customs Service said an agent surprised s ix  to e ight men un­
loading 170 pounds of pure cocaine from a Colombian banana boat 
at the Tampa docks. The smugglers f le d , dropping the bags of 
cocaine as they ran. (June 17, 1976)

The threat, problem, or obstacle to the social order can vary; no

matter, there exists the appropriate state in s titu t io n  to deal with i t ;

A General Accounting O ffice study released today says lax 
security around many government computer processing centers makes 
them vulnerable to terrorism , vandalism, and natural disasters. 
Senator Abraham R ib ico ff ordered a Senate s ta f f  investigation 
in to  ways to better protect computer storage of social security 
tax, and other important records. (May 10, 1976)

The Nuclear Regulatory Commission explained today why i t  called a 
security a le r t la s t weekend at a l l 58 nuclear power plants in 
the country. I t  said i t  had received in te lligence reports that 
two groups, not id e n tifie d  by the agency, might try  to take over 
one or more plants. The a le rt remains in e ffec t through next 
Tuesday, the day C a lifo rn ia  voters vote on tougher rules and 
laws fo r safety standards fo r nuclear plants. (June 4, 1976)

The topics which are touched upon here—food stamps, auto insurance

rates, discrim ination in real estate, the safety o f government computer
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centers, and so on~are merely a few of what could, in  th e ir own way, 

become an in f in i te  inventory. I t  would be d i f f ic u l t  to imagine social 

domains which would not come under some in s titu tio n a l sphere of o f f ic ia l ­

dom. Hence, i t s  power, as an omnipresent societal manager, is  underscored.

In these items, there is  v ir tu a lly  no suggestion o f the need fo r 

viewer-citizen thought or practica l involvement. Each item simply displays 

offic ia ldom  exercising i ts  routine functions. Any one instance is  o f l i t ­

t le  significance. The importance of these displays lie s  in  th e ir cumula­

t iv e  re ite ra tio n  o f the "normal"; namely, the range o f the a c t iv it ie s  and 

the power of offic ia ldom  are such that its  decisions have consequences fo r 

v ir tu a lly  a l l domains o f the v iew er-c itizen 's everyday l i f e .  Yet the view­

e r-c itize n  is  v ir tu a lly  irre levan t to the decision-making process. In 

other words, everyday l i f e  becomes cast in terms o f o f f ic ia l decision-mak­

ing; everyday l i f e  o f the viewer-citizen is  dependent upon—even made pos­

s ib le  by—the a c t iv it ie s  o f o ffic ia ldom .

The Fragile Authority o f Expertise

The capacity o f offic ia ldom  to intervene in Nature and society is 

grounded in i ts  command of technical and administrative expertise. I t  

is  th is  expertise on which the au thority  o f officia ldom  large ly rests. 

Technical and adm inistrative expertise re flec ts  the pragmatic application 

o f science, which v ir tu a lly  has become the only legitim ate way o f knowing 

the world in the context o f public discourse. Science, in other words, 

is  the prevailing c r ite r io n  fo r judging tru th  claims in the public sphere.
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I f  some pa rticu la r knowledge or the methods used to a rrive  at i t  are 

revealed to be "u n sc ie n tific " , i ts  legitimacy would be cast in to  doubt. 

However, i f  there are blunders in the application o f technical or adminis­

tra tiv e  knowledge, th is  per se does not undermine the status o f knowledge. 

I t  merely points to human incompetence!

CRONKITE: A Congressional study said today tha t in  the f i r s t  year
follow ing the end of the d ra ft,  forty-one-thousand men and 
women were recruited in to the armed forces who did not 
qua lify . They had to be discharged early , w ith a cost to 
the taxpayers of about seventy-m illion do lla rs  in 1974.
The study said the main problem was tha t recru iters were 
pressured to meet monthly quotas. The Pentagon said i t 's  
going to change that quota system now. (March 24, 1976)

An item such as th is  serves to remind the viewer-citizen tha t incompetence 

is something that w i l l  always be a part of the social world. While in ­

competence may be an inherent human fo ib le , the terseness o f the item and 

the to ta l lack of personification suggest that incompetence is  a mundane 

feature and of minimal in te res t. The lack of personfication implies that 

the incompetence in the item is indeed impersonal, tha t is ,  i t  derives 

from bureaucracy. Bureaucracy is  not an aspect o f the world which is  ce l­

ebrated in TV news—i t  is  closer in appearance to a necessary e v il.

While o f f ic ia ls  may reside w ith in th is  unfortunate se tting  o f bureaucracy, 

they do so as commanding figures—with th e ir  expertise. The routine work 

of bureaucracies is carried out by functionaries, in th is  case, "re c ru it­

e rs ." Functionaries are d is tin c t from o f f ic ia ls ,  and are h ie ra rch ica lly  

situated beneath them. Functionaries merely carry out tasks; o f f ic ia ls  

make decisions. They have authority .
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The routine deference accorded to s c ie n t if ic  and technical experts

is  illu s tra te d  in the follow ing item:

In Geneva today, a meeting o f in ternational f lu  experts urged 
worldwide preparations fo r  possible swine f lu  epidemics next win­
te r. The Geneva experts said inoculation supplies may run short 
in some countries, and they urged other emergency measures, in ­
cluding the s tock-p iling  o f a n tib io tic s . (April 8, 1976)

The legitimacy of th is  group o f people is unquestioned in the story.

That they ca ll fo r an in ternational m obilization is not made problematic

in any way. The point we raise here is  not the s c ie n tif ic  v a lid ity  of 

the grounds fo r fearing an epidemic, nor the porposals they suggest.

Rather, our concern is  to simply demonstrate the taken-for-granted status 

which such expertise carries and the congruent ro le  o f the viewer-citizen 

in  the face of i t .

This next epic il lu s tra te s  not only deference, but also g lo r if ic a ­

tion  o f technology and those who control i t :

CRONKITE: The B-52 stra teg ic  bomber is  th ir ty  years o ld , and the A ir
Force maintains i t  should be replaced by a new, long- 
range, supersonic bomber, the B -l. Opponents argue that 
missiles have made bombers obsolete and have tr ie d  to block 
the B -l's  development. But today the House rejected another
e ffo r t  to delay funds fo r the new bomber's production.

Testing now is  going on at Edwards A ir Force Base in C a lifo rn­
ia , where on a tes t f l ig h t  yesterday, the B-l h i t  i ts  best 
speed ye t—twelve-hundred-and-fifty-five miles an hour, 
almost twice the speed of sound. Harold Dow reports.

HAROLD DOW: Former astronaut Thomas Stafford was fly in g  in a Chase
plane as the B-l bomber achieved i ts  fastest speed to date. 
Major General S tafford, now the commander o f the Edwards 
A ir Force Base F ligh t Test Center, described that h is to ric  
f l ig h t .
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THOMAS STAFFORD [voice on ly ]: Well, we were fly in g  formation with the B -l.
I t  was the f i r s t  time i t ’ d ever been out in th is  region as 
we continued to expand i t .  And we ro lled  the Pacific  Ocean 
at fo r ty -s ix - ,  forty-seven-thousand fee t and had th is  
beautiful cloud deck underneath us, and the way tha t plane 
looked up against the [ in d is t in c t]  o f the sky was ju s t 
beau tifu l. And i t  accelerated r ig h t on out there. And we 
went approximately two-to three-hundred miles an hour faster 
than we'd ever been before with the plane.

Now, were you fly in g  in the B-l bomber i t s e l f  or were you 
in the chase plane?

before]: I was f ly in g  the chase F-T11.

Ah hah.

before]: I was fly in g  r ig h t on the wing. That was the chase 
F - l l l .

And what does a ll th is  mean in regards to the A ir Force?

before]: Well, i t  means that the plane is - - i t 's  the most 
successful f l ig h t  tes t program we have had yet on an a ir ­
plane.

The B-l is  being developed by the A ir Force to modernize its  
strateg ic bomber force. O ffic ia ls  hope to achieve even 
faster speeds in the future.

—Harold Dow, CBS News, Los Angeles. (April 8, 1976)

The anchorman's introduction sets the theme: the old and obsolete 

(B-52) is  to be replaced by the new and the be tte r—the "long-range, su­

personic" (B - l) . Notice that the second sentence o f the introduction refers 

to the " i f "  question—i f  i t  should be b u ilt .  Though the opposition 

seemingly even anchored th e ir  argument on technical reasoning—that m issiles 

have made the bomber obsolete, th is  is  not examined. The next sentence 

b risk ly  closes the issue--". . .the House rejected another e ffo r t  to delay
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funds. . and we s w ift ly  move on to explore some of the technical a t­

tribu tes of th is  proposed bomber.

That the exact speed achieved in a tes t f l ig h t  is  provided--1255 

miles per hour—"almost twice the speed of sound"—indicates an in te rest 

to ta l ly  separate from any practica l concerns of the viewer-citizen. Indeed, 

the reporter's segment which follows can best be described as a celebra­

tion  of th is  advanced equipment—an ode to the achievements of technology. 

The statement by Major General Stafford borders on the poetic. Such speech, 

"the sky was ju s t beau tifu l" is  atypical fo r a m ilita ry  commander. The 

viewer-citizen is  inv ited  to watch the celebration o f th is  technology and 

to acquiesce to any social changes which may fo llow  from its  use. And 

f in a l ly ,  these changes are depicted as uncontestable; they have the momen­

tum of Nature. They are not portrayed as emanating from the conscious 

decision-making of social groups with specific  social in te rests. The 

technological promise is  universal. I t  benefits a ll c itizens , not ju s t 

those who in it ia te  the changes.

However, things don't always go as planned when technology is applied; 

man's control o f Nature is  at times less than perfect:

The Postal Service is  in s ta llin g  automated mail-handling machinery 
to speed up delivery o f big packages. Well, i t ' s  not always working 
out that way. In Chicago, there's a pile-up o f almost four m illio n  
parcels, mostly books, which the new machinery has torn up so badly, 
neither senders nor receivers can be id e n tifie d . So the a rtic le s  
w il l  be auctioned o ff .  The Postal Service said i t ' s  asking bulk 
mailers, especially book publishers, to use stronger wrapping ma­
te r ia ls  that can stand up to the automated handling system.
(March 11, 1976)
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A not-too-serious technical problem is  displayed here. In te resting ly  

enough, th is  almost anecdotal story does provide the p o s s ib ility  o f e f f i ­

cacy: i t  asks bulk mailers to use stronger wrapping materials. While the 

viewer-citizen is not lik e ly  to be a "bulk m aile r", the story conveys the 

idea o f what concrete steps could be taken to ameliorate the s itua tion . On 

the whole, th is  item simply suggests tha t our machinery does not work per­

fe c tly ; i t  reminds the viewer-citizen that the technological promise is 

not always easy to keep.

This next item affirms the wonderful world that can be b u ilt  by

technology, but again points to the problems involved in order to achieve i t :

The f i r s t  section o f Washington's subway system was shown o f f  to
newsmen today and begins service Monday. The fou r-po in t-s ix  mile 
section opens three-and-a-half years behind schedule. The fu l l  hun­
dred mile system won't be completed u n til 1982. The projected cost 
is  four-and-a-half b i l l io n  do lla rs . That's a b i l l io n  more than the 
o rig ina l estimate. The fare w il l  be fo r ty  cents, except during 
rush h o u r- - f if ty - f iv e  cents then. (March 24, 1976)

That the 4.6 mile section opens 3-1/2 years behind schedule reminds the 

viewer-citizen (via quantita tive s p e c if ic ity )  that predictions are not 

in fa l l ib le ;  shaping the physical environment in keeping with human w ill 

is  at times d i f f ic u l t .  That the projected cost is 4-1/2 b i l l io n  dollars 

is  simply a display o f an impressively large figu re ; there is  no way of 

knowing how much 4.6 miles o f subway should cost. Revealing that th is  is 

a b i l l io n  more than the orig ina l estimate, however, adds some perspective.

The e ffec t is  essentia lly  to rou tin ize  the low c re d ib il i ty  o f o rig ina l pre­

d ic tions. The problem is  one o f the application and administration of
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technology; somebody goofed. But the consequences of the error are not 

serious. An inconvenience is pointed to : time and money. But th is  in ­

convenience appears la rge ly to be a problem fo r the people involved in ad­

m inistering the construction. For the v iew er-citizen, i t  merely suggests 

that the promises had to be delayed.

The fin a l sentence is  a d e fin ite  s h if t  in focus. Here there is  a 

very specific  lin k  to everyday l i f e .  The enormous sums o f b illio n s  o f do l­

lars gives way to money which the viewer-citizen can see in h is/her hand- 

40 and 55 cents fo r the fare. There is  a separation between the recount­

ing of the problems of construction and the fare: is  the fare in any way 

dependent on the time and money overruns? This is  not presented. In fa c t, 

the o rig in  o f the fare rate is to ta l ly  ignored; i t  is  simply decreed, w ith ­

out suggesting that i t  should in  any way be a top ic o f re fle c tio n . For 

that matter, ju s t who b u il t  the subway section is  not c lear—where do the 

funds come from? The item essentia lly  describes an element o f the environ­

ment and provides the information of how the viewer-citizen must deal with 

i t —in th is  case, to pay the appropriate fare . The item precludes the pos­

s ib i l i t y  o f re fle c tio n  upon what is  indeed "appropriate".

I f  problems in the application o f technology re ite ra te  the d i f f i ­

cu lty  o f mastering Nature, they generally do not make problematic the 

legitimacy o f s c ie n t if ic  expertise per se. This is  because the foundations 

o f science's claim to the tru th  are not called in to  question, merely in ­

dividual or in s titu tio n a l competence in transla ting s c ie n t if ic  tru th  in to
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practica l technology or administration. However, "s c ie n t if ic  controversy" 

on a pa rticu la r issues does raise th is  problem. Such controversy is  often 

dealt with in considerable de ta il in TV news epics. From the standpoint

o f the newspeople, the "both sides o f the argument" achieves jo u rn a lis tic

"balance" and " im p a rt ia lity " . For the view er-citizen, i t  raises a major 

problem. Consider the follow ing epic:

SCHIEFFER: The Nuclear Regulatory Commission went before Congress
today with five-and-a-ha lf pounds o f printed testimony to 
bo lster i ts  argument that nuclear power plants are safe.
Nelson Benton has more on the story.

NELSON BENTON: The current nuclear safety investigation was triggered by
the resignations o f four engineers in industry and government.
Three of them q u it th e ir  jobs with a GE fa c i l i t y  in C a li­
fo rn ia , saying they f e l t  nuclear plants were no longer safe.
GE o f f ic ia ls  to ld  Congress the engineers' concerns have been 
or are being resolved, that GE is  making nuclear risks 
vanishingly small.

Concerns about safety caused a fourth engineer, Robert Pol­
la rd , to leave his job with the Nuclear Regulatory Commis­
sion, a government agency which licenses nuclear plants.
Today was the commission's turn before the congressional 
investigation, headed by Senator John Pastore.

