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Media Events
The Live Broadcastmg

of History

By Danisi Dayan and Elihu Katz.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1882, 529.50 cloth,

Powerful soc:alchemlstryhappens when great
pubiic events are transmitted live, direct, instantly- to
televiston screens in miliions of homes. A public ceremo-
nial is transformed into a unique, singularly potent com-
munity of the moment when it is electronically trans-
ferred from the agora to the stage of television’s “‘great

hall,” as the late Bud Benjamin of CBS News called the.

interconnected vastness of national and worldwide TV. A
domestic audience of 200 million and a global audience
of more than twice that “attended” upon such media
events as the Kennedy funeral and the Apolle XI moon
mission,

~ Dayan and Katz argue that this partnership of actors
on a public stage, electronic communicators, and an
audience transfixed at the tube-face comprises far more
than another voyeuristic “show” and has reverberations
that resound long after the spectacie ends. In fact, these
historic moments could not have happened without tele-
vision.

Tt is the character of these televised public spectacles
that the authors set out to define, classify, and examine in
Media Events. In so doing, they recognize a phenomenon
that transcends the status of mete “pseudo-event,” in
Boorstin's dismissive phrase.

Instead, they see tejevised media events as “festive
viewing.” as a new and unique “narrative genre” that
bonds and authenticates society, that arrests and deflects
the viewer from his or her daily routine, that “commands
attention universally and simultaneousiy inordertotella
primordial story about current affairs.” The most dra-
matic of these events “appear al moments of crisis and
speak to a conflict that threatens society,” such as the
Kennedy funeral or the “Velvet Revolution” in Czecho-
stovakia.

The authors argue that it is the mediating “addition of
the broadcaster as a third party to the contract” between
the event sponsors and the aedience “that most clea.riy
differentiates media events from public ceremonies prior

1o the era of radio and television.” These dramas inhabit

the grey area between “play and reality.” With the baton
of a video director's Aamboyance, they are transiated into
an aesthetic of the monumental, with their special kind of
visual rhetoric, “their uninhibited reliance on special ef-
fects.smkmg compositions. montages, and juxtapositions.”

What happens to a public évent, the authors ask,
when it is celebrated collectively at home? How does the
vnewmgcxpenmoeofmedmevemsd:fferﬁmnthe“genres
of the everynight?” How do the various power establish-
ments which stage, air, and view thesemediaceremoniats
contractually interact to control the event? One of the
great paradoxes of amedia event, according to Dayan and
Katz, is that, on the one hand, it “depoliticizes society,
both becanse it keeps people at home and because it
contributes to the false illusion of political involvement,”
and that, on the other, u:levision “rnay substitute for the
expericnce of ‘being there.””

Perhaps both the greatest service and the greatest
problem of Media Events is its contribution of a typology
forthe critical examinatioriof this television genre. Dayan
and Katz classify the types as Contests (the Olympic

46

Games, Hill and Thomas before the Senate Judiciary.
Committee), Conguests (Sadat in Jerusaiem, Pope John

Paui 1] confronting the Polish leadership in Warsaw), and

Coronations (which also includes state funerals).

But this criticat classification system tends totruss up
the authors in & framework that seems somewhat restric-
tive and forces them at times 1o slip their own taxonomic
traces. “Our corpus,” they write, “is limited to ceremonial
occasions” which are preplanned, and therefore “exclude
major news events,” :

To draw a line of scholarly convenience between the
media event as ceremonial and as a journalistic expres-

" sion of the conversation of our culture seems artificial

indeed. The presidential debates, Sadat’s “conquest™ of
Jerusaiem, the moon shots and shuttle launches are not
only television “monuments” but belong to-a historic
reaim of shared experience that cannot be contained by
Dayan and Katz's three C's. Should we not add a fourth
category, Consequence? A fifth, Calamity? Shouldn’t the
unplanned interraptive thrast onto the screen of rioting at
the 1968 Democratic Convention and social chaos in Los
Angeles be included in the grammatical “reles” of the
mediaevent? Doesn’t the influence of television’srole as
participant as weil as carrier merit inclusion and exami-
nation?

Insightful and |mportant as this prmnt treatment is,
Dayan and Katz would do weli to consider broadening
their definition of the media event to encompass
television's ability to provide live coverage of the unex-
pecled and the unpianned. The urgent news event of
transcendant importance may evade convenient classifi-
cation as contest, conguest, of coronation, but nonethe-
iess achieve a stature that, “commands attention univer-
sally and simultaneously .. . 1o teil a primordiai story
about current affairs.” )

JERRY M. LANDAY
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Tenors II: PBS’s descent to ‘odd-lots rummage sale’

By Jerry M. Landay

expectantly tuned in WILL-TV, Urbana, to view Three
l Tenors II, Round 1, on PBS. What I saw instead was the
public television counterpart of the commercial TV extrav-
aganza “The Night of O.1. Simpson.”’ It was noncommercial

TV’s ultimate descent into live-events frolic that marks the end -

of civility and good taste on American commercial television
as we know jt.

The Simpson coverage brought us cops, chase and chop-
“pers. PBS. gave us kitsch, kamp and kulture, as Dodger
Stadium was converted into the largest begging bow! in histo-
1y. Both came from Los Angeles—Mediapolis—the capital
city of overstatement, the center of the industry that has made
a fortune out of trivializing greatness and hyping:the banal.

Both productions gave us scenic theater—Simpson, a
panoramic sweep of the freeways; Tenors, tons of living rain
forest seemingly flown fresh from the Amazon. Both drenched
us in that placebo of American self-doubt, an orgy of celebrity:
cutaways of Bush looking lost, Hope looking dazed and ..
Sinatra nearly falling down with amazement, as I did, with -
Carteras, Domingo and Pavarotti rendering “My Way,”’ "

The stupified audience viewing with me laid bets that we’d
shortly see a cutaway two-shot of Rush Limbaugh and Jerry
Falwell seated in the center section, trivmphantly waving .
American flags over the ultimate descent of PBS to the level of
an odd-lots rammage basement, : L oEe

- - All that was missing in the tenors” inappropriate but pre-

dictable movie medley was a section of Disney Delights, cli--

maxed by the Mickey Mouse Club theme song. S
We didn’t have Connie and Dan. We got a world-esteemed
fiddler, Itzhak Perlman, transformed into a stuttering play-by-
play announcer, clumsily hawking t-shirts between innings,
and WHYY’s Witlo Carey, with cloyng adjectives—"great’’
and “exciting’” and “unbelievable’’ and “thriiling”’ and
“superb*'—-spilling continuously from her lips as though issu--

Hosu‘ng the extravaganza were an esteemed fiddler, “trans-
JSormed into G stustering play-by-play annouscer,”’ and Witlo
Carey (above), who produced streams of cloying superiatives.

ing froitha rnaway Xerox machine... - ... .. -
" Iend to forgive the three tenors their highly visible scores- -

. and music stands, though some musicians in the audience com-.
plained they should have rehearsed enough not toneed them,

They did give everything they had, in'a very ambitios pro-
gram;, and I guess they needed the scores. But the whole -+ -
escapade would have been better if they had- shown restraint’
about singing "Moon River'” by merely saying, “We don’t do
that.”* S o i ’
It appears there's no:place for restraint in this flashy new
world of live TV Circus. I suppose a decorous Hugh Downs. .
chatting informatively and intelligently with a charming and
informed Beverly Sills would never have done. I guess that ;
Juinking the forest and the fountain and putting the money into
English subtitles of the foreign-language lyrices would have

been deemed too educational. 1 suspect that reducing the end-

- - less fundraising pitches to several elegant preproduced spots—
- say, eloquent appeals by Bill Clinton, Bob Dole and Renald
. Reagan—.topether with a serfes of running supers with phone

- numbers, would have been deemed insufficient.

But I have a dream. Actually, several dreams. in one of

- them, a-group-of national leaders stands in centerfield at the
- start of the event and announces that a coalition of American
" corporations and foundations has raised a $2 billion endow-

" ment for PBS, reducing its dependence on corporate tithes, its

exposure te political straitjackets and its reliance on public

.- panhandling,

In enother dream, President Clinton or Vice President Gore

stands in the same spot and announces he’l1] ask Congress to
- - dedicate the billions that the government raises in spectrum
" - auctions to public and community radio and public television.
-~ And'I have the dream that the time to lobby courageously for

such security is now. e -
For, if the onslaught of the right-wing nativists succeeds jn
destroying Bill Clinton, I expect it will be Rush Limbaugh

' . hosting the next L. A. stadium spectacular and introducing the
. Three Televangelists—Falwell, Robertson and Bakker. -

I have come across an introduction:by:Aldous Huxley to the
1945 edition of his Brave New World, in which he lists the
conditions for making peopile adore servitude. One of them is

" “a substitute for alcohol and the othet narcotics, something 2t
. once less-harmful and more pleasure-giving than gin or hero-

gt -

- "Methinks it's turning out to be American television, and that
public TV has abandoned its good taste and joined in the narco-
tizing game with all the others—to its.very preatloss.. =~ W

Jerry M. Landay is an associate professor at.the University of
Itlinois, Champaign-Urbana, where he writes on television
topics and teaches electronic journalisin; He is a documentary
producer and was a news correspondent for ABC and CBS.

_Current welcomes reader reactions. -
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Telecommunications: Clinton’s Historic Blunder

By Jerry . Landay

“The failure of President Clinton and Vice-
President Gore to temper the rampant power

solidations of influence, content production, dis-
wibution, aceess, patents, and control over the
primary pipeline to the public mind. The Clincon

of the commercial broadcasting and tel
munications industries wiil be seen by histeri-
ans as one of the most profound blunders of
the Cii Gore Administration. For this, it
shares culpability with the bipartisan majori-
ty in the Congress. The free-market jargon
used by both to promote the gospel of "com-
petition” on the "Informadon Superhighway”
- and over the aicwaves will be seen in retro-
spect for what it is- — the largest collective
corparate giveaway ¢o monapoly interests in
thie nation’s history.

Despite the apparent transparency of their
amusement content, the tele-screen and the

Administration has proferred this power to pri-

vate interests in four ways:

* By reversing its decision to consteuct the
national electronic information infrastruc-
ture a5 a Federal “interstate” system orient-

“ed to the public interest — to schools,
libraries, and other vital public and human
services. The Administration altersd that
vision of the Internet into 2 largely corpo-
rate odd-lots basement, and was immediate-
by rewarded by huge infusions of campaign
cash from the telecommunications industry.

* By the Presidental signing of the 1996

radic speaker are opaque to li rs and
viewers for what they really are: an expres-
sion of lleled political, cultural, and
econotic power — over public opinion and
thie public mood, over our political life, over
the quality of American culture, over the
value formation of our children, and over cur
spare time, .
Combined with the computer, they are the
electric knowledge bridge into the Informa.
tion- Cenrsry. The Administration has sold
out Clinton's “Bridge” to the highest bidders.
- Multi-million-dollar expenditures by the
telecommunications and broadcasting indus-
tries in campaign contributions and lebbying
activities have elevated them into the top
ranks of Washington special interests, Their
emissaries stand beside the throne. Peter S.
Knight. & telecommunications artorney, ran
the Clinton-Gore re-election campaign. Roy
S. Neel, president of the United. Telephone
Association, which lobbies intensively on
telecommunications policy issues. was a key
assistant to Senator Gore, and later served as
his vice-presidential chief of staff. Greg
Siman, chief policy adviser -to the Clinton
Administration' on telecommaunications, has
resigned to step through loopholes in lobbying
restrictions on ex-bureaverats and accepts
assignments to further industry causes.
With antrust enforcement paralyzed before
a pandemic of mass telemedia mergers. radio
and television ownerships serve as the cash cows
for media conglomerates to accumulate vast ¢on-

BOX OF WEATHERLIGHT + BOX OF 5TH ED MTG
- $190.00

BOX OF VISIONS + BOX OF MIRAGE

' .$190.00

COUPOHN EXFIRES 7/15/A70R WHILE SUPPLIES LAST

REG. $212.40

REG. $212.40

CL¥'s best stocked supplier of RPGs,
collectable card games, miniatures,

Tel jons Bill, a deregulatory
disaster disguised as a spur to competition,
which is acrually speeding the process of
vertical integration of fewer than rwo dozen
telecommunications overlords — from tele-
phones to radio and TV stations to cable
and direcr-broadeast satellites, They are
quickly becoming the only voices in town,

* By high-pressure auctions of portions of the
publicly-held electromagnetic spectrum to
providers of customized personal services, 2
one-shot gimmick to pour billions into the
Treasury’s general fund to balance the fed-
eral budget. “The tragic and wasteful deci-
sion to auction, rather than lease, this elec-
tronic public parkland for short-term polit.
jeal purposes will have profound leng-term
consequences for the nation’s commertial
and cultral life.

* By capitulation to the broadeast industry in
giving awdy, without charge or public pay-
back such ag free political time, public
channel space for advanced digital televi-

sion to existing holders of broadcast icens.

es and to nerworks, an astronomical corpo-
rate handout to vested network and statien
interests, As commurications scholar
Robert McChesney of the University of
Wisconsin has concluded: "By any known
theory of democracy, such a concentration
of control over media in so few-tiands, espe-
cially hands that are often at-odds with the
‘needs of demecratic political cuiture, is a
severe problem.”

Had this lucrative public property been
loaned to mediz corporations on annual lease,
dedicated billions would have been invested
in the new electronic commonwealth. The
resulting funding pool would have underwric.
ten an American public telecommunications
sector second to none in the world:

* Iz could have created a: permanent trust
fund for a truly independent public broad-

- casting service and for equipment to carry
the system handsomely onto cable and into
the digital epoch.

* Dedicated funding from spectrum leasing
conld have created a Fund to underwrite the
costs of universal access and service to the
Internet and the Web — as weli as equip-
ment — for the poor and for rural users, for
school children, libraries, community edu-
cational netwarks, police, fire and local gov-
ernment services. Instead, to- help under-
write these services, the FCC will likely
allow local phone companies to substantial-

Hirslravion Ly Erlc Alle

Iy increase their rates to all consumers,

* Dedicated levies from leases of the public
spectruin 1o cial mass ica-
tors could have underwritten a National
‘Endowment for Telecommunications,
which would fund creative and innovative
educational and cultural fare by indepen-
dent producers for children and adults, as
well as outlets for noncommercial commu-
fiLy. voices.

When he first saiv a flickering demonstra-
tion of TV ar its unveiling in 1938, the late
E.B. White wrote prophetically that “f
believe television is going to be the test of the
modern world... We shall stand or fall by tefe-
vision, of that [ am quite sure.” President
Clintan has made his choice. We shall have to.
change it, or suffer the consequences,

“Jerry A, Landay in Hanors Prof. emeritas at the
Univervity of llinvia, a weiter-lecturer on media-
democracy s, and a former ABC und CBS news
correqpondent. W
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Put the Masses

iy Jefry M. Landay

jution” is that the new technologies

treed disconnects and silences.
‘hese social consequernces are explored in.
yavid 8. Reynelds’s nourishing “cultural
siography” of poet Walt Whitman, the
9th-century bard of America.

Reynolds's point of reference is the in-
anse participation between public figures
:nd the public that marked Araerican pop-
lor communications of the 1840s and
850s, a precommercialized “mass media
lture in which Americans often enter-
ained themselves and each other,” a time
vhen the endgame of human contact was
he direct experience of the contact itself.

. Then, “eptertainment” was not 2 Syn-
sy for shallow amusement, aimless di-
rsion, or manipulation. The word enter-
‘ainment. described the intense bond
setween performer and audience — politi-
ans and partisans, orators and auditors,
ctors and patrons, pastors and congre-

ants. The barriers were down. The charis-

- matic Rev. Henry Ward Beecher filled his
olymouth Church in Brooklyn with. thou-
sands for his Spiric-driven sermons. He
-old his architect to extend the pulpit to
move him closer to his listeners: “T want
the audience to surround me, have the peo-
ole surge all about me.”
 Futurists who éxtol the promise and
orofitability of {interactive new media wilk
find in Professor Reynolds' pages 2 cul-

" ural baseline for the democratic nature of
interactivity in Whitman’s time. Contact
‘hetween politician and voter was a brisk
confrontation, in an “agonistic arena,” in

T HE prime irony of the “digital revo-

d',,\_d,-\-w—-%
_ Vo W VA

which candidates were measured by their
ability to engage in “animated conversa-
tion” with challengers and to lay hecklers
low with bolts of reasoned argument or &
verbal coup de grice. .

Voter turnout in those interactive days

ran as high as 80 percent. Contact was di- ‘types

rect. Passion was embraced as part of a
game “of perfect furor” in which “listeners

and viewers expressed their praise and dis-

pleasure with the greatest possible noise”

‘- st concerts, lyceurts, theatre, the opera.

High culture flourished slongside low; and
interpenetrated all classes and - forums.
Whitman is' portrayed “spouting Shake-
speare atop omnibuses, declaiming Homer

_and Ossian st the seashore, and humming
" arias on the street.” )

One-way political ‘debate’
Today, profound feeling has been muited
by the scientific requirement of “objectiv-
ity and balance.” Interactive political dis-
course is muffled by electronic separation.
Millions sit in passive silence before a flick:
ering, one-way barrage -of political ads,
electronic monologues mounted not by the
principals themselves, but by their seconds
- faceless advertisers and invisible narra-
tors who lob negative ads, heedless of the
loathing they've bred among citizens. The
electronic “debate” is restricted to what
Democratic and Republican media consul-
tants and spokesmen. have to say, but the
only real discussion of how to reconnect
the voter with the process comes from
side-eddies of political concerm, voices
such as that of Ross Perot, whorn main-
stream writers brush aside as “crazy.”
Political scientists and polisters try to

tinravel with statistics the “mystery” of why

citizens, who have been bypassed by the
media revolution, continue to opt. ocut of
the proéess. But a reading of “Walt Whit-
‘man's America” quickdy dispels the mys-
tery. "I pass so poorly with paper and
...” the post wrote, "1 must pass with
the contact of bodies and souls.” '
Whitman, a journalist as well as 2 poet,
understood the force of the mass-media
revolution exploding in his day into myriad
newspapers fed by new technologies and
an ideologically diverse array of publish-
ers, editors, and writers: *Everywhere their
influence is felt,” he said. “No man can
measure it, for it is immeasurable.”
Media's influence remains “immeasur-
able,” bist we can intuitively sense the ef-
fect on “bodies and souls™ of the one-way
mass communications of our own time. A
viewer in a sea of millions talks back ta her

television set. But no one listens. One-way

massmediahasforaceﬁmandahalf
conditioned us to be still and just listen,
and we have inereasingly held our tongues.
Ratings services measure the popularity of
offerings, but the choice is limited. View-

ers and, increasingly, readers of journals

that mimic television are given not what
thiey want, but what they have been trained
to expect. - )

As participation in a vibrant cultural di-
alogue has been stilled, so has participa-
tory association in the democratic process.
In critical instances, technology and policy
have been used {0 thwart democracy, not
to aidvance it. Telephone answering ma-

chines are used by many businesses and.
government offices to erect fire walls be- -

tween the principals and the publ_ic. Tele-

Giz?/) 706

Back Into Mass Communications

phone operators have been replaced by un-
wanted Muzak funes, played over the
phones into unwilling ears, to tell us we're
still on hold. Music performers amplify
their sound in public space by all but swal-

lowing the microphones; huge loudspeak-

ers snuff out intimacy and interactivity.
Telemarketers invade our homes at din-

ner time, hardly affirming “family values.”

Public access to public airwaves and cable

is denied to all but those who can pay for -

it. Telecorununications companies actively
oppose efforts to ensure universal access
and service to the Internet and the World
Wide Web.

Let's get truly interactive .

How can we exploit new technoiogies to
preserve and-broaden rather than stifle de
mocratic interactivity? Are there imagina-
tive ways for machines to revive a sem-
blance of the participatory culture that
flourished in Whitman's America?

. Digitized America must somehow start
talking publicly about putting people back
in the comununications process. Mass
media, the telecommunications establish-
ment, and our political leadership must
bring theif immense power o arousing in-
terest in vibrant public communication, 2

“role that goes beyond mere public rela-
tions and conswmer ads to the informing of

mass consciousness about the vital ties be-
tween participatory culture and democ-
racy, and how technology can strengthen
them. :

B Jerry M. Landoy, o former journalist,
is an honors professor al the University
of Hlinois in Champuign-Urbana.
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The FCC has capitulated to the
mega-businesses that dominate

R

- TV today. It wasn't always so.

Murdoch Ruling Stretches |
‘Meaning of ‘Public Interest’

8y Jorvy M. Landay

EWTON N, MINOW, author

of the oftquoted and un-

S heeded “vast wasteland”

speech, likes to ask his mdiences,

What i3 the most important edu-

cational institution in America:

{a) Harvard, (b) Yale, (¢) Colum.

bia, or (d) none of the above? The
answer, of course, is (d).

The real educator is television.
"More people learn more each
day from television,” Mr. Minow
Poirts out, “than from any other
source.” . :

FCC’s sarly mandate

In the early 1980s, the Federal-

Communications  Commission
(FCC) under Minow's chairman-
ahip threatened to soip stations
of their coveted licenses un-
less they obeyed the inw to
operiie in the public inter- |
esi. As trustee of this power-
ful “tele-university,” the FCC
briefly got it right To
Minow, the public interest
meant simply serving the
Bublic good. )
To  chairman  Reed
Hundt's present-day FCC,
four comumunications iaw-

conglomerates
whose only allegiance is to
their collective purse. The

FCC's latest atrocity agsinst the

public-interest standard is waiv-
ing a' “technical” violation of the
law by the irrepressible Rupert
Murdoch, letting hitn keep eon-
trol of the eight core stations of
his Fox Network and sparing him
2 3200 million tax bill. ’
The law says foreign interests
may congrol no more than 26 per-
cent of a station. But Mr. Mur-
doch’s Australia-based News Cor-
poration owms 99 percent. lIis
newspaper and brosdcast web
now stretches across 1o more
than two-thirds of the globe. The
- commissioners rued  unap;-
Mously that all he need do to keep
Fox intact 1s convince them that a
wawver s in the public interest.
This should be no probiem for a
mediarch with 2 history of mas-
tering the deljcate art of “waiving”
. himself through more impassable
poliical gates than the Scariet
Pimpernet,
For the FCC, there seems Lo be

1o question that it's in our inter-
et Lo preserve for our culture and
our kids a network that has, in the
“public interest,” brought us “The
Mighty Morpliin' Power Rangers”
and “Medrose Pisce,” and has no
news and public affairs: depart-
ment. :

“Public interest’ twisted

In the Iate 1920s, the FCC's
predecessor, the Fedefzl Radio
Commission, adopted regulations
that forced hundreds of noncom-
mercial stations off the air in

. favor of an industry dominated by

networks and paid for entirely by
advertizing. Since then, the legal
requirement that stations operate
in the “‘public interest, conven-
tence, and necessity” has been

is best for the corporate owners s’

best for the pubiic..

‘That's why the oldest and most
powerful sitting commissioner,
James Quello, a professed Demo-
crat who has behaved consis-
tently like a Republican since his
appointment in’ 1974, could de-
clare in preserving the so-called
fourth network: *The record un-
equivocally shows that Fox js op-
erating in the public interest.”

Why? Just take a peek ai it. Mr.
Quello ran WJR Detruoit and was a
vice president of Capital Cities

Broadcasting, now owner of ABC,-

before joining the comumission. A
staunch supporter of Presidents
Nixon and Reagan, Quelto helped
shepherd the Republican crusade
to deregulate the industry in the
‘80s, reducing the public-interest
standard to rubble. . i
The result: FCC finds itself
powetless before the mediarchy
as it confronts a set of paramount

issues affecting the place of the

great 'Iele»uﬂvémﬂ;y' nowr lh;s
The FCC has capitulated on ef-
forts by parent, teacher, and eig-

high-quality . educational . pro-
grams, The drive has faltered be-
fore industry argurients that sta..

-tions have a First Amendment

right to feed children what they
choose, an interpretation Thomas
Jefferson snd James Madison
hardly could have hid in mind.

FCC has iailed to aot

Quello has led the charge
against reform, even though he
told = trade journal in 1993 that,
reganding kidvid, the public inter-
est should.take precedence over
FCC has proved equally impotent
in dealing with the inflam.
matory tilt to the right of
tik radio hosts and ' the
sieaze and prurience of
Howurd Stern. It has failed

- portedly got the FCC's at-
ion on the Murdoch case by
blueprinting a drastic FCC over-
haul Mr Gingrich, of course, has
a lucrative book contract with
Murdach. President Clinton and

.VicePl‘EidEmMGpm“—

champion-healthy mass telecom-
munications and criticize exces-
sive violerice on the commercial
airwaves, but sidestep rea)

changes. They might well con-

sider countering Gingrich by ap-
poirting a Citizen's Commission
on Broadcasting and Cabie that
would supply s blueprint for the
great “tele-university* and resur-
rect the public interest on the air,
It could sart by cailing for the ap-
poinunent of real cinzen-viewers
and citizen-listeners 1o mem-

bership on the FCC.

@ Jerry M. Landdy, & former
CBS and ABC news corre-
Spondent, teaches issues in tele-
vision at the University of Nli-
nots in Champaign-Urbana
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Zae Educating Young Minds

About the Power of TV

By Jerry M. Lemday

_ OMPLAINING about commer-
.cial TV has replaced baseball
as Ametica’s national pastime:

bashings and killings for viewers of
all ages, pulpy romances, the politi-
cization of the talk-show circuit, and
commercial clutter. Presidents com-
plain, congressmen decry, churchmen
declaim, Nothing happens. We keep
on watching - and complaining,

Television has become the most
powerful human force in the daily
lives of Americans. TV content infly-
ences events and the way we perceive
them.