SEN. JOHN PASTORE [Chairman, Jo in t Atomic Energy Committee]: We don't
have Mr. Pollard on t r ia l .  The question here is  safety. 
Certain allegations have been made. Now we're hearing the 
agency that has the mandatory respons ib ility  under the law to 
assure the pub lic 's  confidence that these reactors are 
safe.

BENTON: Commission chairman William Anders to ld  the committee i f
nuclear plants were operating unsafely, NRC would shut them 
down.

WILLIAM ANDERS [Chairman, Nuclear Regulatory Commission]: Nuclear power,
and whether or not i t  w i l l  provide a major energy option 
o f the fu tu re , is  re a lly  a decision tha t the people w il l  
make. I t  is  not the NRC or the Congress or the President
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that decides whether there w il l  be a nuclear reactor some­
time, someplace. And I submit that even the question of 
"How safe is safe enough?" is  a public decision.

BENTON: The Jo in t Atomic Energy Committee hears next from expert
advisory groups on nuclear power and then determines whether 
nuclear rules should be tightened up.

—Nelson Benton, CBS News, Washington. (March 2, 1976)

The big question here is  the p o s s ib ility  o f a nuclear mishap: are 

the nuclear power plants safe? The issue is  seemingly being taken care 

of w ith in  the bureaucratic confines of o ffic ia ldom . The Nuclear Regulatory 

Commission, with its  5-1/2 pounds of testimony (suggesting l i te r a l and 

fig u ra tive  "weight") is before Congress, la te r  fu rthe r specified as the 

Joint Atomic Energy Commission. The NRC is arguing that the plants are 

safe: th is  "investigation" was "triggered" by the resignation o f experts 

in industry as well as government, including one engineer from NRC. Sena­

to r Pastore says l i t t l e  but to underscore that the NRC must assure the pub­

l i c  o f the plants' safety.

The NRC chairman is  paraphrased as saying that the NRC would diut 

down unsafe plants. However, Anders, the chairman, v ir tu a lly  contradicts 

the reporter. Instead o f a ffirm ing the NRC's expertise, Anders instead 

throws the ball to the public. He says i t ' s  "a decision the people w ill 

make. . .a public decision." He denies that i t  is  "the NRC or the Congress 

or the President tha t decides."

The reporter, seemingly oblivious to th is , says that the JAEC w ill 

hear from s t i l l  more experts, and "then determines whether nuclear rules
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should be tightened up."

The dramatic presentation here, with several people speaking, and an 

e ithe r-o r issue, creates a high involvement news epic. Yet, the normal 

d is - in v ita tio n  to re fle c tio n  is  eroded. The epic goes to considerable 

elnths to shatter the normal dependence on science. In fa c t, especially 

with Anders' exhortation, the viewer-citizen has been inv ited  to re fle c t 

on the issue. Usually such questions remain in the realm o f insular sc i­

e n t if ic  discourse, but th is  epic brings science out in to  the domain of 

normative discourse. I t  is  very d isqu ie ting, because the tru th  claims o f 

science have been dealt a blow here: which experts know more--the ones who 

qu it or those who claim the nuclear power plants are safe? Both groups can 't 

be r ig h t. "Science" is  s p l i t .  What are the c r ite r ia  on which the deci­

sion is  to be made? Anders enjoins the public to decide; th is  is  ja rr in g  

fo r the view er-citizen. I f  the experts do not know, how should s/he?

What th is  suggests is  tha t there has been a return to p o lit ic s .  I f  the is ­

sue cannot be decided by s c ie n t if ic  tru th , i t  must be resolved by the out­

come o f competing in te rests . This opens the p o s s ib ility  that i f  such is 

the case here, could i t  not be true fo r other issues? What happens to the 

tru th  claims o f science?

A varia tion o f the problem appears in the next epic:

CRONKITE: A new controversy has developed over the safety o f ch ild ren 's
sleepwear. The issue used to be clothes tha t caught f i r e .
Now i t ' s  a chemical used to prevent tha t f i r e  r is k . Jim 
McManus reports.

JIM McMANUS: Tougher federal standards fo r flame-retardant fabrics sent
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the man-made fab ric  industry to a chemical called T ris .
Now, a Columbia University study, funded by the Environmental 
Protection Agency, shows that T ris causes gene changes in 
laboratory bacteria. Many sc ientis ts believe that such 
evidence suggests a p o s s ib ility  o f cancer r is k .

Even though Tris can be absorbed through the skin, i t  should 
be emphasized that no sc ie n tis t contacted by CBS News sees 
any immediate danger to persons wearing T ris-treated c lo th ­
ing.

But Dr. Robert Harris, o f the Environmental Defense Fund, 
has petitioned the Consumer Product Safety Commission to 
protect the public , p rim arily  because an estimated fo r ty -  
f ive  m illio n  children may be wearing Tris-treated sleepwear. 
Dr. Harris wants special labels on such cloth ing and a man­
datory chemical testing program to be done by Tris manufac­
turers .

DR. ROBERT HARRIS [Environmental Defense Fund]: Studies at two un ive rs ities , 
Columbia and the University of C a lifo rn ia , both have confirm­
ed that T ris is  a mutogen. They have used a test system 
which is  being used as a screening test fo r cancer-causing 
po ten tia l, so that i f  a compound appears or shows to be 
mutogenic—to cause gene mutations—in th is  test system, 
then there 's a very, very strong like lihood tha t i t  is  
a cancer-causing chemical, probably greater than ninety 
percent chance.

McMANUS: Dr. Harris said the clothing labels should warn that the
garments should be laundered three times before wearing, to 
reduce T ris  absorption through the skin, plus stringent 
pre-testing o f chemical additives.

Meanwhile, the National Cancer In s titu te  reportedly a year 
from now w il l  complete a cancer study on T ris , and the con­
sumer agency says i t  sees no risk  based on available scien­
t i f i c  evidence. Michigan Chemical Company o f Chicago, the 
major Tris manufacturer, said research so fa r is  too pre­
lim inary to draw any conclusions.

— Jim McManus, CBS News, Washington. (March 24, 1976)

The "new controversy" here derives from man's own technology. The
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technological promise, as i t  solves old problems, creates new ones and 

the need fo r s t i l l  more solutions.

A fte r the anchorman's in troduction, the reporter presents the con­

trovers ia l chemical T ris : some sc ien tis ts  suggest that T ris could be a can­

cer r is k .

As i f  to calm any emerging anxiety, the reporter abruptly sh ifts  

his narrative to say that there is no "immediate danger to persons wear­

ing T ris-treated c lo th ing ." Yet, the next sentence begins with "But," 

to indicate a contrast or c o n flic t.  This conjunction says "on the other 

hand. . ."  Thus, the worst immediate fears have been quelled but not d is ­

missed. A "doctor" who is  a part o f the "Environmental Defense Fund", 

has petitioned "The Consumer Product Safety Commission"—an expert from 

one bureaucracy contacts another bureaucracy-enjoining them to protect 

the public. As he speaks, in  the next sequence, he uses the technical lang­

uage o f a spec ia lis t ("mutogen", "s ta t is t ic a l p ro ba b ility ") to restate 

that Tris very l ik e ly  a cancer-causing substance.

What to do? Dr. Harris suggests labels in T ris-treated clothing should 

d ire c t the owners to wash them three times before using. No indication 

is  given as to whether th is  is  actua lly su ffic ie n t to elim inate the danger.

The image of a man-made technological nightmare serves to dampen 

the optimism of the technocratic solutions fo r the problems o f social 

well-being. Perhaps more important, an epic such as th is  undermines the 

certitude of science as a legitim ate grounding fo r policy decisions. Nor-
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mative choice is e lic ite d . The consciousness o f the v iewer-citizen, 

instead of being to ta lly  subordinate to the authority o f expertise, is  

sh ifted to one o f re fle c tio n . Opening up that p o s s ib ility  increases the 

chance o f unforeseen viewer-citizen com patib ility  with the strategy o f 

instrumental ra tio n a lity  and the maintenance of quiescent mass lo ya lty .

Consider, f in a l ly ,  th is  excerpt from an epic:

RICHARD WAGNER: Santa Nofray [? ], C a lifo rn ia—looking down the core o f a 
nuclear reactor, that s ile n t, v io lent world where atoms 
co llid e  to produce power; the core, also, o f a far-reach­
ing debate: Is nuclear energy a benevolent g ian t—

DR. PAUL LORENZINI [nuclear engineer]: We desperately need nuclear power 
to re lieve us from our dependence on foreign o i l .

WAGNER: —or a Frankenstein's monster?

DAVID PESONEN* [Chairman, "Yes on 15"]: What you're weighing is the chance
that you're going to wipe out agricu lture in C aliforn ia and 
wipe out a major c ity  in th is  state.

WAGNER: Godsend or nuclear nightmare—the argument is  being put to
the voters o f C a lifo rn ia . . .

WAGNER: I t  amounts to a highly complex s c ie n t if ic ,  p o l i t ic a l,  and
economic issue, but i t  seems to bo il down to : Just how safe 
is  safe? That's a question even nuclear engineers can d is ­
agree on but which C a lifo rn ia 's  voters w il l  have to decide 
on June 8th. Both sides agree the resu lt w i l l  be a land­
mark in the developnent o f nuclear power in  the United 
States.

— Richard Wagner, CBS News, Los Angeles.

*  [Id e n tifie d  as Dr. Paul Pesonen on 6:30 show.] (May 10, 1976)

I f  the viewer-citizen is  successfully socialized to make such de­

c is ions, could there be a return to the dependence on the authority of
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expertise which the state requires fo r i ts  technocratic strategy? Could 

the legitimacy o f science be reasserted to i ts  former status? While such 

a development may not be l ik e ly ,  th is  type o f jo u rn a lis tic  controversy cer­

ta in ly  contributes to the erosion of the subordinate consciousness o f 

the view er-citizen. In fa c t, the " im p a rtia lity "  o f the news in such mat- 

teres appears to be a major "crack in the monolith" which actua lly  does 

e l i c i t  some degree of s e lf- re fle c tio n .
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CHAPTER FIVE

TV NEWS DISCOURSE I I I :

THE SOCIAL ORDER OF INSTRUMENTAL RATIONALITY

We have seen thus fa r that in the world defined by TV news, Nature 

is the prime movement. P a rticu la rly  in  i ts  embodiment as the economy,

Nature is  a gargantuan spectacle under whose vicissitudes a ll o f society 

must liv e . Yet, i t  is  amenable to some degree of intervention by the exper­

tise  o f offic ia ldom . This intervention consists of a l l the technical and 

adm inistrative a c t iv ity  which offic ia ldom  undertakes to maintain the nor­

malcy of the social order.

In the course of th is  in tervention, the public becomes subordinate 

to both Nature and o f f ic ia ls .  Officialdom strives to manage Nature, and 

to maintain such features o f the social order as the optimal c ircu la tion  

o f capita l and the pub lic 's  domains o f consumption and convenience. Suc­

cess in  th is  social order is  defined large ly in  quantita tive terms; there 

is v ir tu a lly  no q u a lita tive  or normative v is ion . Also, there is no aware­

ness o f h is to ry in th is  social order, only an ongoing tabulation o f ag­

gregated achievements. Record-keeping has replaced re fle c tio n . The un­

derlying log ic  o f th is  social order w ith in TV news discourse is that o f 

instrumental ra t io n a lity . In th is  chapter we examine some manifestations 

o f th is  social order o f instrumental ra t io n a lity .
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Officialdom 's Proper Rules and Procedures

In the course of i ts  normal a c tiv it ie s  o f managing and fine-tun ing 

the social world, offic ia ldom  w ill frequently encounter problems, v io la ­

tions and obstacles o f various sorts which derive from human behavior, 

including from w ith in the domain o f officia ldom  i t s e l f .  Me have seen that 

administering such co n flic ts  is  actually part o f o ffic ia ldom 's routine ac­

t iv i t ie s .  In TV news discourse, news stories which display o ffic ia ldom 's 

handling of various forms o f social c o n flic t are common. The stories de­

p ic t or imply a setting which can best be called bureaucratic; i t  is w ith ­

in th is  setting that offic ia ldom  resides and carries out i t s  functions. 

This bureaucratic setting is  not one of bumbling functionaries or misman­

agement. I t  is  one o f supreme social power, quite inaccessible to the 

v iewer-citizen. The ra t io n a lity  o f the se tting , and o f o ffic ia ldom 's ac­

t iv i t ie s ,  is  conveyed through a display o f the importance of rules and 

procedures which are followed. The rules and procedures give witness to , 

indeed, embody, th is  ra t io n a lity ,  and tend to displace normative concerns. 

The epic below is  a typ ica l example o f th is  pattern:

CRONKITE: The big drug companies use outside research firms to check
safety o f new products. Today federal health au thorities 
denounced some research and drug firms fo r alleged misrep­
resentations in tes t resu lts , and they said a grand ju ry  
ought to investigate one big drug company—G. Searle. The 
issue came up at a Senate hearing, and Hal Walker reports.

HAL WALKER: The Food and Drug Administration has now found major de­
fic ienc ies  in the animal testing procedures o f Biometric 
Testing, Incorporated, in Englewood C lif fs ,  New Jersey.
The FDA is  considering possible legal action.
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In the case o f Searle Pharmaceutical in Skokie, I l l in o is ,  
the FDA has charged deliberate fa ls if ic a t io n  o f the results 
o f i ts  drug tests on animals and try ing  to hide the fact 
that some o f i ts  tested drugs might be poisonous. The 
FDA has called fo r a grand ju ry  investigation.

DR. ALEXANDER SCHMIDT [FDA Commissioner]: We have noted that Searle has
not submitted a ll the facts o f experiments to FDA, re ta in ­
ing unto i t s e l f  the unpermitted option o f f i l te r in g ,  in te r ­
preting, and not submitting information which we would 
consider material to the safety evaluation o f that product.

WALKER: A spokesman fo r Biometric Testing appeared before the sub­
committee but would not comment on the FDA charges.

The Searle Company issued a statement saying i t  was inap­
propriate fo r the FDA to ca ll fo r grand ju ry  action in the 
p o lit ic a l environment o f the Senate hearing room. . .
(A pril 8, 1976)

The actors and setting are to ta lly  encapsulated w ith in o ffic ia ldom 's 

bureaucratic domain. Officialdom here is represented by the FDA, "fed­

eral health au thorities," in the context o f a "senate hearing." The prob­

lem or v io la tio n  discussed here is  referred to as "alleged misrepresenta­

t io n ,"  "major deficiencies in . . .procedures," "deliberate fa ls if ic a t io n ,"  

"try in g  to hide the fac t. . .drugs may be poisonous," "not submitted a ll 

the fa c ts ," "unpermitted option," and "not submitting inform ation." The 

language points to wrong-doing, but in a manner which does not mobilize a 

great deal o f involvement. The discourse is  not impassioned or s tride n t; 

i t  is  the cool, formal speech o f adm inistration. The eth ica l dimensions 

o f the wrong-doing are overshadowed by references to v io la tions o f proce­

dures. This concern prevails over any other.
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The problem being dealt w ith here 1s an alleged fa ls if ic a t io n  o f 

research findings on new drug products by testing firm s. Deep w ith in  the 

epic the reporter states, "some of i t s  tested drugs might be poisonous."

I t  would seem that th is  could p o te n tia lly  be a problem fo r the people 

taking the drugs i . e . ,  the public But no drugs are named, nor 1s any men­

tion made of the consequences of the poison or how to tre a t i t ;  the item is  

completely without any efficacy fo r the view er-citizen. The focus is  not 

on the fact that the public may be exposed to poisonous drugs but rather on 

the a c t iv it ie s  o f offic ia ldom .

And what are these a c tiv itie s ?  The story mentions that o f f ic ia ls  

"denounced some research and drug firm s ;" "they said a grand ju ry  ought 

to Investigate;" and they are "considering possible legal action ;" While 

the "denounced" does suggest a normative evaluation, the other a c t iv it ie s  

are a l i s t  o f fu ture bureaucratic procedures, which are guided by rules 

and procedures.

The drug companies and testing firms are c lea rly  the bad guys, 

but the story presents th e ir  wrong-doing as the impersonal transgressions 

of faceless in s titu tio n s . The lack of personification discourages 

the m obilization o f normative involvement; the in s titu tio n a l response by 

offic ia ldom  thus is  seemingly appropriate. And In s titu tio n a l responses 

are carried out by rules and procedures, not by normative in te raction and 

discussion, Instrumental ra t io n a lity  prevails over normative Involvement.

For the v iew er-c itizen, th is  state o f a ffa irs  serves to rea ffirm
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his/her re lationship of u n c ritica l dependence on the power and expertise 

o f o f f ic ia ls .  S/he has not even been asked to re f le c t on the fac t that 

s/he may be a victim  of poisonous drugs due to the corruption of these com­

panies.

The follow ing Item is  another glimpse in to  bureaucratic o ffic ia ldom 's

adherence to rules and procedures a t the expense of normative concern:

The House Rules Committee has voted unanimously to send to the f u l l  
House the resolution giving the Ethics Committee subpoena power 1n 
I ts  investigation involving CBS News Correspondent Daniel Schorr.
There was no ind ication, however, whether Schorr would be called to 
te s t ify  about his role in the release of the House In te lligence 
Committee report. (March 2, 1976)

The flow o f action here records the in te rp lay o f impersonal commit­

tees and the House. The focal point o f concern resides w ith these process­

es, rather than the question they deal with., namely the appropriateness 

o f a news correspondent's release o f the House In te lligence Committee 

report. The appropriateness appears to be u ltim ate ly  a question fo r the 

Ethics Committee; the act I ts e lf  1s one w ith normative dimensions. But 

the story does not le t  th is  leak out to the v iew er-c itizen. The viewer- 

c ltlze n  is  not Invited to question the eth ical appropriateness o f releas­

ing the report.

The impersonality of the Committees 1n th is  story not only d is ­

courages emotional Involvement, but also serves to convey the Impression 

o f an im partia l and objective quasi-sc1ent1f1c exercise, an "investiga­

t io n . ” The reso lu tion, the assumed upcoming vote In the f u l l  House, and
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1n particu la r* the Investigation o f the Ethics Committee, a l l appear as 

correct procedures to fo llow  in  a personally disinterested attempt to un­

ravel the tru th  o f the eth ical questions involved.

The stage fo r the future has been set. I f  Schorr were to be called 

to te s t ify ,  i t  is  because an impartial investigation warrants i t ,  not be­

cause some Congressman would lik e  to get him. This aura is  reinforced 

by the use of the passive voice. " I f  Schorr would be called" as opposed 

to " i f  they decide to ca ll Schorr." The en tire  a f fa ir  1s walled o f f  from 

any outside interference. The o f f ic ia ls  have the next move, and the viewer- 

c itize n  can only wait fo r th e ir  in it ia t iv e .

The display o f procedures and ru les, as well as the exclusive capa­

c ity  to generate good reasons fo r i t s  a c t iv it ie s ,  tends to place o f f ic ia l ­

dom's a c t iv it ie s  beyond the realm of v iewer-citizen questioning. This con­

finement of c o n flic t  w ith in  officia ldom  can be seen as a buffer which a l­

lows fo r references to seemingly large and important confrontations but 

in  a manner which renders viewer-citizen thought or action irre le va n t.

This is  a s ig n ifica n t a ttr ib u te  of TV news discourse, because th is  bureau­

c ra tic  buffering often Insulates questions which are p o te n tia lly  quite 

v o la t ile :

A fte r spending more than two years and a m illio n  d o lla rs , 
the Justice Department has dropped a n ti- tru s t su its  against the 
nation's two largest t i r e  manufacturers because o f lack o f evidence. 
The suits had charged Goodyear and Firestone w ith I l le g a lly  lowering 
prices to t r y  to drive smaller competitors out o f business.
(March 2, 1976)

This terse and impersonal item accomplishes a number o f things. In a
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story of low In tens ity  Involvement, the viewer-citizen 1s given a glimpse 

of c o n flic t between government and big business. The quantifica tion of 

time and money expended by the Justice Department is  a rational accounting 

o f i t s  e ffo rts . Since 1t  is  now "more than two years and a m illio n  do l­

la rs" la te r , 1t seems appropriate to ca ll 1t qu its . Officialdom re a lly  

tr ie d  its  best; that Goodyear and Firestone I l le g a lly  lowered prices (a 

formal v io la tio n ) led the government to f i l e  an a n t i- tru s t s u it (the proper 

o f f ic ia l procedure ). That the s u it is  now dropped "because o f lack of 

evidence" provides a good reason which the te x t does not permit to be d is­

puted.

While displaying the large scale e ffo rts  o f the Justic  Department 

on behalf o f small businesses, and an explanation fo r the termination of 

these e ffo r ts , the Item also avoids two questions which are basica lly po­

l i t i c a l  in nature. Depicting Goodyear and Firestone as "the nation 's two 

largest t i r e  manufacturers" structures a continuum of companies ranging 

from small to large. This to ta lly  Ignore the qu a lita tive  d is tin c tio n  

between large monopolistic corporations and smaller companies of the com­

p e tit iv e  sector. The fundamental p o lit ic a l question o f the domination o f 

the economy by monopolies is  kept from view.

Also, that Goodyear and Firestone were try ing  "to drive smaller com­

pe tito rs  out o f business" situates the issue between corporations; th is  

neglects the consequences o f such a c t iv it ie s  on the public. That i t  is  

the public, as consumers, who would be the long-term victim s o f th is  mono-
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po liza tlon  does not become a point fo r  the v iewer-citizen to re f le c t upon.

The bureaucratic buffer is  not impermeable, however. The fo llow ­

ing epic, unusually long, 1s situated to ta l ly  w ith in  o ffic ia ldom , as the 

previous stories were. Yet i ts  capacity to mobilze u n c ritica l dependence 

1s problematic:

WALTER CRONKITE: Good evening.

The Senate In te lligence Committee has issued the most de­
ta ile d  report of CIA operations ever disclosed pub lic ly . 
But, y ie ld ing  to the Adm inistration's plea fo r  secrecy, 
the committee voted to le t  the f u l l  Senate decide v/hether 
to t e l l  what America’ s spying costs. More from Jed 
Duvall.

JED DUVALL: The six-hundred page report that was handed to reporters
today reviews th ir ty  years o f U.S. in te lligence operations, 
electronics and drug experiments, makes some o f f ic ia ls  
angry about what i t  reveals, and angers others over what 
i t  leaves out.

Some new disclosures--

--Pointing to a need fo r espionage and counter-espionage 
services, the report says there are a t least four-hun­
dred Soviet agents 1n the U.S

--On covert operations overseas, the report quotes a CIA 
sta tion ch ie f as saying: "any aspiring p o lit ic ia n  a l­
most automatically would come to the CIA to see 1f we 
could help get him elected. . .they were wards o f the 
United States. . ."

--Operations in C h ile -~ th irty -th ree  o f them from 1963 
t o . '74, twenty-five o f them done without congressional 
consultation.

—The CIA gave a hundred-seventy-thousand dollars 1n 1974, 
a lik e  amount the next year, to an unnamed Vietnamese 
in s titu t io n  to help manipulate opinion in  the U.S. and 
in the Congress to support the war. The g if ts  back-
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f ire d  as the publications created s t i l l  more controversy.

--The agency published or helped favored w rite rs to pub­
lis h  more than a thousan books In the '50s and '60s, 
two-hundred-f1fty others since 1967. The t i t le s  and 
authors have not been revealed.

Indeed, the report i t s e l f  was purged o f much of the de­
t a i l  about the CIA's connections w ith professors, univer­
s ity  adm inistrators, students, and other e ffo rts  to in ­
fluence opinion at home and abroad.

Another major item missing from the report: the annual 
budget, estimated in the b il l io n s —in the middle of a 
blank space, simply the word, "deleted". The committee 
voted today, six to f iv e ,  to send the budget issue to 
the f u l l  Senate.

Of a l l the recommendations in the report, one of them w il l 
cause the main f ig h t  in the Senate: tha t covert actions 
should be more s t r ic t ly  defined and should get p r io r ap­
proval o f a committee yet to be created. Chairman 
Frank Church w i l l  lead the f ig h t fo r  tha t key element.

SEN. FRANK CHURCH [Chairman, Senate In te lligence Committee]: When we
im ita te the Russians in our dealings w ith foreign people 
by resorting , as we so often have done in  the past, to 
blackmail, bribery, fa lse  propaganda, abduction, conspir­
acy to murder—that [s ic ]  we demean ourselves and betray 
our own princ ip les.

DUVALL: Two senators—Goldwater o f Arizona and Tower o f Texas—
did not sign the report. Baker o f Tennessee signed by 
has many o f the same reservations as the others: tha t i ts  
release could endanger national security ; and tha t the 
recommendations represent overreaction. Three Democrats 
—Mondale of Minnesota, Hart o f Michigan, and Hart o f 
Colorado—complained tha t too much has been edited out 
to protect the in te lligence  agencies.

There are other complaints. CBS News learned tha t many 
s ta ff  members are disgruntled a t the report's  lim ita tio n s , 
claiming that the committee only looked where the agen­
cies allowed 1t to . Some s ta ffe rs  said Chairman Church, 
seeking to wind up the task to run fo r President, caved
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1n to in te lligence  community presures to weaken the re ­
port.

—Jed Duvall, CBS News, Washington. (April 26, 1976)

[ANNOUNCEMENTS]

The immediate focus of the c o n flic t is  w ith in offic ia ldom  i t s e l f — 

the Senate (Including the personification of Sen. Church), the administra­

t io n , and the CIA. There is  a dramatic build-up o f the impending f ig h t in 

the Senate; o f f ic ia ls  are angry and polarized. The d e ta il, the urgency 

conveyed by the new record set by th is  "most detailed report o f CIA oper­

ations ever disclosed p u b lic ly ,"  and the personification make th is  a story 

o f high in te ns ity  involvement.

Yet, behind th is  immediate drama o f o f f ic ia ls  1n c o n flic t is  the 

basic question of secrecy and national security vs. the free flow of im­

portant information to the public. This drama is  only alluded to by im p li­

cation, but the primary c o n flic t between o f f ic ia ls  1s predicated upon th is  

question. Moreover, i t  is  th is  lurking problem which is  the key to under­

standing why th is  epic is  not as successful as other stories we have looked 

a t in mobilizing an unreflectlve v iewer-citizen. The anchorman refers to 

"the Adm inistration's plea fo r secrecy." Secrecy w i l l  have import on the 

public; 1t 1s the public, by Im plication, who w il l  experience the conse­

quences o f th is  decision, not ju s t some other in s titu t io n  o f offic ia ldom . 

Recent h is to ry  has shown tha t th is  1s not a t r iv ia l  question (e .g ., V ie t­

nam, Watergate),

But o f s t i l l  greater significance in terms o f viewer-citizen re fle c -
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tlon  is  tha t the issue lie s  beyond the domain covered by proper ru les.

That the Issue w il l  be fought over in the Senate, that the Administration 

1s pleading, indicates tha t there are no existing procedures to handle i t .  

Thus, the c r ite r ia  fo r  se ttlin g  the question must be located w ith in the 

domain of p o lit ic a l choices. Normative decision, not the neutral ap p li­

cation o f Impersonal ru les , w i l l  se ttle  the matter. This 1s an opening 

which, while not strongly in v it in g , may at least ja r  the v iewer-citizen. 

Making decisions fo r  which there are no p rio r set rules and procedures 

Increases the chance that power holders may appear to be serving th e ir  own 

Interests. This is because such decisions are problematic topics—they 

are not routine—and may require some explanation and ju s tif ic a t io n .

We see here a potential contradiction. On the one hand, the need 

fo r  maintaining viewer-citizen attention to  the news necessitates some 

stories of high in tens ity  involvement with d e ta il,  drama, and the appear­

ance of some concrete consequences fo r the lived experiences of the public. 

(A news show consisting only o f Items could not compete with the other 

networks; i t  would not hold the attentional energy o f the v iew er-c itizen .) 

Yet, on the other hand, th is  tendency of intense involvement begins to 

move toward the p o s s ib ility  of In v itin g  v iewer-citizen questioning.

The instrumental ra tiona lt1y  of o ffic ia ldom 's  a c tiv it ie s  does not 

make good drama. Yet good drama, which centers on the display o f human 

choice-making, i . e . ,  s u b je c tiv ity , Increases the potential fo r re fle c tio n . 

Choices seemingly grounded in self-conscious social in terests ( i . e . ,  

norms) are d i f f ic u l t  to ju s t i fy  via instrumental ra t io n a lity . The ra tio n -
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a le o f  the ob jective, functional means 1s displaced by the revelation of 

awareness of subjective, normative goals.

This dlleima reca lls  the problem generated by making s c ie n tif ic  

claims the point o f a pro and con jo u rn a lis tic  treatment. This tended 

to undermine the certitude o f a un ified s c ie n t if ic  tru th , on which the 

au thority  of expertise 1s grounded. In both cases, the Imperatives of 

jo u rn a lis tic  format are po ten tia lly  a t odds with the maintenance o f sub­

ordinate viewer-citizen consciousness.

I r ra t io n a lity  and Interference

I f  the social order is  predicated upon the Instrumental interven­

tio n  o f o f f ic ia ls ,  and the non-obstruction o f a ll others, I t  follows that 

ir ra t io n a lity  is  a conrete threat to the social order. Also, interference, 

by inappropriate forces, while not necessarily a d irec t threat or a to ta l 

lapse of ra t io n a lity , takes on the character o f troublesome obstruction­

ism.