A new movement for media liter-
acy argues otherwise. In classrooms,
teachers' training workshops, adult
study forums, and homes, the
campaign for media literacy is a
quiet but pervasive response to
the growth of commercial
media power, The media litera- :
€Y -movement- provides the
counterforce that empowers
viewers, listeners, and readers
to become media-wise; to bring
acnticaleyea.ndeartowha.t
they see and hear, and to taik
back to the tube.

In the summer of 1993, there
was one national teacher-train.
ing workshop in media literacy.

newsinagazines are preoccupied with
drugs, 5o is television, and so is the
public. If the major heroes on televi-
sion are sports figures and cops, No-
bel prize-winners earn only a passing
glance in our culture, .

Media literacy studies engage the
gears of the conscious, critical mind.
They teach viewers of all ages not to
imbibe video mindiessiy by the hour,
but to make selective viewing choices
and to “deconstruct” and examine
what they’ve seen, to increase aware-
ness to how messagemakers influence
or manipulate. _

While media Iiteracy classes con-
sider newspapers, magazines, and
films, they tend to emphasize televi-
sion, now the most powerful dis-
penser of media messages,

In the classroom, media literacy is
sometimes taught as a stand-alone se-
quence. But more often, it's inte-

JEFF DANIGER
SRR r

moverment is the Assembly of Media
Arts of the National Councit of Teach-
ers of English, based in Urbana, [

In many schools, media literacy
begins at the elementary level. Pupils
do critical viewing, then discuss the
contents and techniques used in what
they've seen. Theyre made aware
that digital -technologies mean that
photographs can be changed as easi-
ly as text, to  produce images as
untrustworthy as loaded words.

They study nightly news programs,
comparing their editorial content with
the newspaper's, and decide which
stories most accurately reconstructed
the events. They discuss issues such
as why TV newscasts are saturated
with OJ. ‘Simpson coverage at the
expense of more meaningful stories.

At a middle school in Billerica,
Mass., students are screening and
decoding TV advertising. They stydy
the “hooks" that sponsors build
into Saturday morning toy and
game ads designed to turn
them into *] wannas.”

Through an Ad Lab, Billeri-
ca high school students have
produced v campaigns
against smoking, violence, and
sexual harassment, which have
been aired over the classroom
system and local public-access
cable.

" On the adult level, staff spe-
cialists for the Réman Catholie
Diocese of Chariotte, N.C., con-

This past sumumer, there were
15, including a week-long institute
that [ attended at Harvarg University
in Cambridge, Mass., with 60 others,
which included mostly public school
teachers who were bringing media
education to classrooms. Mediz liter-
acy education is based on these
principies: ’ o

a) TV reconstructs reality for an
editorial purpose. Research confirms

" that if we watch more killings on corr-

fuercial television than we encounter
in daily jife, we perceive a mean and
violent world, and react accordingly
to such policy issues as fighting crime
and building jails,

b). Behind everything -that com-
mercial TV airs is profit. The objective
of the product is not to amuse or
inform, but to deliver large, targeted
audiences to sponsors as a commod-
ity, in exchange for sales dollars,

¢) Competitive pressures among
them drive media to amplify what
they carry beyond its significance. For
example, the ' synergy of news-
magazines interacting with television
news produces imitative coverage of
Newt Gingrich, O.J. Simpson, and
other sensations of the moment. Eco-
nomic imperatives Limit . diversity on
the tube rather than enhance it.

d) Media filters set the public agen-
da and ‘influence behavior. . When

grated into English, math, and social
science courses.

In more and more public schools,
children are gaining mastery over the
medium by learning how to produce

television ads and programs in their
schools. Since all TV is educational,
the point is not to demonize it, but to
underscore its positive power to woik
for society. '

Or the adult level, media literacy
workshops involve the sharpening of
critical viewing skills, and the devel-
opment of shared family-viewing rou-
tines.” .

Media literacy also informs citizen
action - activities such as campaigns
to improve local cable and station
programming or to-influence govern-
ment ard industry comumnunications
policies.

France, Spain, Canada, Britain,
and Australia have made media edy-
cation a school requirement for years,
“American educators,” says Prof, Re-
nee Hobbs of Babson College in
Wellesley, Mass., “have tended to triv-
jalize media culture and demonize
television. But media culture now is
our culture. We need to bring eritical
viewing' skills to American class-
rooms, and arm adults to reinforce
those skills at home.” N

A leader of the media literacy

' duct church-based programs
that offer adults group guidance on
how to parent in the TV age. They
teach other media trainers to expand
the work. '

At University High School in Ur-
banz, I, producer Jay Rosenstein
teaches a course in documentary ap-
preciation and: production. -Students
analyze content and structure, then
produce their own documentaries,
which have been aired on the local
public television station.

Opposition to media-literacy edu-
cation springs from a number of
sources: those who suspect that video
literacy merely converts z classroom
into a viewing theater, or who fear
that critical thinking may alter. the
power balance in American society.

Communications scholar Neil Post.
man of New York University has a sue-
cinet response:

“Some people would say that me-
_dia education is radical. That depends
On what you mean by radical. If you
believe that education is about not
only making a living but making an
intelligent life, then media literacy is
radical in the best, most constructive
sense of the word.”

BJerry M. Landay teaches “Issues
in Television,” at the University of
Hllinots, in Champaign-tirbana.
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TV Violence: Let Parents Decide

By Jerry M, Landay

" down are trying to get their friends in

the commercial television business off
a very hot seat. They're proposing that set
manufacturers be required to install a so-
called “V" (for violence) chip that would em-
power parents by letting them electronically
snuff out programs coded as unsuitable for
children.

A bill to this effect has already passed the
Senate. Politicians see the V-chip as a face-
saving way for an industry with-
out a conscience to pretend it
has one.

Program producers are drag-

POLITICIANS from the president on

rating system that would elec-
tronically code programs as too
violent or prurient for children.
Under the proposed system, pro-
ducers would rate their own
work, as-the movies do. Critics
liken that to letting the foxes de-
cide who gets into the henhouse.
Others complain that the V-chip
the free-

alles advocates haul out the Big Government

- scarecrow, insisting that responsible parents

don’t need Washington to tell them what to

do.
‘The clash-among these three competing

_-Interests - free enterprise, the welfare of the .
_Young, and the First Amendment — obscures
common sense. It is always useful en such

matters to talk to Peggy Charren. The patron’
saint of “vidkids™ proposes a sensible way

- through the rhetorical mist: Have the par-

ents, not the industry, rate the programs and
decide what to block from their home
screens. Ms. Charren is founder of Action for
Children’s Television and is largely responsi-
ble for congressional passage of the Chil-
dren’s Television Act of 1990.

Charren says she would serap the Vechip.
She proposes instead that manufacturers in-
stall an electronic “scrambler” in iheir sets.
The scrambler c¢hip is alveady in some ad-
vanced digital sets und coutd be adapted to

It’s the province
of the parent to
decide who's
welcome at the
hearth and when
to bar the door.

our analog sets. While the V-chip gives the
power of choice to an outside party, the
scrambler allows parents to decide. Using a
remote keypad, they could convert spec1ﬁc
programs to hash by selecting what channels
to scramble and what times to seramble them
- sirnilar to setting a VCR to record a specific
program.

Customarily, it's the rightful provinee of
the parent to decide who's welcome at the
hearth and when to bar the door. The Char-
ren scrambler would extend parental discre-
tion to producers of sleaze. It overcomes the

problem- of having either the
broadcast’ mdustry or a govern-
ment agency decide what is vio-
lent, indecent, or obscene. Par-
ents would, as parents should.
The scrambler would deal -
neatly with the problem of
defining violence and diserimi-
nating between gratuitous “tele-
brutality” and the necessary in-
struction of a child about life.
With a scrambler, parents could
discriminate  between . the
-appropriateness of stories with
“a violent edge on the evening
news and “Diagnosis Murder,” or between
Ken Burns's “Civil. War” and “NYPD Blue.”
Parents hesitant about making the choice
could base their .scrambling judgments on
zapping charts formulated by peer groups-of
their liking: the national PTA, the - local
church, or the American Family. Association,
for example. Scrambling.as a. parental right -
would render moot the issue of a corporate
producer’s First Amendment rights.

Parents must persuade the holdouts

among the five Federal Communications

‘comrmissioners to stop dithering and impose

channel usage, or spectrum fees, on TV sta-
tions that refuse to sernsibly schedule quality
children’s programs. The proceeds .would be
dedicated to “kidvid” on those stations that
will,

BJerry M. Landuy teaches al the Uniceis:
sity of Hiinois, writes aned lectires on toie-
Ciston issues, Surneer weticark
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By lerry M. l‘v.'aAud‘ay._

. T,

of the session is receiving so little
A public attention asit moves through
the congressional mill that it’s being called

the “stealth bill.” The Telecommunications . -.

Act of 1005 is so sweeping that every

_ American who owns a television set or

radio, reads a mewspaper, uses cable, a
telephone, or a computer will be affected.

The bill will influence what we’'ll pay for
our telephone facilities, as our demands

for telephone lines to access on-line com- .

puter services expands. It -could touch off

_a new surge in our cable rates, which fed-

eral regulators only re-

cently brought under con-

trol. The bill wil} shift the

balance of power from .
local TV stations to their -
networks, further -dim- -

inishing the range of local
programming we receive;
eliminate smaller cable
systems that serve much
of the nation; and concen-.
trate the range of pro-
gram choices and editor-
ial voices in the hands of
even fewer producers and -
distributors. . oo

There’s a struggle of
.titans between competing
telephone. interests over :
_key provisions of the bill. -
There have been extraor- .
dinary departures from .-
the democratic process. -
Perhaps because they
have a direct stake, the
networks' news reports
give it virtually no heed. :
The mainstream press quarantines the
story to the business pages.

The bill rewrites the core body of law,
dating back to 1834, that regulates the
communications industry. The so-called
“reformas” will loosen the rules under which
the $200-billion-a-year industry that owns
America's long-distance and regional
phone companies, cable television sys-
tems, many newspapers, and radio-televi-
sion enterprises will battle for dominion in
the new digital order. '

The industry began spreading huge
amounts of money among the congres-

- sional campaigns before the last election —

nearly $7 million in the 1993-94 season
alone. With the start of the new session,
the philanthropic tilt has moved from the
Dermocrats to the Republicans. Special fa-
vors have been reserved for members of
the House and Senate Commerce commit-
tees, which have jurisdiction.

. Tn a highly irregular stretch of the dem-

Hijacking the [ Way -
“What Tt Will Cost You

bill slid thraugh Congress

-, .were permitted to v;rite large sections of
I L S - " the legislation. One of them, Peggy Binzel,
T HE most important social legislation

is credited with the bill's marked pro-net-

work tilt. She is vice president for govem-

ment relations of Rupert Murdoch’s News

Corporation, which owns the Fox network.

The Senate overwhelmingly passed its

version of the bill in June. The House was

scheduled to debate its far more generous

version this week, T

After the House Cormumerce Committee
had voted overwhelmingly to report it out,
the regional Bell companies complained to

‘Speaker Newt Gingrich about certain pro-

visions governing their entry into the long-

distance business.
i} "According to Capitol
Hill sources, Mr. Gingrich
asked committee leaders
to make substantial
changes. They were qui-
etly inserted in the bill
~without formal resubimis-

. sion to members.

‘ In an angry letter to
Gingrich, -Ser. Bob Ker-
rey (D) of Nebraska
asked “how this practice
squares with your long-
stated desire to change
the way government does
business.” The letter re-
ceived little attention.

Aside from the dam-
age it's wreaked on the
democratic process, the
bill’s most serious flaw is’
its .double standard. It
promotes competition in
telephone
ameng established mega-
media interests, which

ook

| JEEE DANTIGER - STAFF

experts say will produce |-

lower rates for consumers of telephone
services. But the provisions all but choke
-off competition in television and radio —

bad news for citizen-consumers who 5eeK °

a multiplicity of voices on the air and on
cable. It dangerously limits ownership of
the stations and cable systems to those en-
‘terprises with the ready cash to snap them
up - notably, the phone companies, estab- -
lished media conglomerates, and the net-
works.

There are goodies for the cable busi-
ness, too, where caps on cable rates are to
be swept away, with systems able to charge

whatever the market will bear. Purported -

safeguards are without teeth.

President Clinton has indicated he may
veto the bill as it stands. Meantime, there
should be no question about the demo-
cratic leanings of the Congress - of, by, and
for the people. The people, in this case, are
those who own and operate tele-
communications conglomerates. '
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' 'nology

) sp_urred the sale of radio sets; in

. the ’40s, they ‘mobilized us for
, war in the 505, they borided us
: ‘consumerism; and now, zs- the 'Amerlcun
earheads of huge tele-- Dream. 7

By lerry M Landay

nounced the birth of the first permanent
broadcasting network, NBC. It pledged

IN September 1926, a fuli-page ad an-

“that the network would convert the radio set
“from a mere “plaything” to “an instrument of
“service.” -What networks have been serving -
“gver since are primarily the needs of busi-

*.ness. As twin transactions worth $25 billion

"showed last week — ABC’s takeover by Dis- -
_ney, and CBS’s purchase by Westinghouse -

networks have remained massive mstmments

the business c¢ycle and the com- -
petitive challenges of new tech

~In the. "Iate 205 networks the cash,

S ement ¢t nglomera.tes, they
tion, machmery for the

1}1y to aerospace _screen- content is.