ROGER MUDD: In Washington, a new study by the Treasury Dept, has
concluded that breaking up the nation's big o i l compan­
ies would have a negative impact on the U.S. economy,
Including higher consumer prices and more dependence on 
foreign energy sources. The study said o i l prices and 
supplies are determined prim arily  by the OPEC countries, 
not by the major o i l companies. The o f f ic ia ls  said 
the study was made 1n response to proposed leg is la tion  
to require the big o i l  companies to end th e ir  control 
o f supplies from the well to the gas tank. (June 17, 1976)

In th is  Item, a "new study" by offic ia ldom  provides unchallengable good

reasons fo r  the maintenance of I ts  present po lic ies toward the large o il
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monopolies. This presentation translates a p o lit ic a l question Into the 

fa m ilia r formulation o f an issue fo r technical experts who are situated 

w ith in closed bureaucracies. But there 1s more. The reference to OPEC 

countries 1s an a llus ion to meddlesome interference 1n a rationa l social 

order which 1s apparently global 1n scope. Their obstructionism 1s clear­

ly  a nuisance to the smooth functioning o f the soda! order.

Interference 1s a challenge which has to dealt with by the approp­

r ia te  response, as th is  excerpt from an epic makes clear:

SCHIEFFER: Secretary o f State Kissinger vowed today [ th a t]  the
United States w il l  not hesitate to confront Soviet ad­
venturism wherever i t  occurs. Later, the State Depart­
ment announced postponement of three U.S.-Soviet 
jo in t  commission meetings. More on that from Bernard 
Kalb.

BERNARD KALB: The U.S. decision not to do business as usual with the
Russians 1s based on th e ir  massive shipments of m i l i ­
ta ry  equipment to Angola. I t  comes a fte r weeks of warn­
ings by Kissinger that the po licy o f detente could be
affected by such Soviet a c t iv ity  and represents the 
f i r s t  known re ta lia to ry  moves by Washington to  penalize 
Moscow fo r  th e ir  Angolan involvement.

The three commissions are not regarded as high p r io r ity .  
They deal w ith housing, commerce, and energy. And the 
State Department emphasized tha t these penalties—to 
use the o f f ic ia l word—did not apply to such major areas 
as the sale o f U.S. grain to Russia or negotiations on 
stra teg ic weapons. . .(March 16, 1976)

Kissinger's vow is  a display o f firm  in te n tio n a lity . "Adventurism" 

smacks o f an Irresponsible self-indulgence. The Soviets apparently do 

not understand the ra tiona l manner 1n which the social order 1s to be

dealt w ith . Consequently, they w i l l  have to be "penalized," in  the hope



- 150 -

tha t they learn th e ir  lesson. While the penalty I ts e l f  1s not severe,

1t 1s the mode of response by U.S. o ffic ia ldom —invoking a penalty— 

which reveals the appropriate stance toward reckless meddling by outsiders.

I f  such interference can be dealt w ith by diplomatic penalties, 1t 

suggests tha t the transgressors are situated at least w ith in the outer 

lim its  o f mutual social understanding. True I r ra t io n a lity ,  as 1t appears 

on TV news, seems to emanate from an extra-human source. I t  is  v ir tu a lly  

a manifestation o f a raging unleashed Nature:

MUDD: More than 50 people have been reported k ille d  during
two days o f r io tin g  near Johannesburg, South A frica . We 
have a report from Robin Wright.

ROBIN WRIGHT: South A fr ic a 's  worst rac ia l disorder in 16 years s t i l l
appears to be out o f control as angry mobs roam the 
streets o f Soweto, the black township outside Johannes­
burg, During the second day o f violence, post o ffice s , 
homes, hospitals and government buildings have been set 
on f i r e .  Twenty-two buses and hundreds o f cars have 
been destroyed.

Police roadblocks prevent a l l  whites from entering the 
area, but reporters on the ou tsk irts  can hear sporadic 
f ir in g .  Demonstrators are fig h tin g  back w ith rocks, 
shovels, pick axes, knives and Iron bars.

Rioting spread tonight throught the sprawling township, 
inhabited by over one m illio n  blacks. The demonstra­
tion  now appears to cover broader rac ia l issues tha t ju s t 
the language dispute that sparked yesterday's outbreak.

— Robin Wright, fo r  CBS News, Johannesburg. (June 17, 1976)

The report presents the r io ts  as a morbidly fascinating spectacle. 

The r io ts  have set a new record fo r  the past 16 years; the e ffects  are 

itemized and even tabulated {" . . .22 buses"). The "violence"—an expres-
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slon of I r ra t io n a lity —has claimed "post o ffice s , homes, hospita ls, and 

government bu ild ings;" a l l o f these casulatles are strong symbols o f the 

ra t io n a lity  of the social order. The drama pivots on the Irra tio n a l out­

burst which threatens the social order. The dramatic movement of the story 

Invokes the need to return to normalcy—a reassertion of "co n tro l."

The r io tin g  i t s e l f  is  presented as an act outside o f h is to ry . I t  

1s v ir tu a lly  devoid o f human su b je c tiv ity  and becomes a manifestation o f 

a force from beyond the brink o f understandable human responses. There 

are no real references to social circumstances to ju s t i fy  th is  act. The 

f in a l sentence refers to "issues" and a "dispute". But the Im plication 

is  tha t surely such differences can be discussed 1n a reasonable fashion.

I f  not, th is  underscores the to ta l Illeg itim acy o f the act—i t  1s sense­

less.

While the story manages to avoid any reference to the systematic 

oppression o f racism, i ts  major accomplishment 1s to portray r io tin g  as 

u ltim ate ly  a random act. Such acts may appear at any time, and hence are 

an ever-present potential threat. Like the movements o f Nature which evoke 

the need fo r experts to intervene, th is  type o f threat evokes the need fo r  

a strong pol1ce/m1l1tary function to protect the social order. Again, 

the v1ewer-c1t1zen is  cast in a re la tionsh ip o f dependence, in th is  case, 

on the power o f coercive In s titu tio n s .

A f in a l aspect o f which we must take note is  that in the presenta­

tion  o f r io tin g  as ille g it im a te  and senseless, to ta l ly  beyond the 

realm o f ra tiona l human behavior, the vlewer-citlzen 1s prevented from
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becoming aware o f desperation as a motivating force behind human actions. 

This not only prevents the v iewer-cltlzen from empathizing with such actors 

as these r io te rs , but also m itigates against an understanding that th is  

may be a sentiment w ith in  him /herself which may have v a lid ity .  Any glim­

mer of 1t w ith in  h is/her own consciousness could then be taken as a de­

fic iency  or even be a source o f anxiety--thus furthering the dependence

on those who can stamp out such demons.

While each Instance o f " Irra tio n a l violence" appears as random, TV 

news discourse creates a pattern o f the phenomenon; i t  is  ty p ic a lly  an 

a ttr ib u te  o f te r ro r is ts , g u e rr illa s , insurgents, rad ica ls, and crim inals. 

Two Items w i l l  c lea rly  I l lu s tra te  th is :

CRONKITE: In a Mexico C ity suburb today, the police were lined up
fo r morning r o l l  c a ll outside th e ir sta tion house. Four
cars f i l le d  w ith le f t i s t  te rro r is ts  came screaming down
the s tree t. The te rro r is ts  opened f i r e  w ith machine guns, 
then surged Inside the station house. When 1t was 
over, s ix  policemen were dead, four wounded. The te r ­
ro r is ts  got away. (June 4, 1976)

SCHIEFFER: Israel was having more problems today with Arab unrest
along the occupied West Bank of the Jordan River In 
East Jerusalem, r io t  police clashed w ith hundreds of Arab 
demonstrators protesting Is ra e li ru le . No In ju ries  
were reported. Yesterday, Is ra e li o f f ic ia ls  Imposed a 
twenty-four hour curfew on the West Bank town o f Ramallah 
fo llow ing a month o f r io tin g . (March 16, 1976)

In the f i r s t  Item, " le f t is t  te rro r is ts  came screaming down the s tree t. . . 

opened f i r e .  . .surged inside the sta tion house." An act o f senseless 

violence, which Intruded upon the normal order o f events ("morning ro l l 

c a l l" ) .  The attack comes out o f nowhere, w ith no reason other than that
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the perpetrators are " le f t is t  te r ro r is ts ."  That they get away Indicates 

tha t Irra tio n a l violence 1s not easily controlled

The key to the second Item 1s the phrase "Arab unrest." The ethnic 

Id e n tity  apparently 1s an explanation of the phenomenon. The Imposition 

o f a 24 hour curfew 1s an reasonable thing to do given "a month of r io t ­

ing". "Arab unrest" here 1s a force w ith in Nature, which requires strong 

measures to counteract 1t. "Arab unrest" does not fo llow  proper rules 

and procedures; i t  1s ir ra tio n a l.  Hence, firm  reactions to 1t are accept­

able and reasonable.

Cooperative Capital, Unreasonable Labor

Within the social order o f instrumental ra t io n a lity ,  capita l and 

labor—the large corporations and the workforce—each has a ro le  to play. 

The large corporations have appeared, as we w il l  re c a ll, as p il la rs  o f 

sobriety and social resp on s ib ility , as well as possessors of technical com­

petence. Labor has not been very manifest; Indeed, in eV news, labor 

takes the form of an abstract aggregate factor o f the economic system. 

Rarely does 1t take on the character o f a Subject acting in the social 

world. When 1t does, i t  is  most often 1n the context o f s trikes or other 

types of co n flic ts . Thus, the very presence o f labor as an actor 1n the 

social order may signal a negative aura. The treatment o f labor co n flic ts  

suggests a great deal about the respective locations of the capital and 

labor 1n the social order. The follow ing epic Is a v ir tu a l m orality play 

1n th is  regard;
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CRONKITE: A new survey o f state unemployment rates shows a wide
d ispa rity  1n the number o f jobs available across the 
nation. . .In  one o f those, New York, there 's one commun­
i t y  with a unique attack on the problem, as M itchell 
Krauss reports.

MITCHELL KRAUSS: Jamestown, New York—population, forty-thousand—a c ity  
with a l l  the outward signs of the economic slump th a t's  
le f t  the Northeast w ith a ten-and-a-half percent unem­
ployment ra te , two points above the U.S. average.

When the te x t ile  industry abandoned th e ir  old m ills  
along the r iv e r  and moved south a fte r World War Two, 
Jamestown attracted fu rn itu re  manufacturing. But by the 
'60s, tha t, too, began pu lling out and heading south.
In 1971, the bottom fe l l  out, when A rt Metal Company, which 
had b u il t  the largest factory in New York State since 
the war, went out o f business and la id  o f f  seven-hundred 
workers.

Jamestown had one other problem. With eighty percent 
o f the c ity 's  work force unionized, 1t had a f if ty -y e a r  
h istory of b it te r  labor re la tions—wildcat strikes and 
lockouts. I t  was known as a bad labor town.

But much o f th a t ’s changed, due mainly to a unique ex­
periment 1n labor-management cooperation.

MAN [addressing group]: I f  you could design a company from scratch, what
would tha t organization look like?

KRAUSS: From tha t time when both sides wouldn't even be.seen
together, labor and management are now meeting opening 
on a regular basis. This communication has produced 
Ideas on how to avoid layoffs and how to keep plants 
open. For management, I t 's  meant higher productiv ity , 
and fo r labor, better working conditions. [ .  . , ]

KRAUSS: The labor-management committee is  composed o f twenty-
f iv e  companies and ten unions. What about tha t old fear
tha t the unions are getting too cozy with management?

JOSEPH MASON [machinists union]: I f  keeping jobs 1s wrong, then, you
know, what we're doing 1s wrong.

KRAUSS: The Jamestown success story 1s spreading. A fte r s it t in g
id le  fo r  three years, tha t m lllion-square-foot plant Is
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gearing up again, th is  time to produce diesel engines. 
The Cumnlns Company promises f if te e n  hundred new jobs. 
Though the c ity  s t i l l  has major problems—unemployment 
went up in the la s t two months, there is  a new co n fi­
dence among Jamestown workers tha t the labor-management 
committee is at least buying them time.

— M itchell Krauss, CBS News, Jamestown, N.Y.
(April 16, 1976)

The anchorman Introduces the theme, unemployment, and a novel way 

fo r  dealing w ith i t .  The reporter then gives a survey o f past develop­

ments in  the community o f Jamestown to indicate the kinds o f problems 

i t  has had to face. The Inventory ends w ith a f in a l top ic , whose Impor­

tance is  indicated by I ts  m in i-in troduction , "Jamestown had one other 

problem." The problem 1s "a f i f t y  year h isto ry of b it te r  labor re la tions 

. . In te res ting ly  enough, tha t phrase is  immediately preceded by 

"With eighty percent o f the c ity 's  work force unionized. . suggesting 

tha t the existence o f unions were at least a contributing factor to the 

b it te r  labor re la tions . Without the presence o f the unions, i t  may be 

assumed that there would have been less d isrup tive in te rfe re n ce  in the 

economy. The reporter notes too categories of bad labor re la tions ; "w ild ­

cat s trikes and lockouts." Then the fin a l judgment regarding Jamestown's 

past: " I t  was known as a bad labor town."

In the past, then, labor had crossed over from being an abstract 

fac to r or p liab le  element 1n the economic system, and had Intruded on 

the purposes of cap ita l. I t  had in te rfe red ; by expressing i ts  subjec-
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t lv i t y ,  labor had vio lated the ra t io n a lity  o f ca p ita l's  a c t iv it ie s  w ith in 

the movements.

Yet "much of th a t's  changed;" the reporter Implies that such prob­

lems can be handled. The vehicle is  "a unique experiment 1n labor-manage­

ment re la tio n s .” The reporter makes reference to "tha t time when both 

sides wouldn't even be seen together," which conveys that such m ilitancy 

1s woefully out of date, passe. That "labor and management are now meet­

ing openly" Indicates also tha t an old taboo has been relegated to a thing 

of the past. "This communication has produced Ideas on how to  avoid 

layo ffs  and how to keep plants open." Here we have the essence of the 

lesson: tha t reasoned discussion o f differences brings resu lts . Meeting 

"on a regular basis" 1s the best approach to se ttlin g  differences. And 

the results? 'For management I t 's  meant higher p ro du c tiv ity ," [labor 1s 

not the beneficiary of I ts  higher p roductiv ity ] and labor gets "better 

working conditions." Thus, cooperation through discussion benefits a l l 

by maximizing the conditions conducive to the free play o f Instrumental 

ra t io n a lity .

Toward the end o f the epic, the reporter re ite ra tes the modernity 

o f the approach. "What about the old fear that the unions are getting 

too cozy w ith management?" This dismisses such concerns as antiquated.

A worker then affirm s the position w ith a touch o f Irony to undercut 

c r itic ism . The epic concludes by stating that "there Is a new confidence 

among Jamestown workers." This 1s not to ta l redemption—problems 

w il l  remain, but the point has been hammered home: fo r labor, ra tiona l
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cooperation with management "1s a t least buying them time."

When labor Is uncooperative, when 1t disrupts and In te rfe res, the

consequences are most undesirable:

And New York C ity 's  bracing fo r a tra n s it s tr ik e  tomorrow morning. 
That s tr ike  1s threatened despite a court In junction unless nego­
tia to rs  work out a new contract by midnight fo r  th irty-seven- 
thousand tra n s it employees. The la te s t word 1s that prospects fo r 
settlement look bleak. More than f iv e  m illio n  persons depend on 
New York's subways and buses. Because of the c ity 's  continuing 
fis ca l c r is is ,  o f f ic ia ls  contend there's no money fo r wage Increases. 
(March 31, 1976)

The in i t ia l  sentence locates the In terest o f the item: that New 

York City 1s "bracing" i t s e l f  fo r  a s tr ike  demonstrates tha t the concern 

here lie s  w ith the e ffects on the c ity ,  not with the causes or reasons 

fo r  the s tr ik e . The s tr ike  may occur "despite a court in ju nc tio n ," mean­

ing tha t the rules of offic ia ldom  may be vio la ted. This potentia l v io la ­

t io n , however, pales in comparison to the major point o f reporting the 

story: "more than f iv e  m illio n  persons depend on New York's subways and 

buses." This not only avoids discussion about the normative questions 

involved 1n the labor dispute, but mobilizes vlewer-cltizen Indignation.

A domain of convenience, a service, may be obstructed; 1t 1s th is  In te r­

ference 1n the smooth functioning o f the social order which provides the 

coherence o f the Item. Labor Is castigated fo r  threatening to create an 

inconvenience. The fin a l sentence underscores the "we're a l l 1n th is  to ­

gether" syndrome. The " c ity 's  continuing fis c a l c r is is "  1s a current 

fac t of Nature to which we must a ll adjust To not do so borders on un­

reasonableness; 1t obstructs the maximatlon o f Instrumental ra t io n a lity .
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This pattern is  I llu s tra te d  again 1n th is  Item:

In San Francisco, the public tra n s it system came to a stop today, 
leaving four-hundred-and-fifty thousand persons without th e ir  
cable cars, buses, and s tree t cars. The shutdown created massive 
t r a f f ic  jams as thousands turned to th e ir  cars. The tra n s it work­
ers walked out 1n sympathy w ith c ity  craftsmen--carpenters, plumb­
ers, and so on—who struck in protest against salary lim its  approv­
ed by the voters la s t f a l l .  The Longshoremen's Union shut down the 
port o f San Francisco 1n support o f those c ity  workers.
(March 31, 1976)

The Inconvenience again is  underscored. In th is  Item, however, there 1s 

the added dimension of expression o f sympathy and support by some workers 

fo r  the c o n flic t o f other workers. Such s o lid a r ity  does not emerge here as 

an a ffirm a tive  stance, grounded In an understanding o f the nature o f 

labor c o n flic t.  In fa c t,  1t bespeaks emotionalism—temperamental workers 

rushing o f f  th e ir  jobs. Again, we find  an indictment against the s trike rs  

fo r  v io la ting  ru les—"salary lim its  approved by voters." In short, labor 

m ilitancy 1s not a su b je c tiv ity  w ith which the v lew er-cltizen 1s Invited 

to sympathize, much less share in as a way o f re fle c tin g  upon his/her own 

work s itua tion .

We discussed above how bureaucratic buffering can de flec t deeper 

probing in to  corporate wrong-doing. Corporate transgressions can be tre a t­

ed 1n a manner which s t i l l  manages to convey the cooperative stance and 

ra t io n a lity  o f the corporation in question:

CRON KITE: Lockheed A irc ra ft Corporation says 1t w i l l  comply 
w ith a Senate subpoena demanding the names o f foreign government 
o f f ic ia ls  said to be involved 1n a m u lti-m illio n  d o lla r payoff 
scandal. Among the countries linked to tha t scandal are Japan,
I ta ly ,  and the Netherlands. (April 8, 1976)
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The action recorded here is  Lockheed's w illingness to comply with o f f ic ia l ­

dom's request. A "Senate subpoena demanding the names" 1s a stern ges­

tu re ; offic ia ldom  is  fo rce fu l. Lockheed does not look good 1n th is  story, 

but there 1s no dwelling upon I ts  misdeeds. The "scandal" I ts e lf  1s not 

a topic here. The Item ends with a 11st o f countries "linked to that 

scandal," and re fle c tio n  on Lockheed's respons ib ility  has been undercut.

I t  should be added tha t the en tire  treatment here is  not tha t of a "crime" 

story; I t  is  a display o f o ffic ia ldom 's  a c t iv it ie s  and the ra t io n a lity  of 

corporate cooperation.

Corporate misdeeds are a domain o f o ffic ia ldom 's  a c t iv it ie s ,  but 

ra re ly  do stories o f such misdeeds become an Intense drama o f government 

versus big business. Officialdom appears strong and competent 1n i t s  

ro le  o f public protector, but when the v io la tions stem from the corporate

sector, they generally do not take on the aura o f real threats to the social

order;

President Ford has named Commerce Secretary El H o t Richardson 
to head a cabinet-level task force to look into overseas payoffs 
by U.S. firm s. President Ford said some o f th is  may be corrupt 
practices by the corporations and some may be extortion abroad.
Mr. Ford said the purpose of the task force is  not to punish Ameri­
can corporations, but to establish an enforceable po licy fo r dealing 
w ith the problem. (March 31, 1976)

Corporate corruption Is a "problem"; i t  1s to be dealt w ith by "a

cabinet-level task force" who w il l  t ry  "to  establish an enforceable p o licy ."

Questions o f accountability have been usurped by a search to fin d  appropri­

ate bureaucratic procedures. Blame 1s d is tribu ted  to "extortion abroad"
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as well as the firms themselves. Again, concern with procedure obstructs 

exposure of larger normative Issues.

Voting: Consumer Choice as P o lit ic a l Freedom.

The domain of electoral campaigns and voting 1s of considerable 

significance w ith in  TV news discourse. Such coverage serves to suggest 

(and to remind, given i ts  periodic appearance) that despite any evidence

to the contrary, 1t 1s the w i l l  o f the public which is  u ltim ate ly  1n charge
\

of the social order. O ffic ia ls  may exercise vast powers, but the voting 

Implies that they must submit themselves to public evaluation on a regular 

basis. The unique feature about election coverage Is the manifest m ob ili­

zation of the public which is displays and encourages. This mobiliza­

tion  1s under contro l, however; the in v ita tio n  to choose between candi­

dates is  prevented from s p illin g  over on deeper questions. This contain­

ment is  accomplished by the manner in which the en tire  process is depict­

ed. Campaigning and voting Is a process which takes place in a narrowly 

circumscribed marketplace. I ts  In i t ia l  appearance 1s one of calculated 

gamesmanship and rationa l choicemaking. Yet lurking beneath the surface 

1s an In trig u in g , and u ltim ate ly  f la t te r in g  (to the public) element o f 

ir ra t io n a lity :  the mystique o f voter preference.

Let us examine a typ ica l campaign story:

CRONKITE: [W e ll,] as the p o lit ic a l s itua tion  firms up 1n Massa­
chusetts, the serious maneuvering fo r position 1s begin­
ning on the Democratic side, and Ed Bradley te l ls  us 
what's going on.
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ED BRADLEY: Even before the votes are counted here 1n Massachusetts,
p o lit ic a l operatives in  the McGovern wing of the Demo­
c ra tic  party are planning ways to get Birch Bayh to drop 
out o f th is  campaign in favor o f Morris lld a ll.

Informed sources to ld  CBS Mews there was a meeting today 
between Senator Bayh and a representative o f the McGovern 
wing of the party. However, tha t meeting was denied by 
sources in the Bayh camp.

Senator Bayh reportedly is  leaning towards dropping out 
o f th is  race 1f he is  trounced here in Massachusetts 
by Morris Udall.

The problem now is  each side's in te rpre ta tion  of ju s t 
what 1s a [ in d is t in c t]  defeat. What the McGovern people 
feel 1s a trouncing d iffe rs  from the view o f the Bayh 
camp. Supporters o f Bayh and Udall have already scheduled 
a meeting fo r Saturday.

Everyone involved says th is  1s not an e ffo r t  aimed at 
stopping Jimmy Carter but one of the partic ipants to the 
meeting said tha t the sudden emergence o f Carter has 
greatly heightened the sense o f urgency.

--E d  Bradley, CBS News, Boston.

CRONKITE: We'll have more on the Massachusetts and Vermont primaries
la te r in th is  broadcast. (March 2, 1976)

From the standpoint o f campaigning o f f ic ia ls ,  dramatic c o n flic t exists on 

two levels. On the one hand, i t  1s evident tha t the competition between 

the d iffe re n t o f f ic ia ls  1s of Importance here. The story records maneu- 

verlngs, stra teg ies, option considerations, and other Instances of calcu­

lated gamesmanship. In fa c t, I t  1s the game i t s e l f ,  as played by these 

pa rticu la r partic ipan ts, on which the story centers. While th is  epic 

does not dwell on each individual to any extent, i t  is  clear tha t the 

names, the persona lities, are important. The potentia l candidates are
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struggling among themselves ("serious maneuvering").

On the other hand, the gamesmanship displayed here Involves a ttra c t­

ing the public and/or delegates to vote fo r them. That drama, unstated 

but understood 1n th is  story, centers on moving the public. Winning and 

losing 1n the campaign hinge on the a b il i ty  to obtain a s u ff ic ie n t number 

of votes.

Thus, candidates appear as commodities who compete amongst them­

selves to be the most salable to the public. Each candidate desires to 

be "bought" by the voters. To be bought here means that the public, as 

a subject in the world, has exercised free w il l  and choice. Yet the 

need to a ttra c t voters via the e x p lic it  use of instrumental ra t io n a lity , 

collapses each member of the voting public in to  a "vote"--an object to 

be accumulated by the candidate. The relevance of th is  double drama is  

tha t discussion of voting can s h if t  between these two ways of re fe rring  

to the public. The f i r s t  way situates the public as the primal force.

In the second type o f reference, the actions of the o f f ic ia ls  command the 

a tten tion , w ith the public being Incorporated as a th1ng-like element.

The emergence o f the public as a h is to rica l actor 1s read ily  curta iled .

The active choice-making by the public, the manifestations o f i t s  

su b je c tiv ity , 1s not an e n tire ly  predictable a f fa ir .  In fa c t, a contest 

emerges 1n some news s to ries , which p its  the expertise of social analysts 

against the w iley or f ic k le  choice patterns o f the public. To demonstrate 

perfect knowledge of the public by offic ia ldom  would be b la tan tly  unset-
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tU ng; I t  would smack of a negation o f a l l  conceptions o f freedom. The

public must not appear as to ta lly  maleable by expertise. Thus, expressions

o f hum ility appear, as in th is  excerpt from an epic:

CRONKITE: Roger Mudd has taken a look beyond the bare numbers of
the North Carolina primary, and here 1s his report.

ROGER MUDD: There's nothing lik e  a good p o lit ic a l upset to demonstrate
how l i t t l e  the p o litic ia n s  and the media re a lly  understand 
about the voters and how much they lis te n  to and believe 
each other. Twenty-four hours ago, nobody around here 
was predicting a Reagan v ic to ry—nobody, not even Rea­
gan. But today there are a hundred reasons and explana­
tions fo r how he did 1t. . .(March 24, 1976)

The mind of the public 1s an elusive e n tity , not easily cornered. The

suggestion 1s tha t o f one-upsmansh1p; the public holds out the f in a l

mystery over expert o f f ic ia ls .

The public 1s not a to ta lly  homogeneous c o lle c t iv ity  in TV news.

There are differences which are stressed:

CRONKITE: Oregon's another state holding a primary Tuesday, and
I t 's  getting a lo t  o f a tten tion from candidates of both 
pa rties , as Richard Threlkeld reports.

[Sound of helicopter in f l ig h t ,  continuing under Threlkeld 's voice]

RICHARD THRELKELD: How can you figu re  out a state tha t makes i ts  liv in g
cutting  down trees, then Ins is ts  on h iring  a helicopter 
to  haul them out, .just so 1t won't mess up the rest of 
the forest? That's Oregon. For the la s t generation, 
a l l  sorts o f Presidential po llticans have tr ie d  and 
fa ile d  to figu re  Oregon out.

Half o f Oregon's two-and-a-th1rd-m1ll1on people liv e  In 
and mostly liv e  o f f  the carpet o f green forest tha t 
covers the state. The other ha lf l iv e  1n and around 
Portland. Except tha t they're  almost a l l white, fo lks 
In Oregon are s ta t is t ic a lly  p re tty  much lik e  the rest
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of us. But you can 't tru s t s ta t is t ic s  here.

Oregonians used to vote s tra ig h t Republican. Now they 
vote Democratic, except when they vote Republican.
They're conservative, but they've pioneered some of the 
most progressive reforms 1n th is  country. They're 
mavericks, who don 't respond to media campaign b litze s . 
They expect any p o lit ic ia n  who thinks he's good enough 
to run fo r President to come out here and ta lk  to them 
face to face, and he'd better ta lk  s tra ig h t.

In a way, th is  whole Presidential primary madness 1s a ll 
Oregon's fa u lt .  Oregon Invented the p o lit ic a l primary 
back around the turn o f the century, and p o litic ia n s  
have been paying atten tion to Oregon ever since 1944, 
when Thomas E. Dewey upset Harold Stassen here and 
went on to win the Republican nomination. Neither Presi­
dent Ford nor Ronald Reagan wants to become another 
Harold Stassen, so th e y 'l l both be here. The President 
needs Oregon to break the Reagan armlock on the west. 
Reagan needs Oregon to  stay credib le 1n C a lifo rn ia . . . 
(May 21, 1976)

The people of Oregon are a mystery, a challenge to o f f ic ia l expertlse-- 

"a ll sorts o f Presidential p o litic ia n s  have tr ie d  and fa ile d  to figu re  

Oregon ou t." Being an Oregonian suggests that one has a unique essence, 

a qua lity  w ith a mystique which expresses some form o f Nature. The co l­

le c t iv ity  o f Oregonians is  defined by the geographic boundaries o f s ta te­

hood; th is  apparently creates some conmmal characte ris tic  which prevails 

over other soda! factors such as class, income, occupation, or ethnic 

Id e n tity . This form of categorizing the public succeeds 1n avoiding many 

obvious uncomfortable social differences In the world. By proclaiming 

th is  mystique, th is  a r t i f ic ia l  communal grouping, the public 1s fla tte re d  

as possessors o f unfathomable t r a its .  However, no practica l information
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is  offered as to how a member o f the public can active ly  a tta in  such 

mysterious q u a lit ie s . The d is tin c tio n  of being an Oregonian 1s not one 

grounded in any pa rticu la r soda! practices; i t  1s exclusively a qua lity  

of Nature.