: Amenca, w}uch -'sii‘ed NBC.'_'ABC,ra strugglings'i
‘network .of ‘'only 14 TV stations in 1953, was =
- #saved by-a compact: that put Walt Dlsneys--:'
.zhuger popular “Mickey Mouse Club”: on the
- air -each-. Sunday - mght. In tum ABC sunk

;stneyla.nd ' dnir e
::By the- early-'90s, many- medaa soothsay-

;ers were predicting:the demise of networks.: .

,Competltlon from cable and computers, cou- +

pled with recessionary cycIes, eroded the net-

works' revenue stream, while' their share of :
tuned-iri TV homes “slid from 90 percent to 60
percent. Rupert Murdoch, the Merlin of net- -
working, cast miraculous enchantments on.

Was_hmgto_n ‘that brot]ght hisupstart Fox rlet--

‘Networks supply -

and dlstrlbuhon
for the export of

cash, ‘content,” and — -

/ ( £ ) ‘? ork into the competttwe cirdle. Audlence-‘":-.

erosion has since leveled off,:and the return
of good times has resurrected the network .
business. “Up-front”. advertising salés for the
fall program lineups broke records last year -
~.even for CBS, the invalid of the network
busmess .Networks bring to their buyers: -

.M Cash. Government policies and leglsla-
t1ve “reforms”: are raising the limits on the
number of radio, TV stations, and prime-time
programs that networks can own and are ex-
‘tending their pnme tune mcome by one hour .
each mght Tt
o Reach Networks still de- -

the lowest price — some 60 mil-

" lion homes nightly. Their initials-
“are among the most fam1ha.r of
bra.nd names. o C X

content, -.--= Stations.: Networks brmg

"thelr affiliated :stations to the

..deal, some of which they own

~“and operate: in larger markets.

S 'Th_es'e ~*0&0s” -are - extremely
z—::;proﬁtable,':with.'x_'etums of 40 -

-percent to 50 percent common. .

M Diverse holdings. ABC, for

'-'mstance, owWns two ESPN cable

-, of commerce, pop culture, and
socxal _management. These cor- 0 /E “liver the, largest audience to'ad-
porate -crown jewels have re- P leN SSEYS ‘vertisers of any mass medium at
_

. tained their value despite dips in

countnes, mcludmg Chinz arid India, as well '
:-as eight- daily -and”140 weekly ReWSDapers. -
‘W Social stabmty Networks define accept-
able boundanes of taste trends ‘ideas and is-
defini :

In:his: 1@76 Oscar-wuuung movie: Net-‘:-
work,” the late writer. 'Paddy Chayesfky envi-
smned hls fictional . Universal- Broadcastmg

+Oystem as the spearhead of “a college of co1™-

poratlons inexorably ‘determined by: the:im-.
mutable: by laws “of busmess With Chayef-
:sky, we're forced to wonder about the beauty E
+'of bigness. in the ‘commerce -of culture. Net-
~work content, with all its reach, has hardly i 1g- ‘
mted a great Amenca.n renalssa.nce DT

lJen’y M Landay, afornm ABC and
.CBS news cmespondent writes onmedza
issues. - .
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. supply:thé. cash, content, and

By lerry M. Landay

nounced the birth of the first permanent

broadcasting network, NBC. It pledged
that the network would convert the radio set
from a mere “plaything” to “an instrument of
service.” What networks have been serving
ever since are primarily the needs of busi-
‘ness. As twin transactions worth $25 billion
showed last week — ABC's takeover by Dis-
hey, and CBS's purchase by Westinghouse -
networks have remained massive instruments
of commerce, pop cuiture, and
social management. These cor-

IN September 1926, a full-page ad an-

porate crown jewels have re-

liver the largest audience to ad- |
OP INIQN/ ESSRYS vertisers of any mass medium at -
tained their value despite dips in - _ the lowest price — some-60 mil-

the business cycle and the com- :
petitive challenges of new tech-

nology. : ; brand names.

In the late °20s, networks 'the cash, content, W Stations. Networks bring
spurred the sale of radio sets; in . d distributi their affiliated stations to the-
the '40s, they mobilized us for :m hd istrib OI} - deal, some of which they own
war; in the "50s, they bonded us 'OF the export o ) and operate in larger markets.

to TV consumerism; and now, as
the -spearheads of huge tele- Dreom.’
amusement conglomerates, they

distribution ‘machinery for the ‘

export of the "American dream” to the world.
Second only to-aerospace, screen content is

.‘America’s main cash crop. The. combustive

powers of network alliances are nothing new.
Westinghouse was a member of the consor-
tium that founded the Radio Corporation of

-America, which sired NBC, ABC, a struggling

network of only 14 TV stations in 1953, was
saved by a compact that put Walt Disney’s.
hugely popular “Mickey Mouse Club” on the
air each Sunday night. In turn, ABC sunk
needed capital into a Disney dream called

| Disneyland.

By the early "905, many media soothsay-

‘ers were predicting the demise of networks.

Competition from cable and computers, cou-
pled with recessionary cycles, eroded the net-
works’ revenue stream, while their share of
tuned-in TV homes slid from 90 percent to 60

- percent. Rupert Murdoch, the Mertin of net-

working, cast miraculous enchantments on
Washington that brought his upstart Fox net-

Networks supply

the ‘American

' Why Networks Are Hot Bu}rs

work into the competitive circle. Audjence
erosion has since leveled off, and the return
of good times has resurrected the network
business. “Up-front” advertising sales for the
fall program lineups broke records. last year
= even for CBS, the invalid of the network
business. Networks bring to their buyers:

B Cash. Government policies and legisla-

tive “reforms” are raising the limits on the -

number of radio, TV stations, and: prime-time
programs that networks can own and are ex-
“tending their prime-time income by one hour

each night.
® Reach. Networks still de-

lion homes nightly. Their initials
are among the most familiar of

These “0O&O0s™ are extremely
profitable, with returns of 40
percent to 50 percent common.

B Diverse holdings. ABC, for

: : instance, owns two ESPN cable
networks, which loft sports programs to 150
countries, including China and India, as well
as eight daily and 140 weekly newspapers.

. Social stability. Networks define accept-
able boundaries of taste, trends, ideas and is-
sues, expert opinion, and even self-definition.
Their ads legitimatize and reinforce the im-
pulse to buy. - -

In his 1976 Oscar-winning movie “Net-
work,” the late writer Paddy Chayesfky envi-
sioned his fictional Universal Broadeasting
System as the spearhead of “a coilege of cor-

porations inexorably determined by the im-
‘mutable ‘by-laws of business.” With Chayef-

sky, we're forced to wonder about the beauty
of bigness in the commerce of culture. Net-
work content, with all its reach, has hardly ig-
nited a great American renaissance.

BJerry M. Landay, a former ABC and
CBS news correspondent, writes on media
issues.
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Laying a Nest Egg:
For Public Television

By Jerry M. Landay

MERICGAN democracy is & See-saw

struggic between the coliective good

sense of the people, the innale dis-

trust of their leaders, and the sales pitch of
big business o both. . )

There is an extrancdinarily important

varialion of this theme on Capitol Hil,

where a quict bipartisan effor is gathering

mamentim Lo create a trast fund for pub-

lic broadcasting. Twenty-seven years after

. the hirth of what Fred Fricndly called “this

wonderful, poor starving child,” there 15
just a chiance that the only sensible radio-
TV programming instrument left coasl-to-
enast, entld be sct {ree from the tyranny of
political paranoia, especially the congres-
sional brand.

The leaders of NPR, PBS, Public Radio
International, and pubiic tclevision sta-

tinns have proposed the klea, There are, of

cutrse, devils in the details: how to capi-
1atize Uhe trust fund and who'll control it

Sadiy, elements of the public broadeast-
ing comumunity are warting over the issue.

Ironicaily, prospective liberation for
public broadeasting springs from right-
wing efforts to fly it into the ground on a
fiscal “glice path to zero.” A veritable tidal
wave of public protest, litle noted by
mainstream  medka, has

produced more mail Lthan “ won't say whether he

Ironically, prospective
Congress confront a po- liberation for public

Titical minefield at the broudcusﬂng spririgs _
from right-wing efforts fo
to reverse _fly it into the ground.

threats to cut Medicare.
Starlted ‘members  of

grass roots. Some be-
licve Lthey have s popular
mandate
course and relaunch non-

commercial  broadeast- “ ‘terprise to smap up

ing an a “flight path” to
Tiscal independence. -

Among others, the respected Richard
Dirbin (D) of Hinols, describes a popitlar
backlash extending well beyond the "Bar-
ney” elacque Lo his rural Republican vot.
cra, some of tem scif-described members
of the Mational Rifle Associalion, demand-

ing that Congress resist the move to cul &

program service they deem vital, It in-
cluctes farm reports aired regularly by local
public radio stalions. : .
House Speaker Newt Gingrich, author
of the “zero out™ phrase that found a place
in history, has now tried to blunt the back-
Iash. On the PBS imterview series hosted
by Charlie Rose, he said [nst month: “We
do want to keep the public broadcasting
system. [ think that by emphasizing the cut
. T sent exactly the wrong signal.™
How this sea change ls transiated Into
policy is the telcky part, because ‘Washing-
ton often resists doing the right thing, es-
pecinliy when the public finds it to be
right, .
A capitat pool of between 36 billion and
$G hillion would be needed for a trust fund
tn produce the intercst income to replace
the $300 miltion annual federal share of
what the system needs — about {4 percent
of ils total budget. Compare this ongoing

Cloam e
S~

Texan Jack Fields, chairman of the House

term. He faces a brisk reclection challenge

TuE CHRISTIAN SC

bargatn with the $§.27 billion that NDG re-
cently bid for the rights to just lwo up-
.coming Olympic compclitions,

Advocates of a trust fund propose that
the capital podl come fram an annual levy
on commercial broadeasters for the lucra-
tive licenses they receive from the federal
government; another source would be $0-
called ong-time transfer fees on the sale of
radio- and TV-station licenses from sciler
1 buyer. A brisk trade in commercial ata-
tons is expected Lo Aow ftom deregulation
provisions of the congressionally rewritten
federal communications law.

Newton Minow, chairman of the Federal
Communications Comenission under Pres-
ident Kennedy, is one of the leaders of the
campaign to dedicate irust fund resources
to wholesome and intelligent children’s
programs. “It's time to enforce the bar-
gain," he declares, under which commer-
cial broadeasters “signed up to be a public.
servant and & public trustee.” I commer-
cinl broadcasters are unwilling to serve the
public interest, they should pay the public
broadcasiing system to doit.

There's mounting pressure on Republi-
can leaders to create such a trust fund.

Telecommunications Subcommittee, is on
record against using federal “laxes™ to cap-
i . italize the fund - but

defines the proposed
spectrum fee as a fax.

Also now studying
the trust fund ts Sen.
Larry Pressler, chair-
man of the Senate Com-
merce Commitlee, who
once invited private en-

pieces of the public sys-

next year in Snuth Dakota, where a popu-
lar bumper sticker reads: “Support public
broadcasting. Privatize Pressler.”

Fields, Pressler, and Gingrich have as- |
sured (he culture vultures who suppert -
them that they will “wean™ public broad. .
casting from federal appropriations. The
trust fund wouid allow them to satisfy that
pledge and let the system flourish. But
they face intense counterpressurc from the
well-off commercial industry. The broad-
casting industry has been singularly resis-
tant to shame. The Natlonal Assoclation of
Broadcasters Is the most persistently pow-
erful. lobby in Washington. Other broad-
casters understand that their news value to.
network and local newscasts hinges on
their willingness to go along. .

Glven a persisient GOP history of seek-
ing to control public broadcasting, and 4
Democratic history of falling to provide a
sensible way to pay for it, there Is little rea-
son to believe Congress will do the right
thing on the trust fund - except, perhaps,
for one {actor: the volce of the people.

mJerry M. Landay, e former ABC and |
CHS naws correspondent, writas and | .
lectires on media issues. :
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_ Thoughts From Another

OPINION/ESSAYS

- “Newt on Free Speech, TV .

Ey_ Jerry M. Landay- -

HE commercial television

¥ - industry is reading its con-

A stitutional rights to parénts

and critics across the land."It’s

telling them in no uncertain terms

that the Founding Fathers gave

‘the industry the right to transmit

whatever it pleases to America's
young.

Broadcasters have raised their
constitutional shicld against pub-
lic discontent over the fouling of
the airwaves — discontent that has

" tripped flares on Capitol Hill. A
‘Congress ever artful in appeasing
broadcasters while indulging
their critics is being foreed to do
something, It seems certain to ap-
pend to its final overhaul of the
telecommunications law a re-
quitement that setmakers install
V-chips in new TVs.” ~

Someone - no one quite knows
who or how — is supposed to cre-
ate the ratings system that will let
parents activate the chip and zap
programs they don't want their
children to watch. Several zealous
senators are trying to ban -

s {rom

REE I Which Chile )
watch and to fund a
quarterly “report card” that
- wouid -cite -offending sta- -
_tions and sponsors. - ’
* ~Whipping out the Bill of
Rights, the president of the
ABC TV network, David
Westin, says that all of this
raises “substantial - constitutional
problems. regarding the First
‘Amendment;,- which protects us
fromi government inérusion in free
speech,” The National Association
‘of Broadcasters calls it “piiing on”
-t0 build “an unprecedented fed-
eral censorship bureaucracy.”
Citizens, for whom the right
was enshrined, recall that the in-
tent of the founders in promul-
gating the First Amendment had
absolutely nothing to de with the
sanctioning of economic interests
to engage in the exploitation and
social conditioning of the young.
It dealt with momimental matters
such.as political expression and
freedom of worship o
Furthermore, citizens . recall
that freedom of speech is not ab-
. Solute - least of all when it pre-
sents “a clear and present danger”
to others. The. young, for in-
stance? You can't foment treason.
You can’t defame people. You
can’t shout “fire” in a crowded
theater. .
Political speech.carries privi-
tege that commercial speech does
not. You can’t publish pharma-

claims. You can't take fiberties
with “tombstone ads" that offer
securities to the investing public,
You ¢an’t put cigarette ads on the
air, ‘because, the courts ruled in
1971, in balancing free speech
against the public good Congress
had a rational basis for its ban.
Public ownership of the girwaves
gave government. reasonable
power to regulate electronic mes-
sages becaitse radio and- televi-
sion advertising possesses char-
acteristics that give it undue
influence,  especially over the
young. . . .-
Only last month, in an opinion
written by conservative James
Buckley, the federal appeals court
in the District of Columbia, for
precisely the same reason, found
that “the government has a com-
pelling interest in protecting chil-
dren under 18 from exposure to
indecent broadcasts” between 6
a.n. and 10 p.m.

Lay citizens troubled with the
deformation of the Bill of Rights
by commercial kidvid producers
have a learned ally in Newton N.

Had Jefferson lived in the fime of -
TV, Newton Minow said, ‘he would
. = haveinsisted that it treat public
issues in a balanced way.’

Minow. Mr. Minmir is the former

chairman of the Pederal Commu-
nications Commission who;, back *
“in 1961, failed to shame broad-

casters with his “Vast Wasteland”
_Speech. Now he has framed his
concerns in an important . book,

“Abandoned in the Wasteland: -

Children, Television, and the First
Amendment” (Hill and Wang).

. Minow reveals to readers that
the words he most wanted Amer.
icans to remember in that speech
were not “vast wasteland” but

“*public interest,” which broad-

casters. vow to serve when they

-receive a license to operate on a
-public frequency. In a master flip
of an ‘Orwellian omelet, the in- -

dustry has succeeded in planting

the myth that the public interest-

Is anything that serves the corpo-
Tate interest, without regard to
what we used to call civie respon-
sihitity. - -

Minow ‘passionately demurs:
“The public interest meant and
still means that we should con-
stantly ask: What can television
do for our country, for the com-
Imon good, for the American peo-
ple?” If we can't figure out how

the public-interest -standard re-
lates to-children, the youngest of
whom are illiterate, all of whom
gre “financially, emotionally, even
‘physically dependent on' aduits,
then wewill never figure out what
it means anywhere else.” .

Flipping the omelét again, in-

~dustry lawyers and right-wing

think-tankers have transformed

“the free-speech principle into the

freedom to profit at any price. As
they- construe it, efforts to make
broadcasters serve the public in-
terest are, in effect, violations of
‘their right to free expression.
Minow cites examples in which
the industry has used the hal-
lowed free-speech right to gag
free speech. In November 1992,
Peter Chrisanthopoulus, . presi-
dent of a network front organiza-
‘tion called the National Television
Association, hectored sponsors of
TV Turnoff Day: “Participating in
national boycoits is an infringe-
ment. on the -networks'- First
Amendment rights.” )
I visited with Minow, and asked
him a lawyerly “theoretical™ how
Thomas Jefferson, an author
‘a‘iof_ﬂ\eiBﬂl-.,oﬁ;R_igh_ts,' might..
have responded to that.
“Had he lived in the time
of TV" Minow said, “he
- would have insisted that it
treat public issues in a bal-
anced way, Our protection of
children, 6ur dedication to -
free speech, and to a free
market, have gotten out of

- balance, He would have wanted

the industry to redress that bal-.
ance in favor 'of all citizens, but
-especially young citizens.”

. Jefferson founded our first
_public. university, the University
of Virginia, demonstrating at the
start the linkage of the First
Amendment to the public interest,
Serving the interest of the young
is erganic to the American future,
Minow reminds a listener what
the late Supreme Court Justice
Poiter Stewart said to petitioners:

““You are alf confused about what
' you may have a right to do urider
"the Constitution, and the right

"thing to do.”

The Buckley decision on inde-
cency, children, and television is
headed for the Supreme Court. In
a major test, the justices will have
the ‘chance to resanctify a hal-
lowed right intended for citizens,
not minaway commerce, while un-

~derscoring the civic responsibili-

ties to which the founders tied
that right.

W Jerry M. Landay is professor
emeritus el the Uriversity of
litinois.
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- to oplimize profit and minimizé risk."
" 'We are left totally In the dark on

Media-merger irony: weaker

information in the Info Age

By lerry M.llu.ll'ldl[ o

‘When Bigger Mezns Less

make it on icable. Independent artists
will confront a crisis of access,”

CNN and the Time family of mag-
azines share common news ' andi-
‘ences and cross-promotional inter-
ests, Wstinghousg Electric and CBS

up with Bugs Bunny and ElmerFudd, * Logether own 15. television stations,

This news lends an air of fantasy to
the Iat&t'&enzy'of'media'mega—
mergers. But if one studies the sheer
throw-weight of these planned amal-
gamations, ‘there iz every reason to
worty about the antidemocratic na.
ture of’ this’ unopposed rise: of
mediarchy - and the unreassuring

sensé of a Clinton - sdministration -

without a'policy to address it. . - -
From the Sherman Antitrust Act in
1890 to the ‘Celler-Kefauver Anti--
monopoly Act of 1950, Congress de-
signed safeguards to-prevent: firms
from merging with other firms if the
effect “was to substantially lessen -
competition and ¢reate monopolies,
" Trust-busting was spawned by the
excesses of the Industrial Revolution,’
and the efforts ‘of tycoons to corner -
such industrial markets as oil, sugar, ,
steel, Iocomotives, and farm equip-
ment. The order breaking up Ameri-
can Telephoné and Telegraph in
1984 recognized that the same ratio-
nale is valid for the Communications
Revolution.  But the only flicker of
recognition from - Clinton’s * Justice -
Department Is its interest in perhaps
restricting Microsoft's plan for tying.

Windows 95 and thousands of hours
of movie and TV content such as -
“lurasgic Park” and "Bay'Watch"'_
helps America's trade - balance,
Goods built on electrons make up’

VC:ul: cows that menace - -

which deliver Programs and advertis-
ing to a third of Ametican TVs. Sum-
Ter Redstone, -chairman o, Viacom’
(with its MTV) and Paramount Pic.
‘tures,” also” owns National Amuse-
ments Inc., which controls 1,000
movie scréens, and Blockbuster, the
largest renter of movies on tape. .’
" The bulk of what we see, hear,
learn, sing, play, rent, and consume
will shortly be controlled by a-dozen
corporate entities within this medi- -
archy. Some anticipate that eco- °
‘nomic shakeout will reduce that !
dozen by half by the year 2000,
Buying for prokt, net quality
. Opinion surveyors report that 80
percent of Americans learn most of
‘what they know about the world from
TV news. But we see ABC effectively
capitulating to the makers of Philip
Morris cigarettes on its news Teports
about nicotine levels in cigarettes, a
"matter that extends from teenage
habits and heaithi to press freedom,
‘ABC apparently chose to clear its
decks for acquisition by Disney. -

: We're told that Disney and ABC
‘will create 2 chain of ESPN sports

tion.” Michael H. Jordan, chairman -
of Westinghouse, made .it obvious
that his interest in buying CBS is to™
“acquire the stations it owns, not to

Tevive its news division. The aim is
‘not to serve the pishlic interest, but

Oligopolies that seek: to control " how President Glinton will confront

both electronic conterit and distribuy- -
tion "pipelines” are -cash cows, But

_they also menace democracy. “They

have enormous power.to manipulate
thought and emotion, woo weak wills
with voyeuristic wants, and sculpt
the way we look at reality. We've been
slow to understand their influence in
a consumption-driver: world..

The marriage of mediarchies in-
volving . Turner Broadcasting and
Titme Warner will create the globe's
largest amusement-and-news enter-
prise. It pools Turner's Hanna-Bar-
bera cartoon Hbrary with Warnet's
Looney Toons to ereate the world’s
most extensive and lucrative treasiry
of cartoons. It inerges the interests of
the two largest cable systems in the
US - Timeé Warner cable and John'
Malone's Tele-Commynications em-
pire [TCI), which owns 21 percent of
Turner, These two entities enter near-
Iy half the cable homes in America.
Producers who can't persuade these
systems to air their programs won't

the greatest trend toward monopoly ©

in a century. In 1941, NBC wes or-
~dered to divest itself of one of its two
networks, the Red or Blue, to pro-
mote diversity on-the air. The “Blue”
became ABC. Subsequently, and for
much the same reasons, movie stu.
dios were - ordered to sell off the
movie houses they owned. MCA was
told that it could not be a producer
while also serving as talent agent.
And ITT was kept [rom buying ABC
because ITT's international interests
were held to compromise the credi-
bility of the network’s news, Today
all this ease law seeins to have been
overlooked - though Justice report- ]
edly is examining unspecified aspects
of the Disney-ABC deal. -

The president faces what may be
a crucial test of his place in the de.
mocratic history of this republic.

WJerry M. Landay, & former TV.
radio jowrnalist, is professor em-
ertlus al the University of Hlinpis.
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}” I Computer oumers are gettmg less service than ever
Jrom manufacturers, and advertisers eye their home

screens as the next frontier beyond radio and television

It s Time for a ‘Wetware’ Rebellion

By Jerry M. I.uuh_y'-j,_ .

Q the computer trade, you and 1 are
“wetware.” in order of priorities, we

come fourth after “hardware” and.

software -and "adware.”

In the lingo of the industry, wetwareis
us - the human beings who make up the
market for compuzer technology. Wetware
is clearly a pejorative term, reflective of an
attitude in which change, regardless of ity
‘wear and tear on flesh and blood, is a fruit-

" ful commodity. User-friendiiness is but a
-‘memory of a kinder, gentler era.

Premiums are piaced
less on need than on new-
ness and ‘“moreness” -
swifter chips, advanced op-
tions, software demanding
ever larger memory,
galloping orders of
complexity, and, of
course, profits. The
satirical + - slogan -
“days ahead of its
time® is no jonger
funny: Pleas of the
wetware are - ig-
nored. Let us master
what you've sold us
before you “im-
prove” it

Zero~defects as a
production ecredo
has been replaced by
the stampede to
market. Eguipment
and software
“kluges™ are seen as
a normal hazard of
doing business, If a
“com. port” doesn’t
work in a new ma-
chine, or the left
channel of the key-
board or multimedia

" player is inoperative,
the wetware will sim-
ply have to summon

UPS and ship it back. Software is released
with the bugs still in it. The wetware can
always get 3 remote “upgrade” from the
seller by “ftp" (which has nor.lung to do
-with flowers by-wire), assuming they know
how to fip. (The acrénym, incidentaily,
means “file oansfer protocol,” a way of
moving Fles between computers on the In-
ternet.}

Manuals, barely scrutable by. mdiuon,
become less comprehensible still. Some
come unbound, with binder holes un-
punched. Free 800 lines to connect wet-
ware 1o technical support have been shut
down 25 needless overhead. A firewall of
voicemail and e-rmail and faxmail has been
interpused between wetware and emer.
gency first aid. Help desks need help and
rarely phone back. The balky installation

. .
g

.ot‘ an ISDN digital dam-vmce line at- my
home brought the installer back so often’

ﬂ)atthedogscmnetoviewhml tails wag-
ging, as a member of the family,
fonfiguration procedures require black

"bells and grand masters. | must deep-six

my screen-saver program because it sends
the entire array into a spasm. I commit a
technical gaffe with my printer, and the

screen jolts me, flashing: “FATAL ERROR!"™ -

On the World Wide Web, I receive such in-
explicable messages as: “Second instanice
of an exe with multiple writable data seg-
ments.” How can you respond when you

can't recall the first instance?
- Back-up procedures for
hard disks require as many as
60 -diskettes. A new piece of
equipment has been devised —
a tape backup machine costing more than
$5600. Upon installation, my séreen signals
that there's been a data blockage of some
undecipherable sort. The manual is simply
of no use. The manufactrer is in Col-
orado, a long-distance call. An automated
voice replicator tells me that a human
being will be available in an Lour, if I care
to hang on - while AT&T keeps toting up
the phone bill. The company never re-
sponds to e-mail.