The s e lf-s e llin g  o f candidates, and the accumulation of votes are 

in i t ia l  elements o f th is  marketplace. But a more fundamental character­

is t ic  o f th is  marketplace Is to be found 1n the emphasis on mercantile 

ra t io n a lity  which pervades TV news discourse on voting:

CRONKITE: The CBS News-New York Times po ll o f Massachusetts voters
a fte r they le f t  th e ir precincts not only gave an Indica­
tion  o f how they voted but why, and Roger Mudd has those
find ings. Roger?

ROBER MUDD: Walter, according to the po ll ton igh t, 1t 1s Arizona
Congressman Morris Udall who 1s fin ish ing  strongly among 
Massachusetts' lib e ra l Democrats. The sample from the 
po ll 1s not complete tonight because the vote was lig h t.  
This trend could s h if t .  But among those twenty-eight 
percent who classed themselves as lib e ra ls  today, 
th1rty-n1ne percent said they had voted fo r Udall, 
twenty percent fo r Fred Harris, ten percent fo r Jimmy 
Carter and George Wallace. Birch Bayh, who had hoped 
to outpull Udall, apparently has been unable to score 
e ffe c tive ly  w ith the lib e ra ls  or the moderates.

Among conservatives and moderates--and tha t to ta ls  about 
fo r ty - f iv e —forty-n ine  percent o f the vote 1n Massa­
chusetts, George Wallace and Henry Jackson are running 
w ith in a few points o f one another—Wallace with f i f t y -  
one percent, Jackson w ith forty-seven.

Former Georgia Governor Jlrrcny Carter 1s fin ish ing  In 
the middle with the conservatives, the lib e ra ls , and 
the moderates.

Among the Democratic leaders today, Udall scored very well 
w ith the voters fo r his honesty, his competence, and
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his consistency; Jackson, fo r his competence; Wallace, 
fo r his consistency.

According to the p o lls , Democratic voters today select­
ed jobs, the power of big business, and balancing the 
budget as th e ir  top three Issues. But fo r  Republican 
voters in Massachusetts, there was ju s t one major issue, 
and tha t was balancing the budget. Running a weak second 
and th ird  were transfe rring  federal domestic programs 
to the states and defense spending.

Neither President Ford nor Ronald Reagan campaigned in 
Massachusetts, but Republican voters o f a ll persuasions, 
according to the p o lls , gave President Ford big m ajori­
tie s . Even the conservative Republicans went fo r  Mr. 
Ford—s1xt-two, th ir ty -th re e . And on every personal 
cha rac te ris tic—honesty, competence, consistency, and 
leadership—President Ford outscored Reagan. In addi­
tio n , a lop-sided 96% o f Massachusetts Republicans in the 
poll th ink President Ford would be more lik e ly  to win 
in November.

Walter? (March 2, 1976)

The language demonstrates technical expertise—such monitoring re ­

quires expertise—but 1t also demonstrates a way o f approaching the world 

which Is essentia lly  tha t o f market transactions. The story reads lik e  

an extended stock report; 1t reveals the concerns o f a consumer m entality. 

To enter and partic ipa te  in  the marketplace requires the frame o f mind o f 

a tabular analyst. Counting, the use o f s ta t is t ic s , measuring—th is  Is 

the way th is  domain Is approached and made In te l l ig ib le .

Entering the marketplace means a concern with conmoditles, but 

not with th e ir  use value—I .e . ,  the social purposes which they could 

serve. Rather, In terest lie s  in th e ir  exchange value, th e ir  market worth 

fo r trading. The use value of the tabulated facts In th is  story—I .e . ,
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the social purposes served by the Information gathered by the CBS po ll —

Is lo s t. The emphasis 1s on the exchange value: consumer evaluation 1s 

Ind icative of the m arke t-ab ility  o f the candidates as well as the candi­

dates' capacity to accumulate votes. Inv ita tion  to normative questioning 

and p o lit ic a l re fle c tio n  by the viewer c itize n  1s circumvented.

There are some other features o f the story worth noting. The anchor­

man says the reporter w i l l  t e l l  "how they voted and why," not "why they 

voted and how." Yet the why (and why not) o f voting I ts e l f  seems to be 

a latent-question. The voting was " l ig h t" . .  Why? No answer. Who are 

the non-voters? A p ro file  o f the "d is a ff il ia te d ,"  expressed in class- 

related categories could perhaps Inv ite  c r it ic a l social re fle c tio n . The 

very fac t that the voting was lig h t could equally be the major find ing o f

the po ll story: non-voters could even have been the m ajority , so why not

focus the story on them? The "But" which begins Mudd's fourth sentence

sounds as i f  i t  1s saying, "To change the subject. . ."

The reporter says the l ig h t  trend "could s h ift :"  I t  could equally 

have been expressed, "More people may choose to vote ." This reformulation 

would h igh light that to vote or not to vote could be a very deliberate 

decision. That a "trend could s h if t "  underplays the p o s s ib ility  o f voter 

sub je c tiv ity  on th is  choice. Also, i t  would be equally log ical to say, 

"There 1s a real danger th is  trend could continue or even in te n s ify " (the 

glass thus being ha lf empty Instead o f ha lf f u l l ) .  I f  we combine both pos­

s ib i l i t ie s ,  the tex t could read, "there is  a great chance that even more
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people w i l l  continue to choose not to vote." Such a formulation would 

tend to encourage Inappropriate voter behavior. . .

Why did people vote as they did? A clue seems to be in the s e lf-  

classed labels o f the voters and the re lationship o f these labels to the 

"ersonal characteris tics" o f the candidates. The iters suggest corre la­

tions which structure voting patterns.

P o lit ic a l Tables o f Democrat, Republican, lib e ra l,  moderate, and 

conservative are used 1n the story to categorize people, to make d is tin c ­

tions. To choose one's own label appears as an Instance o f p o lit ic a l 

freedom. Again, there are other ways to categorize the public which 

could point to soc ia lly  imposed differences, i . e . ,  systematic structura l 

Inequality. This lin e  o f discourse 1s avoided. One cannot "choose" 

one's basic class position with the same ease one can choose to be a lib e r ­

al or a Republican. Apparently, people d if fe r  s ig n ific a n tly  only in the ir 

opinions.

Let us look at the labels. What do they signify? They s ig n ify  

tha t the bearer embodies "libe ra lness", etc. How 1s th is  qu a lity  mani­

fested in social practice? By the choice one makes In voting. Why do 

some people vote fo r lib e ra l candidates? Because they themselves are 

" l ib e ra l" .  The tautology arises precisely because there 1s no History on 

e ithe r side of the dichotomy. Also, outside the context o f voting, the 

label appears to have l i t t l e  practica l Import.

Without any sense of the social orig ins o f voter p o lit ic a l labels 

and candidate choices, p o lit ic a l expression becomes collapsed Into the



-  169 -

affirm ation o f a q u a lity , devoid o f social grounding. Choice becomes pure 

sub je c tiv ity  (a rb itra riness, I r ra t io n a lity )  a la selecting between choco­

la te  or va n illa  Ice cream. This again underscores the theme tha t p o l i t ­

ica l freedom 1s equivalent to unhampered consumer choice. But there are 

some patterns to choices, e .g ., being " lib e ra l"  meant one had a good chance 

of favoring Udall. Such linkages, however, take on the qua lity  o f a t­

trac tion  between p a rticu la r essences; tha t they are a part o f an ongoing 

h is to rica l process is  downplayed. Even to merely suggest wh£ d iffe re n t 

categories o f people are feeling d iffe re n t kinds o f pressures and thus might 

be responding d iffe re n tly  would help to h is to r ic a lly  ground the choice- 

making. But tha t would also Involve underscoring the re a lity  of the Im­

position of s ig n ifica n t social d iffe re n tia tio n .

Voters answering the questionaire can rank a candidate's qu a litie s . 

Q ualities thus have a numeric dimension; certa in amounts of specific  es­

sences w il l  "ou tpu ll" others. Again, the tautology: certa in essences a t­

tra c t other essences. But is  is  not a perfectly  closed s itu a tion ; i t  

does not have chemical ce rta in ty . Since the voter exercises freedom o f 

choice, s/he 1s deemed/flattered to be somewhat unpredictable. Nature 1s 

not perfectly  knowable.

The d isjunction o f the social orig ins of the votes and th e ir  profes­

sed p o lit ic a l Ide n tifica tion s  1s highlighted 1n the reference to Carter, 

"fin ish ing  1n the middle o f conservatives, lib e ra ls  and moderates." The 

p o lit ic a l position o f the candidate fades away. Thus 1t is  possible fo r
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one man to appeal to a l l p o lit ic a l tendencies. This avoids the question: 

what are the p o lit ic s  of such a candidate? Or, what 1s the significance 

of the labels i f  one person can appeal to the en tire  spectrum? This po­

te n tia l contradiction 1s resolved by the vlewe that suggests tha t p o l i t i ­

cal choice is  based on the a ttrac tion  o f voter and candidate essences. 

P o lit ic a l choice does not emerge from Interpretations of the so c io -p o lit­

ica l world based on lived experience.

The importance of campaign coverage is  that "the public" a t la s t 

appears as a social agent with some power. They can vote some o f f ic ia ls  

1n and out o f o ffic e . However, there is a delicate balance in th is  pre­

sentation: the public is a t once a subject who acts (by making choices in 

voting) and an object acted upon (by the campaign strategies o f o f f ic ia ls ) .  

Permitting the v iewer-cltizen to id e n tify  with a public which is  capable 

o f transforming society by the voting process would not be in keeping with 

quiescent mass lo ya lty . I t  might raise expectations and lead to "excesses 

o f democracy," as we explained in Chapter One.

At the same time, to  stress tha t voting patterns are la rge ly the 

re su lt o f Instrumental manipulation may evoke cynicism and lower the level 

o f pa rtic ipa tion .

Thus, p o lit ic a l campaigns and the voting process must appear as 

spectacles o f moderation. Carefully gauged excitement must prevail fo r 

the reproduction o f v iew er-d tizen consciousness. The strategies and plans 

of the candidates and the ra t io n a lity  o f the mercantile approach must
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temper the mystery and suspense o f voter preference. The public must res­

pond to pre-determined choices, not In it ia te  th e ir own.

An Irony emerges here. In the process o f revealing campaign s tra te ­

gies and pointing to the instrumental ra t io n a lity  behind o f f ic ia ls ' actions 

and statements, tha t is ,  in showing how the public is acted upon, network 

news disrupts the locus o f v iew er-d tizen dependence. In essence, TV 

creates an ambivalence: does v iew er-d tizen dependence rest with o f f ic ia l ­

dom, or w ith TV news its e lf?

The Ambivalence o f TV News

In Chapter Three we discussed how news, especially in the persona o f 

the anchorman, reveals i t s e l f  to be a Subject 1n the world, and how the 

format structures a re la tionsh ip  o f dependence between news and the viewer- 

c lt iz e n . In th is  chapter, and 1n the previous one, we have focused on the 

world which TV news discourse creates and how v iew er-d tizen  dependence 

is  mobilized toward the power and expertise o f offic ia ldom . Now we re­

turn to th is  presence of news-as-Subject. The focus here is  not the anchor 

man himself, but rather news' in s titu tio n a l re lationship to offic ia ldom .

The dramatic tr ia d  of N a tu re -o ffic ia ls -pub lic  must be enlarged to include 

news, fo r  news does reveal i t s e l f  to be an actor 1n the world i t  presents 

to the audience. The du a lity  o f v iew er-d tizen dependence—on both o f f i ­

c ia ls  and news-as-Subject, 1s an important feature of the discourse.

This amLivalence, a t times perhaps even a tension, is  most apparent
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1n stories about election campaigning. News has access to o f f ic ia ls .  News 

can take the vlewer-cltizen "behind the scenes". News can even explain 

the actions and motives o f o f f ic ia ls ,  which can at times border on "debunk­

ing ." But even stories which do not exp lic itly  debunk o f f ic ia ls  can give 

Indication tha t v iewer-cltizen dependence not only has a dual focus, but 

tha t news may even on occasion command the greater share o f th is  depen­

dence.

Let us look at an epic excerpt:

CRONKITE: President Ford had expected--1ndeed, predicted—another
v ic to ry  in North Carolina. And he was surprised but not 
presslm lstlc when he d id n 't get i t .  Phil Jones reports.

PHIL JONES: North Carolina was s t i l l  fresh on the President's mind
when he greeted some Texas Republican party leaders in 
the Rose Garden.

PRESIDENT FORD: There have been some Wednesday mornings tha t have been 
happier recently than th is  one.

JONES:

FORD:

JONES:

However, Mr. Ford offered no reasons or excuses fo r his 
loss to Reagan.

We knew i t  would be a close race. We expected to win.
We d id n 't. And I might say that in p o lit ic s .  I t 's  never 
good to come in  second.

Mr. Ford was op tim is tic  about the next three primaries. 
He said Wisconsin would be close but he expects to win. 
There is  no Reagan opposition in New York and Pennsyl­
vania.

The President took th is  opportunity to do a l i t t l e  early 
campaigning fo r  the May 1st Texas primary be announcing 
to these Texas Republicans tha t th e ir  senator, John 
Tower, w i l l  be the Ford f lo o r  manager at the August 
nominating convention. . .(March 24, 1976)

The anchorman's lead-1n a le rts  the v lewer-citlzen tha t Ford's state o f



- 173 -

mind Is a sa lien t top ic , and that the news knows a few things about 1t. 

A fte r the lead-1n, the reporter, Phil Jones, and President Gerlad Ford 

almost take turns addressing the viewer-citizen. But unlike the acknow­

ledgments sometimes present between anchorman and reporter, there is  no 

social in te raction  expressed between Jones and Ford. There 1s no 11. . .and 

back to you, Gerry." "Thank you, P h il. . ." This 1s an abrupt sh iftin g  

between the two men speaking; the sub je c tiv ity  who does th is  sh ift in g  1s 

the news, not Ford.

Listening to Jones cannot be equated w ith lis ten ing  to Ford; Ford's 

speaking is  the "event" o f the report; Jones's ta lk  is  an explanation of 

tha t event. Ford 1s s tru c tu ra lly  removed from a here-and-now encounter 

w ith the v iew er-d tizen by the intervening su b je c tiv ity  o f the news. Yet 

Jones's ta lk  does more than merely mediate Ford, i t  also structures an 

element of irony toward him from the perspective o f the v iewer-cltizen.

Ford speaks, but the viewer-citizen has already been "briefed" or f i l le d  

1n on what's on Ford's mind. Being forearmed with th is  knowledge permits 

the vlew er-cltizen th is  irony. As Ford speaks, there is  no suggestion 

tha t he knows tha t the v lewer-cltizen has been briefed. The viewer- 

d t iz e n  knows something about Ford, but Ford is  not aware tha t th is  is 

known.