The local retailer says that he'll send g
techie right over — at $66 an hour. I recruit
a young computer whiz at $25, After four
intensive hours of trial and error, he dis-
covers the kiuge, a minute error in the par-
allel port address. There's no way I could
have found it myself. What will poor peo-
ple do? An ever more méaningful question.

EIF DANDIGER - STAIT

Beyond hardware and software issues is
uxemanerofpurpose Alzina Kanfer, a so-
cial scientist at the National Center for Su-
percomputing Applications in Urbana, IIL,
where young coders devised MOSAIC, me
first web interface, has surveyed watware,
She finds they were at first drawn to long-

distance computing by the novelty of |

browsing, then stayed io experience the
utility and ease of e-mail, and now in-
creasingly use the internet and the Web for
information and research - from the latest
satellite weather maps and forecasts to the
Statistical Abstract of the United States,

Advertisers see it quite
differently than do the wet-
ware. Sugarplums dance in
their heads, dreams ‘of vast
profits and power ~ the lures
that brought sponsors in

television.

Edwin L. Artet, the out-

§ going chairman of Procter &
Ga.mbte. the scapmaker that

is the largest
. spender of ad dol-
lars in electronic
media, told a con-
ference of fellow
agvertisers that the
challenge of new
media is, bluntly,

On one-way televi-
sion, making soap
operas as ad carri-
ers was one thing.
Exploiting the in-
teractive Internet is
another. .

"As long as we

majority of peo-

ple’s homes,” he-

told  representa-

tives ofNBC and GM and others, “we had -
‘1o reason to beconcemedabom:mto

programming. Now we do....-Content is
king... Wehavetodevelopil,wehaveto
sharemmownemlup.andwehavemm

ke:uthroughthedzamels"thatare TOSt

effective and most efficient.”

Nielsen -and Arbitron TV.ratings ser-
vices are now devising tools to measure In-
ternet users, the better to help the com-
mercial culture - manipulate content to
dominate new media. The history of radic
and television in America will repeat itself,
unless citizens become conscious and de-

active, defining our needs on- :

mocratically
line both to marketmakers and legisla-
tures, and reserving a substantial public
parkland in cyberspace,

Otherwise, we will have to be content
with what we're given.

WJerry M. Landay, a former ABC and
CBS news correspondent, is professor

emeritus at the University of {lingis,
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“Cartoonists & Writers Syricicate

‘ JerryMLana'a , a former correspondent for ABC
News and CBS News, is professor enieritus at the.
University of {llinois. -.- R

XX7 HETHER we'll be :goveming.ourselvé's
“electronically is a far more relevant ques- .
i tion today than when Ross-Perot first -

suggested it four years ago. He said that demoe-
racy might be befter off if we citizens bypassed
our elected representatives and conducted derio-
cratic’. business difectly. . ag
through. electronic town meet-
ings. We would cast' binding
votes on major matters by

. Fushing a keypad directly, on

P Il

. .,Thg.'t}ues_tion._ ieaps into
harp relief as we. approach
the 1996 elections, and grow-
‘ing numbers of citizens of this ol

* politica] democracy sit at their ) ]ERRY M e

computers and* search for
issues and interactive voting
.sites on the World. Wide Web.
“On.  VOTELINK - recently

LANDAY.

Lhttp:l/www'.votclink.com], which séy.s'.that'-.it s

America, the electronic
o ondent : 'it de:er;s';- threat to cml 'I‘i-lzae_lrt-ics-,- and 1: :ssues .
. action bultetins to mobilize voters to lobby Con- .

. gress. How |ong will it be before similar forums

 achieve official standing? To. prepare, we can .

study presidential documents at the White House

[http:/lwww.whitehuuse.gov] and read the text of ”

egislation pending  in ' Congress
y [ht%:ﬁwww-.momas.gov]. Lo
. We already have growing examples of *‘direct

“democracy’’ in action. Talk show hosts have °
" mobilized listeners to phone or fax members of
- Congtess
" Voters have cast ballots in state aid local initia- -
 tives and referendums to impose term limits and
_tax caps. Call it teledemocracy, push-button”
* democracy, or electronic democracy, those of us
~.with the means to access the system are swept on
“an electronic tide toward new ways of interacting.
~ahd doing business., Many mass-comm futurists-
.are calling the trend **inexorable.”. .. - - -
“*> There's cause for goncern. The quality of citi~-
. zenship is directly. linked to the

and have actually-influenced legisiation.

uality of the

. inforynation that we receive. Good newspapers

““building a global mind:one vote at a time,’’ you"

*‘could cast a vote on such questions as: Should

_Congress keep hands off Medicare? [s the Repub--._
“shifts more responsibilities and funds to them.’
Reform is needed if the soil is to be seeded for -

*"lican Congress reading the public wrong? Tallies

are published weekly. . :

- A weh site for George, the new

litical maga-*'
. zine, asked browsers in its weekly poll how they -

| felt about President Clinton’s recent ‘statement

that we were in a funk and then published the -

results (58.8 percent agreed, but 73.9 percent said

that by the end of thé week, no one would remem- -

ber that he said it). - -
VIW, Voters -
- [httpcfferarw.vtw.org), self-described as an organi-

;l'élecromm' *Watch -

zation of interested voluntéers, briefs web brows--
ers on Tederal telecommunications legislation that

. “vanish. Television- news s, tied 1o sensational
- ‘images rather than vital issues. TV ownership is

increasingly concentrated in fewer hartds. Those
who can't afford computers can’t access the sys-
tem. On-line 1peu'tii:iéaation by state and local gov-
emments is limited, as a Republican Congress

an *‘inexorable’* electronic.republic. Grossman
and athers suigest t:omguter tax ‘credits for needy
Americans. The public broadeasting sector should

be strengthened and digitized. Civics education, -
along with ongoinicourses-in the sharpening of -

critical judgmient, should be required. S
- Finally, the telecommunications industry needs
to assume greater responsibility to the public

interest. Otherwise, to paraphrase the late Ed .

Murrow, it will all be a scramble of wires; lights,
and chips in a box. . . :
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ations grow from stones

By Jerry M. Landay -

The power of the storyteller was
weil understood by the Scottish
patriot and writer - Andrew
Fletcher: “If I were perm:tted to
write all the ballads,” he said, "I
need not care who makes the laws
of the nation.”

Fletcher undersiood that the cre-
ative mind of the sl:oryteiler ia the
seat of a nation's soul and the
shaper of the public mind. Story is
the most potent teaching tool hu-
tnans have. Through the ages, story
in whatever form — parable; folk
tale, novel, documentary, theatri-
cal film — has made meaning
about life, love and work. .

Stories have defined our values,
transmitted experience and intro-
duced children te the attributes of
character, "ethical behavior and
cenflict resqlutlon Stories propa-
gate social capital, symbols, mod-
els of decent behavior. Stories are
our magic carpet for a traveling in-
‘teltect.

I “Astory pmv;des & structure for
our perceptions,” said New York
‘University's Neal Postman. “Only
‘through story do facts assume any
‘meanittg whatsoever. Without air,
‘our cells dle Without a story, eur
‘selves die.”

. I think of communications as
‘the great - storytelling process,”
‘wrote “scholar George Gerbner,
“that guides our reiationship to
‘each other and to the world.”

! Who communicates America’s

" -stories today? Qur most popular
.storytellers are not balladeers but
\the six broadcast-network program
‘providers. On' a gwen prime-time
.evening, the stories they tell reach
47 million American_homes, or 80
‘mitlion people — a third of the pop-

~lation. :
r The people view these stories for
Jfour to seven hours a night. Seven.
;ty-five percent of the sets in use on
:an average night are tuned to netwnrk-afﬁl-
‘iated stations, and to cable channels that re-
lay network programs.

. What Kinds of stories do they tell us? The
ones that network executives and advertis-
.ers believe will deliver the maximum num-

©
©

L]

=

What kinds of stories are we not. told by
our commercial television storytellers? Sto-
ries that may involve us in the real business
of scciety and the spirit. and distract us
from the commercial “sell.” 1 suggest a few
plot lines:

ber of “eyeballs” to the “buy”
each program contains, especially women
‘consurners between the ages of 18 and 49,
{Who'will tel stories to the bulk of the popu-
1atmn, those over 502)

On ABC's “Grace Under Fire,” one story
Jis about whether Grace's son gets the crew
icut he demands. She opposes it. In the end,
‘the ornery husband OKs the kid's short hair
without her knowledge. Meantime, new
Jblack neighbors assault Geace with stereo-
‘typical one-line insults.

i On NBC's “Seinfeld,” George and Jerry
worry about whether thenr current partners
-are faking orgasms. Jerry asks Elaine to
.gwe him another chance to prove himseif,

: On *Third Rock From the Sun,” the space
:aliens decide to get a more revealing look at
‘human reiauonshlps by ‘watching couples
ymake out, “Frasier” wanis to win back the
'glrlfnend who left him at the altar. “John
Larreguette’™ and a frierd visit a plastic sur-
geon to get her breast size reduced and to
make him look yournger.

These stories are really about nothing, ex-
cept what we alt think we want, and how we
ean get it — teinforcing the generic “buy”

- signals'of the ads,

A pr ial candidate agonizes be-
tween accepting badly needed campaign
funds from a tobacco company and declar-
ing his support for strict governmental con-
trols on nicotine to keep young kids from be-

.coming addicted. His wife smokes, and has

cancer.

A senior corpnrate executive has his loy-
alty tested, when he anguishes that planined
layoffs by his company wili cripple the eco-
nomic - health of the home city, striking
hardest at the ghelto His longtime friend —
a striking labor union member «- will have
his -job filled by an imported non-union
worker.

A high school music director has a vision

—= to let her choir perform in the great ca-
thedrals of Europe, She cajoles the entire
communiiy inte helping her raise the travel
funds for it.

You'll never find such stories in TV Land.
The stories on Ametican public television
are all from Great Britain. The stories that
commercial TV tells us are snuffing out the
American mind and suffocaamg American
cultural briliance.

" A study by Professor Robert Putnam of
Harvard University indicts prolonged com-

mercial television viewing as the single

most important culprit in the decline of ¢iti-
zen participation it American civic life, “A
democratic. civilization,” writes Umbert
Ece, “will save itself only ifit makes the lan-
guage-of the image into a stimulus for criti-
cal refiection, not an invitation to hypnosis.”

President Bill Clinton may jawbone an er-
rant ‘mass telemedia industry into geing
along with the “V-chip” and telling non-vio-
lent stories. Tt is a decoy, designed to take
our eye off a new telecommunicatiors. act
that vastly enlarges the power and reach of
commercial networks and stations, and lets
the paralyzing power of their non-stories
penetrate more deeply still into our souls.

The issue is not just gxcessive violence,
but the violence done by the commercial
telecuiture to civilized life in America, such
as when the Federal Communications Com-

-mission continues to resist the cry of par-

ents and etucators for just three hours of
quality children’s programming weekly.

~ Television storyteliing is simply too im-
portant to be left to corporate advertisers,

‘with their distortion of First Amendment

rights to inflict whatever stories they wish
on American . children and the Amencan
mind.

Landay. a former correspandem for ABC
and CBS, teaches “Issues in Television™ al
the University of Iliinois, dnd is a member
of the Intergovernmemal Cable Commis-
sion it Urbana.
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- Kidvid

makes

basket cases

.By Jerry M. Laﬁday

The  Federal Communications
Commission and the commercial
television industry have found if
hard to do the right thing for
America’s children. This em-
phasizes, as nothing  else can,
what'’s wrong with the American
system of commercial television
and radio. We treat it just like any
other business, instead of a fun-
damental human process. When,
as a business, it treats kids like a
commodity, it endangers our
most important national treasure,

After more than a year of
squabbles among the five FCC
commissioners over- workable
rules for better children’s TV pro-
grams, more than 100 members of
Congress, under pressure from
their constituents and their con-
sciences, have petitioned them to
get on with it. The row is over a
rule that wouid require television
stations to broadcast at least
three hours of quality pro-
gramming for children each week
tn convenient viewing hours, as a
precondition for the renewal of
their licenses to broadcast over
publicly owned frequencies.

Three of the five members of
the commission, along with most
of the industry, have been furi-
ousty resisting the idea of “quan-
titative standards” for such pow-
erful mind-food, though other
sensitive _industries have ac-
cepted similar standards for
years — in food and pharmaceuti-
cals, for instance.

The broadcasters argue that
good programs scare away rat-
ings, sponsors- and profits; - that
“btg government” has no right to
tell broadcasters what to do; that
the First Ainendment gives
broadcasters the constitutional
right to peddle whatever trash
they want to kids.