When Ford says, "There have been some Wednesday mornings tha t have 

been happier recently than th is  one," the vlewer-citlzen does not pre­

pare him /herself fo r more c la r if ic a tio n  by, fo r  example, asking "How so?"
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Rather, the viewer is  in a position to respond w ith "Yes, because Jones 

ju s t to ld  us tha t North Carolina is  s t i l l  fresh in  your mind." The conse­

quence 1s tha t Ford is v ir tu a lly  an appendage, an added de ta il to the narra­

tio n .

Jones describes Ford's state o f mind, and Ford confirms what Jones 

said. Jones leads, Ford fo llows. This structure o f Irony puts the viewer 

in a position o f dependency on the newsman. The newsman makes sense of 

the p o lit ic ia n 's  speech, thereby doing work fo r the viewer. S t i l l  more 

s ig n ific a n tly , through the newsman, the viewer can experience a "one ups- 

manship" stance against the o f f ic ia l .  Without the newsman, th is  would not 

be possible fo r  the v1ewer-c1t1zen.

That the news may a t times reveal I ts e l f  to be in a superior posi­

tio n  o f knowing than offic ia ldom  does not present an immediate rupture in 

the social order o f instrumental ra t io n a lity .  The dual location of vlewer- 

c ltize n  dependence 1s basica lly  not problematic In fa c t, the feelings 

of one upsmanship may serve as an illu s o ry  substitu te  fo r a genuine c r i t i ­

cal stance—a surrogate sense o f e fficacy to soften the contours of the 

v iew er-c itlzen 's  re la tionsh ip o f dependence to o ffic ia ldom . To p a r t ic i­

pate in irony against o f f ic ia ls  1s f la tte r in g  and not unrelated to the 

mystique o f voter choice-making.

For the long-term, however, we might speculate that th is  dual de­

pendence could drive a wedge w ith in  the consciousness of the v1ewer-c1t1- 

zen, s p lit t in g  i t  in to  two poles P o ten tia lly , th is  could mean a contin­
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ued dependence on TV news (to  reveal the plots hatched by offic ia ldom ) 

coupled with a generalized skepticism toward offic ia ldom . Such skepti­

cism 1s not to be confused w ith c r it ic a l re fle c tio n . Rather, i t  would 

merely constitu te  a habituation o f consciousness to always expect the worst. 

That is ,  such skepticism would be unreflective 1n a negative stance, ra ­

ther in a positive  one.

In th is  chapter we have seen how the various expressions of in s tru ­

mental ra t io n a lity  have inh ib ited the re fle c tio n  of the v lewer-citizen. 

Bureaucratic rules and procedures, "reasoned" discourse and "cooperative" 

a ttitudes , and the log ic o f the marketplace, a l l  serve to foster an un­

c r i t ic a l dependence in the view er-cltizen. I f  the news claims vlewer- 

c itize n  dependence as w e ll, th is  only means tha t the social order o f ra tio n ­

a l i t y  also includes that dimension o f ra t io n a lity  which news expresses, 

namely, the ra t io n a lity  o f enterprise, as we discussed in Chapter Three.

The subordination o f the viewer-citizen is  consolidated.
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSIONS: THE LIMITS OF TV NEWS

The previous three chapters have probed the basic a ttribu tes  of 

v iewer-citizen consciousness. These we summarize very b r ie f ly  in the f i r s t  

section of th is  chapter.

We have also seen that the process o f reproducing th is  consciousness 

1s not without some d i f f ic u lty .  There are in terna l tensions w ith in TV 

news discourse which can make viewer-citizen consciousness problematic at 

times. These Internal tensions are discussed in -the  second section.

In the th ird  section we sketch the external dilemmas the corporate 

state faces in the reproduction o f viewer-citizen consciousness. These 

are found on the macro level o f quiescent mass lo ya lty  I ts e l f ,  as well as 

on the micro level o f the actual social s itua tion  o f TV news viewing.

The fourth and f in a l section presents some prelim inary speculation 

as to how, and under what circumstances, TV news might fos te r a c r i t ic a l ,  

re fle c tiv e  consciousness in i t s  audience.

The Viewer-Citizen: A Synopsis

Under the present h is to rica l circumstances, the corporate state 1s 

plagued by contradictory p o lit ic a l and economic tensions. To maximize 

i t s  freedom to intervene where and when i t  deems necessary, the corporate
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state seeks quiescent mass lo ya lty  from the populace.

Within the public sphere, network TV news contributes to the main­

tenance o f quiescent mass lo ya lty . I t  does th is  by deploying a repressive 

mode of discourse; the consciousness which th is  discourse makes possible 

1s the idealized category which we ca ll the view er-citizen. This con­

sciousness 1s in s tructura l correspondence w ith quiescent mass lo ya lty .

The basic a ttr ib u tes  o f v iewer-citizen consciousness can be summarized 

as follows:

1. I t  1s read ily  accessible. TV news discourse sets up v ir tu a lly  

no prerequisites fo r  membership in the community o f v le w e r-c iti-  

zens. Membership can begin w ith any program and indeed any news 

story, since vlewer-citizen consciousness is  not predicated upon 

past experience or p r io r knowledge. The only pre-condition 1s 

minimal lin g u is t ic  fa m il ia r ity  w ith the public sphere.

2. Viewer-citizen consciousness is  non-re f!ectlve . I t  has no aware­

ness o f a co lle c tive  past, and thus cannot learn from i t s  own 

experience. The expropriation o f time and attentlonal energy o f 

the viewing audience resu lts 1n a no-growth social and s e lf-  

awareness.

3. As a coro lla ry  to  i ts  non-re flective  q u a lity , the consciousness 

o f the v iew er-d tlzen  is  devoid o f e ffica cy . In the world 

created by TV news discourse, the mythic drama o f in te raction be­

tween Nature, o ffic ia ldom , and the public provides v ir tu a lly  no
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handle fo r  social praxis, w ith the minimal exception o f voting 

and consumption. The viewer-citizen 1s essentia lly  Irre levan t 

to the events portrayed; the world o f TV news 1s not made the 

v lew er-d tizen . Not only does the v iew er-d tlzen  reside outside 

o f H istory, but also, in the world o f TV news, there re a lly  1_s 

no History.

4. As a consequence, the v iew er-d tlzen 1s a subordinate consclous- 

ness. The focus o f th is  subordination is  th ree-fo ld : the news 

i t s e l f ,  Nature, and offic ia ldom .

The vlewer-citizen 1s subordinate to the news to the extent to 

which the news appears as a social actor. Wtlhin the program's 

format, the news organization reveals a vast social and technical 

power; the boundaries o f th is  power are unknowable to the viewer- 

c itize n . The anchorman's Olympian presence, despite i t s  reassur­

ing aura, marks a position o f overwhelmingly superior eplstemolog- 

ica l status v is  a v is  the v iew er-citizen.

Within the ipythlc dramas o f TV news, the viewer is  subordinate to  

the fluctuations of Nature, which includes the domain o f economics. 

The presentation of a world without H istory, 1n which the public 

must liv e  under the v ic iss itudes of Nature, evokes the need fo r  

technical and managerial expertise to Intervene and attempt to 

control I t .  This expertise 1s embodied 1n offic ia ldom , to whom 

the vlewer-citizen is  situated in a re la tio n  o f to ta l dependence.
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The subordinate consciousness o f the v iew er-c itizen , which is  

devoid of e fficacy and re fle c tio n , and 1s read ily  accessible 

via TV news, is  quite congruent with quiescent mass lo ya lty .

The reproduction of viewer-citizen consciousness can only be under- 

tood as an instance o f successful ideological domination o f the 

populace by the corporate state.

Internal Dilemmas o f Viewer-Citizen Consciousness.

TV news discourse does not reproduce the viewer-citizen in  a to ta l ly  

unproblematic manner. The tensions we have come upon in our study can 

be grouped under two main categories: maintaining involvement and suppress­

ing c r it ic a l re fle c tio n  toward offic ia ldom .

The problem o f maintaining involvement is  an expression o f the under­

ly ing  Irrelevance of TV news to the day to day practica l existence of the 

audience. The view er-citizen is  not inv ited to re f le c t on whose knowledge 

does news represent; whose experience does 1t depict; what does one do 

w ith th is  knowledge; or even whose world 1s i t  which is  being depicted.

Yet these questions cannot be to ta l ly  excluded; th e ir  lu rk ing presence 

raises the Issue o f why bother watching.

We saw, fo r example, tha t the use o f the anchorman in the format 

could buffer v iewer-citizen Involvement with the news events by absorbing 

the Involvement to himself. Yet th is  created a double separation fo r  

the audience: from the actual h istory o f the event and from the h is to ry
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o f the coming-to-knowledge about the event. The resu lt 1s tha t news 

appears merely as the newsman's knowledge, since the vlewer-citizen never 

shares in the process of coming-to-knowledge.

Another il lu s tra t io n  o f news' underlying irrelevance is ,  o f course, 

i t s  lack o f practica l import. While access to the community o f v iew er-c it- 

izens is  v ir tu a lly  e ffo rtle s s , th is  acce ss ib ility  stands in contrast to 

the meaning of th is  community. News as a form o f social knowledge takes 

the form o f an in f in i te  inventory o f stories which allows neither mastery 

o f the rules fo r  generating th is  knowledge nor clues as to what to do with 

i t .  The p o s s ib ility  that the audience could question the status o f news 

and the lack o f e fficacy which i t  o ffe rs , cannot be eradicated. Vlewer- 

c itize n  consciousness cannot be to ta l ly  taken fo r granted on th is  po int.

In general terms, we can say tha t the problem of maintaining involve­

ment 1s la rge ly resolved by the s k i l l f u l  construction o f the format. The 

format permits the deployment o f a discourse which is  not only repressive, 

but also incessant. The ch ief characte ris tic  o f the in f in i te  inventory 

o f news stories is  i t s  aura o f the rou tine ; even the spectacle o f "world's 

records" being set by the economy and other manifestations o f Nature, be­

come routln lzed. Yet the incessantness never approaches boredom.

Suppressing c r it ic a l re fle c tio n  towards o f f ic ia ls  1s an extension 

of the problem o f maintaining involvement. Officialdom is  the central 

focus o f v lewer-citizen subordination and dependence w ith in  the news 

sto ries . Normally, there seems to be l i t t l e  d i f f ic u lty  in closing o f f
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vlewer-citizen re fle c tio n  toward offic ia ldom  and structuring a re lationship 

o f subordination. However, we have found a t least three types o f news 

stories which hold the p o s s ib ility  o f awakening c r it ic a l re fle c tion  toward 

offic ia ldom .

One type 1s the story which raises a serious issue fo r which there 

are no esixtlng rules or procedures to deal with 1t. Especially 1f o f­

f ic ia ls  are strongly divided on the question, th is  lack o f appropriate, 

established means fo r dealing w ith 1t can become problematic. This is  

because the process of rule-making and procedure-establishing then becomes 

a topic of o f f ic ia l p o lit ic a l contest. This development tends to erode 

the seemingly neutral stance o f adm inistrative process: bureaucratic 

rules and procedures are not merely expressions of instrumental ra tio n a l­

i t y  fo r  solving problems. They are also the product o f social Interests 

and normative choices.

A para lle l type o f news story, and perhaps s t i l l  more dramatic 1n 

i t s  consequences, sets up a "balanced", pro-con presentation o f compet­

ing claims by experts. In these s to ries , re fle c tio n  may be e lic ite d  be­

cause i t  is  obvious tha t both r epresentatives o f expertise cannot be r ig h t, 

and, moreover, they represent competing social In te rest. A good portion 

of o ffic ia ldom 's claim to au thority  rests on I ts  command o f s c ie n tif ic  

knowledge and technical expertise, and the understanding tha t "science"

1s not only neutral but also the f in a l a rb ite r o f a ll tru th  claims. For 

"science" to be used by both sides o f an Issue where social Interests are
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at stake may evoke a re fle c tiv e  Insight which could suggest tha t e ithe r 

there are no neutral and external positions from which to view re a lity ,  

o r, even 1f such knowledge 1s possible, i t  is  basica lly p o lit ic s  which 

decides issues o f social c o n flic t  anyway. In e ithe r case, normative re ­

f le c tio n  may emerge, threatening the strategy o f Instrumental ra t io n a lity .

The th ird  type o f news story which may fa l l  to fu l ly  suppress c r i t ­

ica l re fle c tio n  towards offic ia ldom  1s the election campaign story which 

e x p lic it ly  discusses o f f ic ia ls ' campaign strategy. While such stories 

may tend to debunk or even demystify the a c t iv it ie s  o f o f f ic ia ls ,  th e ir  

real significance lie s  in the contradiction 1n which they place the vlewer- 

c itize n . The vlewer-citizen 1s invited to make a choice between candi­

dates, to exercise free w i l l ,  yet at the same time these news stories can 

serve to demonstrate how the candidates manipulate him/her 1n making the 

choice. The vlewer-citizen becomes both an object to be moved and a sub­

je c t who acts 1n the world.

I t  1s p a rticu la rly  thi<_/l nd of s tory which Illum inate the dual 

focus of v1ewer-c1t1zen subordination and dependence—on both offic ia ldom  

and the news. For the most pa rt, the two overlap, but in these s to ries , 

as well as other kinds of "behind the scenes" s to rie s , the focus may be­

come separated. The news appears to reside 1n/soc1al position o f know­

ledge which 1s superior to offic ia ldom . Officialdom 1s collapsed to an 

object o f the news' knowledge. Officialdom may make blunders, even re­

veal human fo ib le s , but not so the news, especially the anchorman. The

a
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news 1s above a l l that.

However, i t  must be said tha t while vlewer-citizen dependence may 

occasionally s h if t  from offic ia ldom  to the news, and while re fle c tion  toward 

offic ia ldom  may occasionally emerge, viewer-citizen consciousness 1s not 

shattered, as long as 1t 1s news I ts e lf  which becomes the temporary pre­

va ilin g  focus of subordination. The news, we must re c a ll,  Is an In te ­

gral element o f the corporate state.

The significance o f these dilemmas w ith in  v iew er-d tlzen conscious­

ness should not be exaggerated. By themselves, these Internal tensions 

are at present not too serious; 1f they were to be perceived as major prob­

lems there 1s l i t t l e  reason to doubt that the news discourse could be 

modified accordingly. Their Importance, however, becomes more apparent 

I f  these modest openings or cracks w ithin the discourse are understood 

In re la tion  to the external factors which may Impede the reproduction of 

v lewer-citizen consciousness.

News Watching as a Free Space: Quiescence vs. Loyalty

The external obstacles to the reproduction o f vlewer-citizen con­

sciousness derive from both the macro level o f the contradictions o f the 

corporate state and the micro level o f the lived experience of the TV 

news watcher.

In Chapter One we discussed the basic d i f f ic u lt ie s  inherent In the 

corporate s ta te 's  strategy o f quiescent mass lo ya lty  and the log ic  of 

Instrumental ra t io n a lity  on which 1t rests. To ju s t i fy  I ts  a c t iv it ie s ,
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the corporate state Is 1n a position where 1t must e ither appeal to l ib e r ­

al democratic norms which 1t cannot allow to become genuinely operative, 

or make use of instrumental ra t io n a lity  as a way o f by-passing normative 

discourse altogether. While the la tte r  option has Increasingly been the 

trend, both a lte rnatives have the e ffe c t o f eroding the reserves o f norma­

tiv e  support available to the corporate state. Legitimation, 1nother words, 

becomes Increasingly reduced to the Instrumental question o f delivering 

goods and services; the state cannot on I ts  own adm in istrative ly generate 

and In te r je c t norms in to  the cu ltu re .

Over the la s t decades, lo ya lty  to the corporate state has had li’H le  

normative re v ita liz a tio n . I t  has been steadily reduced toward the level 

o f a beneflclent mercenary re la tionsh ip . While quiescence may remain con­

stant 1n the absence o f a lte rna tive  p o lit ic a l movements, continued economic 

decline could serve to fu rthe r separate lo ya lty  from qulesence w ith in  the 

populace. The development o f such a wedge 1s p o te n tia lly  unstable; how 

I t  would resolve I ts e lf  cannot be anticipated without knowing the contin­

gent social and p o lit ic a l factors.

What 1s c lear, however, is  tha t the lim ita tio n s  o f the strategy 

o f quiesent mass lo ya lty  not only feed In to , and derive from, the general 

contradictions o f the corporate s ta te , but also Impinge sp e c ifica lly  upon 

the reproduction o f v lewer-citizen consciousness. Thus, 1t 1s on the micro 

level o f TV news watching tha t these general contradictions Intersect 

w ith the Internal dilemmas o f vlewer-citizen consciousness, as well as
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with the lived experiences of the TV news watcher.

Essentia lly, the drive to render consciousness as a v1ewer-c1t1zen 

1s opposed by the needs and experiences derived from other domains o f 

soda! In teraction . This lived history 1s brought to the TV news viewing 

s itua tion  by the viewer » and 1t 1s a t base contradictory w ith the con­

sciousness o f vlew er-citizen. This 1s not to say tha t th is  contradiction 

is  automatically a top ic fo r  any ind iv idua l, or that 1t has now emerged 

to the fore o f consciousness. Rather, th is  suggests that the objective 

existence o f th is  contradiction between private needs and experience, and 

the role o f v iew er-citizen In the public sphere, 1s po te n tia lly  recogniz­

able 1n the process o f viewing TV news. This 1s to say that the time and 

place o f TV news viewing always remain a s ite  fo r  the struggle over con­

sciousness and the d e fin itio n s  of the social world.

The lived  experiences o f the private Individual provide the founda­

tio n  fo r questioning the de fin ition s  fostered by TV news. The Immediate 

p o s s ib ility  o f the response, "Well, maybe the economy 1s getting be tte r, 

but my l i f e  Is n 't , "  holds out the larger p o te n tia lity  to use th is  obser­

vation as a c r it iq u e  o f TV news. The non-fu lfillm en t o f private needs 

can become evidence o f the system's Inadequacies, rather than o f in d iv id ­

ual fa ilu re , which 1s treated as a mere "exception to the ru le ."  The 

rea liza tion  tha t one 1s not an embodiment o f the abstract "pub lic" depict­

ed on the news, can be the basis o f an awareness tha t challenges the v a lid ­

i t y  o f perm itting the exceptions 1n the f i r s t  place.
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The point toward which we are moving here 1s tha t the act o f viewing 

1s not under social con tro l. I t  remains a "free space" which can permit 

the emergence of a lte rna tive  or oppositional practices or meaning systems.^ 

However, the generation o f a lte rna tive  ways of defining the social world, 

the p o lit ic s  o f d e fin itio n , 1s a social process. The extent to which TV 

news viewing 1s ac tive ly  done w ith other people—talked about, argued, 

discussed—1s the extent to which th is  p o s s ib ility  is  kept a live . The 

social Iso la tion  o f the viewing s itua tion  increases the tendency toward 

pure view er-citizen.

This o rien ta tion  1s admittedly a defensive posture in terms o f a 

p o lit ic a l response to TV news. Yet given the present s itu a tio n , 1n the 

absence o f strong a lte rna tive  p o lit ic a l movements, such a stance 1s cer­

ta in ly  appropriate. This is  not to encourage withdrawal from other forms 

o f resistance or even offensive strateg ies, only to Indicate the importance 

o f try ing  to counter the ongoing Ideological onslaught o f the corporate 

state.

Toward a Reflective TV News Discourse.

I t  is  Imperative fo r those committed to a more ega lita rian  and humane 

society to seriously consider what the outlines o f a Hberatory strategy 

toward TV might look lik e . By now, most social observers o f a l l  persuasions 

accept the p o lit ic a l Importance o f TV. Yet the formulation o f practices 

toward TV which have a positive  and active dimension to them 1s d i f f ic u l t ,
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given the cen tra liza tion  o f production. Most of the populace 1s only In 

a position to be consumers, and 1t Is d i f f ic u l t  to develop practices 

around consumption which are not solely ones o f avoidance ("don 't watch 

TV") or defensive ("1 f you do watch, keep 1n mind the follow ing things. .

Encouraging resistance at the s ite  o f viewing 1s Important, pa rticu­

la r ly  a t a time when oppositional p o lit ic a l movements and cu ltu ra l prac­

tices are not on the offensive. For the long range, however, we must a t 

least try  to c la r ify  our thinking regarding the p o s s ib ilit ie s  o f TV. Prac­

tices  1n concrete s itua tions must be guided by vision as well as Immediate 

necessity.

A s ta rting  point fo r  discussion of the p o s s ib ilit ie s  o f a lte rna tive  

uses o f TV is  to be found 1n a basic theoretic d is tin c tio n : we d i f fe r ­

entia te  between the nature of the medium, as a form of technology, and 

the social re la tions which determine i t s  use 1n a pa rticu la r society.

We re fe r here to re la tions of ownership, con tro l, production, access, and 

so on. In other words, p o s s ib ilit ie s  Inherent w ith in  the technology should 

not be confused w ith the present social purposes which the medium serves.

This s ta rting  point adds some c la r ity ,  yet 1s also underscores the 

enormity o f the task. The social re la tions which define the use o f TV 

are a t bottom the re la tions of subordination and domination which charac­

te rize  the society as a whole,^ Thus, ca lls  fo r "partic ipa to ry" use o f 

TV, in Iso la tion  from any concern w ith the larger question o f the red is­

tr ib u tio n  o f power—I .e . ,  the transformation of the corporate sta te—are
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u ltim ate ly  expressions o f the na1v1t6 o f libera lism  or self-conscious 

attempts a t cooptation by the dominant power groups.^ An Instructive  

case study which demonstrates the tenacity o f the social relationships 

which determine media output Is the case o f Finland.^ In the m1d-'60's, 

a policy w ith in Finnish broadcasting was In it ia te d  to encourage more ac­

tiv e  p o lit ic a l pa rtic ip a tio n  o f the TV news viewing audience. Essentially 

a lib e ra l reform which resulted In modest tampering with the form and con­

ten t o f broadcast news, th is  po licy led to vehement response by a power 

structure who saw the threatening Im plications. The policy was halted.

Enzensberger,6 1n a much debated a r t ic le ,  used the d is tin c tio n  be­

tween the technology and I ts  social re la tions to argue that since there 

was no technical contradiction between sender and receiver, the thrust o f 

Hberatory media p o lit ic s  should be to try  to transform everyone Into a 

"sender." The emergence o f p o te n tia lly  "partic ipa to ry" media technolo­

gies 1n the post-War era (cassettes, cable TV, CB radio, and so on) gave 

him encouragement 1n th is  d irec tion . In his view, radical media p o lit ic s  

could be carried out by avoiding d irec t confrontation with the question o f 

the fundamental social re la tions.

W riting a few years la te r , Enzensberger7 revises th is  position some­

what. Now, fo r a radical media p o lit ic s ,  "a strateg ic retrenchment seems
O

Inev itab le ." The cen tra liza tion  o f much of the new technology Into the 

hands o f the large corporations, the lack o f material support fo r the bud­

ding "a lte rna tive  media" groups, the decline o f a p o litic ize d  counter-culture
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and other problems, explain the change 1n analysis.

Yet there 1s a deeper problem to the approach which Enzensberger
Q

proposed o r ig in a lly ,  as some c r it ic s  have pointed out. Enzensberger 

feels tha t 1t 1s crucial to end the soda! Iso la tion  o f the Individual as 

part o f the p o lit ic a l strategy. However, we would stress tha t th is  organi­

zational endeavor must not take place ju s t around the media. What En­

zensberger does not emphasize are the lim ita tio n s  o f emancipatory con­

sciousness Inherent w ith in the technologies of the mass media.

Any discussion of the nature or potential o f TV as a technology can 

only be ten ta tive . I ts  nature can only be tru ly  known 1n social prac­

t ic e , and social circumstances have only allowed glimmerings o f I ts  po­

te n tia l.  With th is  caveat, our position here 1s tha t even under conditions 

o f Ideal soda! re la tions , TV has severe lim its  on how fa r 1t can aid 

In ending social Iso la tion . A repressive or a lienating tendency Ungers. 

The medium of TV, and Indeed a l l the other mass media as w e ll, can never 

permit the f u l l  rea liza tion  o f 1ntersubject1v1ty between people. Social 

Interaction through mass media o f any so rt—I .e . ,  the separation o f f u l l  

face-to-face encounters by any technology—places lim ita tio n s  on the re flec  

t1ve and c r it ic a l consciousness which 1s possible. The d ia le c tic  o f con­

sciousness and a c t iv ity  1s constricted 1f 1t 1s le f t  only 1n the hands o f 

a mass medium. This d ia lec tic  1s ce rta in ly  constricted by social^ r e a l i­

tie s  as w e ll, yet the face-to-face s itua tion  holds out a llb e ra to ry  po­

te n tia l which cannot be riva led by TV technology. Thus, we saw In Chapter
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Three tha t while the viewer can gain fa m ilia r ity  with the anchorman, th is  

fa m ilia r ity  can never approach the Intersubjectlve understanding possible 

w ith a friend .

The basic problem 1s that technica lly mediate communication can 

never wholly leave the domain o f cybernetic con tro l, regardless of the 

social in tentions. To be a "sender" (or "manipulator", to use Enzensberg- 

e r's  term) posits an orienta tion which can never fu l ly  exclude Ins tru ­

mental ra t io n a lity . This, we w il l  re c a ll,  1s the type o f logic which, 

when applied to people, trea ts them as objects to be moved, denying the 

sub je c tiv ity  of both "sender" and "receiver". Instrumental ra t io n a lity  

Is the foundation of repressive discourse; 1ntersubject1v1ty remains 

thwarted. We are suggesting, as the c r it ic s  o f Enzensberger point out, 

that the form o f a message does impose a bias on the content. The medium 

Is not to ta l ly  the message, as McLuhan would have i t ,  but the tendency 1s 

there.

This is  not to argue fo r  the destruction o f TV technology. Neither 

does 1t suggest that the public sphere which uses 1t must, by d e fin it io n , 

b? repressive. Rather 1t means tha t a concern fo r the Uberatory uses of 

TV must take seriously the task of discovering these lim ita tio ns  1n con­

crete terms. Only In th is  way can an emancipatory vision and strategy 

come Into view.

A non-repress1ve public sphere^0 must give expression to the co llec­

tive  needs and experiences of the populace. TV news has a ro le  to play
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1n th is , but not 1n I ts  present form. Nor can the TV medium i t s e l f ,  

given i t s  lim ita tio n s , be allowed to be the dominant vehicle o f th is  public 

sphere.

TV news discourse, assuming I ts  production was at least to some ex­

tent in  the hands o f those committed to social transformation, would have 

to in v ite  c r it ic a l re fle c tio n . The structure o f the discourse and the 

events portrayed would have to include the viewer as a contributor to the 

creation o f the soda! world being depicted in  the discourse. The class 

in te rests o f the producers and consumers o f TV news would have to be at 

least compatible, 1f not id e n tica l. The needs and experiences, as well 

as the p o s s ib ilit ie s  fo r concrete practices by the viewer, must not be 

treated as Irre levan t by the news discourse.

To achieve th is , TV news discourse would have to maintain the 

practica l connection between the Ind iv idua l, the local arena o f his/her 

a c t iv it ie s ,  and the larger social order. The experience of need on any 

of these three leve ls—in d iv id u a l, lo ca l, soc ie ta l—must not be handled 

as an exception or deviation from an otherwise accetable social order, but 

as an Indication o f lingering inadequacies. Accounts o f aggregate phen­

omena 1n the social world would have to be tempered by attention to par­

t ic u la r  Instances o f non-fu lfillm en t o f social needs. Each individual or 

local need would have to appear as a societal need.

The present social system, as well as the structure o f TV news 

discourse, excludes th is  element. Social needs are not a s ig n ifica n t
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structura l feature of TV news discourse; they are systematically avoided. 

Moreover, 1n the presenation o f aggregate phenomena, exceptional cases only 

serve to confirm the ru le  proven by the aggregate. Exceptions become topics 

o f isolated curlous lty , and hence, in s ig n ifica n t. They do not become a 

force fo r organizing soda! a c t iv it ie s .  They have no status as a re fle c ­

tion  o f the social system, only as a deviation from i t .  The viewer suf­

fers 1n silence. His or her u n fu lf il le d  needs are a personal problem; 

they are not a rticu la ted  as an expression o f soda! deficiency.

The imperative to give expression to co lle c tive  needs, experiences, 

and possible social action, would serve as a guide fo r  organizing the 

public sphere. Technical, geographic, and above a l l ,  social factors wouTd 

have to  be weighed to maximize i t s  capacity fo r  s e lf- re fle c tio n . This 

could only emerge through t r ia l  and e rro r—through practica l experiences.

I t  Is in th is  context where the ro le , and form, o f TV news would have to be 

defined, w ith attention to I ts  lim itations. The public sphere would have 

to be created by overlapping networks o f In s titu tio n s , which are both face- 

to-face in character as well as technica lly mediated.

F in a lly , we end w ith a re ite ra tio n  of a point made at the s ta r t.

The context o f our analysis o f TV news discourse was the s itua tion  o f the 

state under advanced capitalism . I t  is  th is  framework which must also 

guide any p o lit ic a l discussion or a c t iv ity  aimed a t the news media. In 

fa c t, a fu l ly  developed theory o f the corporate state would have to 

include a theory o f the news media. Immediate social and p o lit ic a l c .ir-
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cumstances do not ju s t i fy  excessive optimism fo r re fle c tiv e  discourse.

But one must not overlook the fa c t that fo r the corporate sta te, as well 

as fo r  those who would transform 1 t, the present always remains precarious.
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