Commercial televisiogn fulks_
don't say so publicly, but they
also fear that if they do the right
thing for America's young and ac-

cept quantitative standards, they -

will ontly invite a general reversal
of deregulatory policy and a re-
turn to federal oversight of broad-
casters’ obligations to the *public
interst.”

These arguments are faulty and
self-serving. They equate politi-
~cal speech, which the First
Amendment was written ex-
pressly to protect, with protection
of the shallow, manipulative, and
often violent content of “kidvid”
programming, a mutilation of
original intent that ought to be
challenged vigorously ia court.

Their argument denies any re-:

sponsibility of public licensees to
the welfare of the young. Their
irnplicit argument assumes that
the corporate leaders of Hasbro
and Mattell Toys, Toys 'R Us,
General Mills, Disney and Kel-
logg are by default culturally
-more qualified to decide what
video content is best for kids than
parents, teachers, religious lead-
ers, or even socially responsible

children's prgrammers such as
those who have created “Sesame
Street” or Barney.

To the ciedit of the latter, a
study at the University of Kansas
shows that preschoolers who
watched such PBS educational
fare as *Sesame Street” per-
formed better than the norm
when they entered school. Those
who watched commercial kidvid

‘and adult fare did worse.

QOne FCC commissioner, Aun-
drew -C. Barrett, has now re-
signed to get out of the line of fire,
leaving the agency stalemated be-
tween two members who favor

tighter, quantitative guidelines-

and two opposed.. One of the lat-
ter, veteran Commissioner James
Quelle, a former broadcaster, was
so upset by the testimony of citi-
zens' groups at a 1994 hearing
that he questioned the right of cit-
|zenl§ to lobby their government
ata

“Public interest groups hawe_
not been appointed hargaining

agents for the public at large,” he
told them. “You're  promoting
your own private version of the
public interest.” Of course, ‘the
broadcasting business and its'de-
fenders at the commission have
been promoting the narrow pri-
vate interest of the industry, for

years. .
The stand of this lucrative busi-
ness is a disgrace. It places a
“kidvid"” enterprise worth some
$700 million a year, exclusive of
global syndication and merchan-
dising revenues, ahead of the nur-
ture of America’s posterity. If the
issue of “family values” has any
value beyond that of a political
hot-button, then the crisis. of val-
ues from which America ostensi-
bly suffers can be iaid at the door-
mat of an industry whose only
values are ratings and profits.

For President Clinton, the polit-
ical lessons of this standoff at'the
FCC are clear. With one vacancy
on the commission, and with
Cornmissioner Quello’s term ex-
piring in June, the president has a
chance to make thé commission
more responsive to needs of the
kids and adults who take large
doses of TV daily. He must fill the
vacancies with — and Congress
must “confirm — two citizen-
representatives  aware .of ;the
priceless social capital that young
video viewers represent. Mo-moce
broadcasters = and communjca-
ticns lawyers are needed on: ‘the
FCC.

And a pampered industry must
ask itself how long it can rail
against government regulatlon.
while contmumg to act against
Ametica’s best interests without
it.

- Landay, a former news corre-
spondent for - ABC and CBS,
teuches “Issues in Television™ at
the University of Hllinois, and is a
member  of  the Urbana-
Champaign Cable Commission.
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Concepts like public service, once cherished,

- ~ are out th

" The Rush to Gulp US

- By Jerry M. Landay

g HE surface glamour
{1 'taded long ago from
fadio. But Americans -

keep as many as five or six
sets in the house and use

Rush Limbaugh, and Garri-
son Keillor rernind us that
selevision hasn't stripped all
the glory from the medium or
its revenues - totaling $11.5
billion in 1985. - .. -
- " Yhe radio stations that
CBS owns — 39 of them -
a haif-billion dollars
last year Like the printing
presses in the Federal Mint,
commercial radio stations in ¥
America churn out cash in G
prodigious amounts. Returns -
of 40 to 50 percent yearly are -
not uncowunan, . - - _
Multibillion-doilar Tergers and ac-
quisitions in the telephone and televi-
_ slon-based industries spawned by the
hew telecommunications law have
stolen our eye from the land tush now
under way in Radioland. A vast con-
solidation of ownership has begun
among America's 10,000 commercial
stations. Just two months after pas-
sage of the law erased the lirnits on
“the nurhber of radio statons a single
. gwner may acquire, a station-buying
“blowoit is justifying cridies’ fears that
the law s not SpurTing competition,
‘but monopoly. An industry that once
had to base its license renewals on
service to a station’s community has
been let off the hook by Congress and
the president. . .
Ritz Zanella, 2 media ‘analyst at
Gruntal & Co. in New York, predicts
that eight-or 10 big station groups will
eventually control the entire broad-
casting industry. “You control pric-
“ing,” she toid the Chicago Tribune.
“You eliminate your competition and
have greater control over what you
. can charge.”
. 7To cite just a few examples of the
radio land rush, Jacor Comumunica~
tions iné. of Cincinnati spent neatly a
billion dollars in February to acquire
26 radio stations .and two televiston
stations. Jacor now controls 62 per-
cent of the radio revenues in the
Cincirnati market, nearly half the
_Denver market, 30 percent of the
Tampa market, and 2 quarter of the
radio business in Portiand, Ore. In 2
single deat worth $1.2 billion, an-
nounced earlier this month, the Sin-
clair Broadeasting Group of Balt-
more acquired 34 radio stations in 27
markets, along with a group of televi-
sion stations, becoming a minicon-
glomerate in a single bound.

With the purchase of three stations
in March; Citadel Communications
Corporation now OWns seven of ‘the
rmost powerful AM and FM stations in

Albuquerque’s 36-station radio mar-
ket. That includes KXOB, which blan-

Kets much of the southwest, and the

city’s only classical music station,
KHFM. Arthur Schreiber, a former
manager of KKXOB and a veteran of the
mdio -wars, predicts that Albu-
querque’s classical-music  listeners
will soon find ‘themseives without
choice on the air “It's hard for me to
believe that Citadel can meet its debt
service by continuing to play classical
music on a station that cost it $5.6
million,” says Mr. Schreiber. -

The federal government is essen-
tially licensing the drive Lo bigness.
Station brokers predict that 1996 will
be the most lucrative year ever for sta-
tion trades. In 3 deregulatory envi-
ronmert, small, aggressive cormpanies
such as Jacor and Citadel can become
mass-comm players ina single bound,
with lenders anxious to supply cheap
money. : . .

) UT radio isn't just any busi-
: ness. Radio is an essential part
of our civic capital. It speaks

. gver publicly licensed frequencies to
illions of listeners, at home, ab work,
“and on the road, In the past stations
were more than juke boxes. They pro-
vided breaking news and weather bul-
jetins, specialized information for

-farmers, investors, COmmMUNIty orga-.

nizations, local - governmients, and
eimergerncy. services. Refore the start
of deregulation in the 1980s, gwners
were lLimited to seven AM and seven
FM stations, to ensure diverse voices
and dispersed power. '

The new barons of radio are-ab-
sentee owners who convert their sta-
tions from local presences into cash
cows for instant milking, their values
ballooned for trading to the next
_buyer. The name of the gamme is to
avoid being the “last sucker” stuck
with debt if recession hits.

Radio, once the most trusted news

who have traveled long

“Undoing the damag

¢ window under deregulation

Radio Stations

source in America, has increasingly
abandoned the role of local service-
provider. Newsrooms in many stations
have been cut to the bone - one oF
two readers, Schreiber says, “ripping
and reading” news and weather sup-
piied to all cliems by ‘a single news
source, the Associated Press.. )

There is teeth-gritling sameness in
the music they play, as dial-twisters
distances in a
car can testify - various shades of
rock and couniry music. )

Before deregulation, the Federat
Communications Commission re-
quired buyers to boid their stations
for at least three years before resale,
to ensure local commitment. In the
new environment, 3 wheeler-dealer
can theoretically turn his station over
as soon as the FCC approves the pur-
chase. Media writer Ken Auletta was
told by the head of 8 station owner-
ship group: “It’s commodity trading to
us. We don't \qow [our] community.
We're short-term players.”

The fundamental question is un-
avoidable: Is mass comumunications
solely a growth e for entrepre-
neurs, banks, and “Wall Street, or is it
also a social partner that justifies its
existence by living up o its civic
obligations? The late Donald H. Me-
Gannon, a respected industry. leader
in the 1950s and "60s as chairman of
the Group W (Westinghouse} Sta-
tions, was 2 businessman with avision
whio told his siaffs *If we do the right
thing in our cites and towns, the
money comes.” TheY did - and it did.

The times have changed. But not .
the relevance of McGannon's vision.
e« :of the Telecom-
munications Act of 1996 will he diffi-
cult, but it will have to happern.
aJerry M. Landuay, @ former broad-

cast journclist, writes and lectures
on medig-demicracy issues at the

“University of [inos.
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The Phonics vs. "Whole-
Language’ Debate

Regarding the front-page article "As Reading
Scores Plummet, States Get Hooked on Phonics,”
April 18: As a preschooler, my daughter had basic
reading skills, having been taught by the old tried-

and-true method of learning the sounds of the letters,
and then sounding out words by heoking the pho-
netic sounds together.

But upon entering first grade, my daughter began
learning the so-called “whole language” method, a
system we did not understand at first.

Within several months, my daughter's reading

1 gkills had deteriorated to the point where she could

no longer read properly. In whole-language teaching,
reading “horse” for the word “house” is good enough
because the words almost look the same. Words are
. read as whole “pictures,” rather than as sounded-out

" For my danghter this led to a deep frustration

. with school. We soon moved her 10 a small private

school, where phonetics-based reading was taught.

There, instead of being coded as a “special needs”

student, my daughter developed into a successful
and enthusiastic reader and writer.

1 question the motives of the major advocates of
the wholelanguage method. A system that has
"spawned an entire industry of expensive teaching
systerns, experts, counselors, and gurus has a lot o
accoutit for. when it maingains a beter than 20 per-
cent failure rate.
Wayne Mutchler

Peterborough, N.H.
_The Monitor's recent effortsat | T3 l

reporting a balanced picture of mms :

current educational philosophies —

and practices dangerously simpli- . ..

 fies the enormity of the issues at stake in the field of
education today. - .. . o

As an educator with 11 years experience on the
front lines in a classroom every day, I consider my-
self to be a *whole language” teacher, and 1 can as-
sure your readers and writers that whole-language
techniques and instructional strategies build strong
readers and writers who are able W read for mean-
ing and who are able to write expressively and intei-
ligently. -

~ Contrary
been one of phonics
is a small piece of the
. read text for meaning. Whole
hand, imparts a much broader
the learning of language 0CCUIS. ‘Within the spectrum
of whole learning, there is room for the teaching of
phonics and spelling. (And phonics and spelling are
being taught.) -

The reverse, however, cannot be said, If states
marnidate phonics as the primary method of instruc-
tion, there will riot be room for. meaningful reading

- and writing within the limitations of that framework.

How is it that state legislators, with no teaching
experience and limited knowledge of the profes-
sional issues in the field of education, feel perfectly

- free to mandate instructional strategies? This is a
matter of deep concern to me. Professional educa-
tors research, practice, and refine their craft in their
own classrooms and with their own students. It is the
height of ignorance for legislators 1o look at test
scores and assume that phonics is the angwer to the
problems in education today.

. Cathy Maxam

to public opinion, the issue. has never
versus whole language. Phonics
larger puzzle of learning to
language, on the other
understanding of how

Eliot, Maine
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NPR Cbmmentary |
Jerry M. Landay
Copyright 1996
Page Three
| ‘Without the r__nanufactured hyp_e of slogans, hat’chets or hot buttons . Voters
| assess a candidate’s character -- for THEMelves.. .With appropriate
'niodification, thé.t’é- the model for political reform in the Unite_d States.

We can expect to hear that the idea is unconstitutional. The First

Amendment protects political speech. But ﬁré’re not talking about political

' s.peet_:h, 'h.e're.. The issue is commercial speech, Which_ hawks politicians like -
‘tubes of .toﬁthpaste. | In recent decades, the cdurts have given commercial I_ _
ISpeech more protection than it deserves. Defendérs of the democratic procesé-
‘must now press that issue with F;l.SGI‘ie_S of vigorous legal tests.

Democracy is not about consumerism. It’s about citizenship. I'm Jerry

Landay.

- [Jerry M. Landay teaches ISSUES IN TELEVISION at the Umvers1ty
of Illinois and writes on media-and-society issues. He is a former network
journalist -- ABC and CBS-News. He was also chief of the Group W Forelgn
News Service and chief political correspondent.]



NPR Commentary: Getting Blg Money out of Polltlcs-by-Telewsmn
Copyright 1996

by Jerry M. Landay
~ Aired on All Things Considered
- Tuesday, 4 June 1996 |

Puttin_g.dollar.s ahead of voters is hardly Wh_at healthy democracy is
about. Noris choosing our leaders like brands of toothpaste. Nancy Kazcak
of Chicago, a state legislator, kept careful notes on what SHE had to do --to
runina Democratlc primary contest for Congress two years ago For her,
running really meant SITTING -- with a telephone headset on n her ears, and a
funding consultant at her elbow --13 hours a day, trymg to raise money.
Her daily target was to raise an average of four thousand dollars a day to pay
for her campaign. Kazcak spent 75 per cent of her time, not shaking
_ voters’_.hands, n o t researching issues, but dialing for dollars. | Candidates
| .like Nancy Kazcak are dialing for dollars again this.'caﬁ:n_paign _season. The
average pﬁce tag fora House seat this year may reach a million dollars, give.
or take -- and.that’s the average. Senatorial candidates must raise at least
eight times that.. .Three out of four campaign dollars goes to pay for
broadcast air time, largely television. In 199.4, candidates at all levels spent
$355 million on television alone.

Reforming the system means getting big money out of poiitics; That
means, getting big political cash off the air. And that means. banning paid

political spots -- the great voter turnoff of representative Democracy.



- NPR Comnientary
Jerry M. Landay
Copyright 1996
Page Two
The cdmmercial television and radio industry disfributes its lucfatix}e
cbﬁtent over PUBLICLY owned frequencies and on cables strung along
PUBLIC nghts-of-way But, outside of a bit of free time for so-called
debates whlch usually produce more smoke and heat than hght politics has
been a big profit center for broadcasters. | |
The news that the networks, .-under pressure, are now willing to give up
bits of air'tﬁne free to Presidential candidates in 1996 is a tentative step
toward public responsibility. But it’s only a stepr. The gesture does nothing
to help so-called “lesser” candidates - like Nancy Kazcak -- candidates for
legislatures, governorships, the U-S Senate and House. They will have spent
something like é half-billion dollars on radio and television before the
elections of 1996 are history. And most of THAT will buy thirty-second
.a;dvertising spots -- the Great Turn-off of the American _political process.
' Notﬁing, but nothing, sends voters ﬂeéing from the process .more than TV ad_ '
clutter. | |
The entire political game of pay-to_—play has to be replaced by a system
of free aJr time. In Great Britéin, broadcasters allot free air time to parties,
which dole it out to candidates,.no't for spots or sound-bites, but se'nsible.

discourse by the candidate him or h.erself about issues. Sensibly.



On Cable, Making Room for the Same Old Stuff

it Is, in fact, 10 advance their’

- mutual corporate interests at the
expense of the public interest. In
this case, the victim is C-Span and

_ C-Span 11, the two public affairs
networks that together comprise
the ‘only nationa! civic resource

“left In 8 eable TV junigie where the

ews
are aniong the few surviving ex-
pressions of sheer intelligence
C-Spas bumped aside -
The sudience of the two C-
- Bpan cable networks is over-
whelming. - Twenty-two . million
Americans watch them weekdy for
an average of mote than six hours
8 week. A new survey of C-Span
viewers finds that 9 out of 10 of
them: go to the polls.
The trouble, in & nutshell, is
that cable systems must pay C-

Span 6 cents per subscriber to -

bring the service to us. But Mr,
-Murdoch is willing to reverse the
process and put 11 cents per

head into the pockets of those -
same cable providers to carry his
new Fox News Channel instead, a
far-right rendition’ of the world
that: masquerades as an objective
news service. Mr Malone, no
blazing icon of liberalism himsel,
is in financial trouble, the self-
wounded victim of overextended
ambition. His cable  service,
which is wired to nearly | in 4
cable homes, s in & severe eash
crunch. TC[, with assets valued at
$28 billion, is sgme $13 billion in
debt.

Every ‘needful tele-tycoon
musi come lothelidofhi;neetty

fellows. >
$200 million to help Malone out
of his hole. With it goes a five-
Yyear option to buy a 20 percent’
mwmmmnm.mmumde,

Maione ja acarce chan-
nel space to Fox News in many of
the communities he has cabled.
To make room foi Fox News, Mal-
one has kicked C-Span or C-Span
I off 11 systems 8o far. In moves
unrelated to Fox, Malone has
bumped or reduced cable time for

the two C-Spens in a total of 53

other TCl cities. C-Span re-
searchers figure that 2-1/2 million
subscribers have been affected

since August. .
Instead: of - dispassionate con-
gressiongl erage by the C-
=i coverag ‘
without being conisulted, will e
ther get to see the Rupertized ver-
sion of the world, or no C-Span at
all. Members of Congress have
somme thinking to do. They cherish
beirg seen on C-Span, but their
pro-monopoly media  policies
have helgied derall it. i

The two C-Spans join such
other cagualties on TCI as Com.

edy Central and the WGN Super-

Insipid fare

. ‘ml.lllwtu.tmorgyoldemg-

ulation and total {rdifference to-

ward the relentless march of mo-

nopoly In mass communication

have brought
ough Clinton: the monocul-

tursl tastelemsness of Murdoch .

country. Washington’s, and Amer-
ica's, total indifference suggests
it can only get worse.

- -BJerry M. Landay, o Jormer
correspondent,

re———re— i, -



'Ihe Public Has a Right to Make

‘You're on the Air’ Fair Again

By Jerry M. Landay

HE national debate over

* bully-boy radio in the after-

math of the Oklahoma City
bombing has missed the point:
It's time to revive the “fairness
doctrine,”

The law holds that. broadeast

- frequencies are a public resource
and that licensees miust serve the
interests of the public ~ gl the
public. But iri 1987, major lobby-
ing organs of the broadeasting in-
dustry, conservative ' congress-
men, arnd ideclogical front groups

such as Sen. Bob Packwood’s Na- -

tional Campaign for Freedom of
Expression abolished the
fairness standard. )

" Promidgated by the FCC
in 1949, it declared that sta-
tions had an obligation to
“afford reasonable opportu-
nity for the discussion of
conflicting views on issues
of public importance.” The
public had a-need to be ficlly
informed. Owners had no right to”
monopolize their stations with-
their- own, or anybody else’s,
point of view.

The intent of the fairness doc-
trine was to expose a democratic

audience to a reasonable rarige of

viewpoints - not necessarily in
equal doses or on the very same
program. Nor was the public’s ac-
- cess to the air to be solely de-
pendent or the ability to pay.

- President Reagan's first chair-
man of the Federal Communica-
tions Commission, Mark Fowler,
‘ed the campaign inside govern-
ment to eliminate the fairness
loctrine, declaring: “We've got to
get away from this public trustee-

<hip notion that has confused us .

or o many years.”
He and his allies argued that
- he doctrine had 2 chilling effect,
n that the reguiation actualiy dis-
‘owraged stations from airing
‘ontroversy. They were right, of
‘ourse. But only in the sense that
ealthy discourse on the air
‘wough discussion and debate,
ocumentarfes, and editorials did
ot produce the high ratings they.
-anted, What was chilled was the
ssential aim of the industry - to
eliver the most “ears and eye-
alls” to sponsors.
The promotion of “fairness”
‘50 troubled some station opera-
s, religious broadcasters, and
{vertisers who tended to equate
witroversy with  conspiracy
Aen the issues were raised by
ose to the left of them. o
In'the 1960s and '70s, citizens

coverage, exclusionary practices

- by religious ‘stadons, and paid

special-interest - advertising. on
smoking and nuclear power.
Voting to abolish the fairness
doctrine in 1987, the Reagan-
dominated FCC covered its action
with slippery logic. In’ proroting
discourse, they argued, the doe-
trine actually controvensd free-
dom of speech and no longer
served the public interest.
" As a result, the door has been
virtually slammed on popular dis-
cussion programs on radio and

television stations. They no

longer editorialize, And radio: is
now clogged with ideclogically

The intfent of the fairness docirine
was to expose o democratic
audience to a reasonable range
‘of viewpoints, ‘

oriented talk-show hosts, Michasl
Harrison, editor and publisheér of
the bible of the trade, Talker's
‘Magazine, ‘estimates 70 percent
of talk jocks are to the right of
center. .

Advertising Age, the leading
trade journal, reports that broad-

-cast operators Justify the ideolog-

ical tilt as good for business. The
turmoil generated by comserva.
tive talkers attracts far more ad-
vertisers and audiences than Iib-
eral hosts do. .

In the new electronic universe,
power flows less from the tip of
the pen than from the flip of the
lip. In the past five years, the
number of stations with talk-radio
formats has tripled. Nearly a
thousand of the nation’s 10,000
radio stations are wedded to the
talk format. According to Elec-
tronic Media, 1 of every 7 dollars
earned by radio in 1993 cam
from talk radio. ’

Most gab hosts are white;
male, and angry. They make much
smoke, but little light. Like the
most carried of the It, Rush Lim-
baugh and convicted Watergate
felon G. Gordon Liddy, they tend
to take cover behind the mike, in-
flarning rather than informing, ex-
cluding and overwhelming rather
than engaging. Most stations feel
no compunetion to balance them

with either liberal alternatives or .

neutral hosts who. facilitate as
their guests take sides.

Don't underestimate focused
gab-power. It has mobilized loyal-
ist listeners into phone lobbies to

trol Mr Limbaugh launched s

phone blizzard to choke off a

congressional attempt to recodify

; the fairness doctrine. He called it

a plot to “hush Rush.”

Freshmen GOP congressmen
honored Limbaugh and his col-
leagues for shaping the Republi-
can victory in the 1994 elections.
In January, House Speaker Newt
Gingrich rewarded them with
makeshift studios in the Capitol

basement, where they enishrined -

the Contract With America while
fambasting the president's State
of the Union address.’

Tele-mobocracy has aired in-
stant hearsay, factoids, and - dis-
-. - tortions impossible for a lis-
tener to question or a
-researcher to correct. “No-
body” Limbaugh has de-
clared on his show, “ever
said talk' radio is about
democracy”.

The death of fairness has
stifled diversity. A multiplic.
ity of voices on talk radio
fails to guarantee a multiplicity of
views. Redress lies not in censor-

ship or the gag, but in the re-ac-*
tivation of the fairness doctrine,

the implementation of the public
interest standard, and an FCC
with the will to strip away licenses
for noncompliance. ’
President Clinton has a direct
stake in the battle. The power of
the broadecast lobby notwith-

‘standing, those who aspire to the
. next Congress ought to promise

nothing fess than the return of
democracy to the air,
Scholar-novelist Umberto Eco
notes that“a nation belongs to the
persons who conirol - its com-
munications.” In this nation, that
ought to mean the people. )

BJerry M. Landay, o former
network journalist, teaches is-
sues in television at the Uni-
versity of Illinois in Cham-
paign-Urbana and is writing a

. book on the subject.
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" before that happens - if it ever doss. For now, at least, he seems -

will be notified by tele- | | Debate. Yet as ] write this I see Clinton's populanity rating, which -

U,L‘l.:lil.uj.l Aaeavoed ricry

o the Republicans
EMEMBER how the president told us a few months back
: Rtlwthenqu&sengagedmaGreatDehatewiththe Re.

A. W publicans? Maybe it's time to evaluate that debate. Az of
now { would say that the Republicans keep scoring points simply
because the issue - how best to run the government - is one they
continue to address effectively while Mr. Clinton and the Demo-
crats haven't been at ail persuasive. ) - R
* . The reason? Well, it is clear that the federal budget proposat
- how money should be spent and what programs to keep = is°
central to this whole debate. But while both the House and Sen-
ate Republicans have come up with plans to put our financiat
_house in order, the president provides little except criticism - and
a veto threat. He tells the Democratic leaders in Congress that
“this is not the season” for him to come up with an alternative
_Proposal - that it will have to come later after the Republicans
work out their differences and embrace a single plan.

In the meantime, while indicating he is working on 2 plan and
that he thinks balancing the budget within 10 years will be a part
of his proposal, the president’s strategy i
seems to be “Let the Republicans stew in
their own juices.” Up to' now that ap-
proach has not been enough to win the
Great Debate, S ]

" True, the Republicans in their adven.
tures in budgetry arent wallowing in
success. By getting out in front they have

“also got out in the open. The president
and the Democrats charge that the GOP

" plans are “cruel™ in their cuts of social
programs. And a public that had appar- -
ently sent a “less federal government” -
message to Washington in last Novem-

" ber’s elections now seems to have had
some second thoughts. A riew poll shows
that some 55 percent of Americans have
become unhappy with the Republicans’
budget plans, .

It’s an old story. The same people who
vote to citt spending take a contra view
when they find that spending reductions
are going to mean less money or benefits
for thernselves. A good example: those
people who first hailed the idea of reduc- his own
ing Pentagon spending by shutting down ‘
military ‘bases. They then became upset _
when the military base nearby their com-
munity was chosen to be wiped out by government decree.

" But several leading papers and magazines usually accounted
to be liberal now are giving the Republicans credit for heing “re-
sponsible” -on the budget. They do, “indeed, find the planning
flawed: Cuts in Medicare and. welfare are too deep; the block-
grant-to-the-states proposal is wrong-headed. But they do con-
cede that Gingrich, Dole, and company are doing the right thing
in trying to move forward with a plan to balance the budget.

HEN will the president feel it is the “right season” to
push forward with an alternative budgetary plan? We -
would guess that he will paw the ground for some time

SPERLING

For now, at least,
the president
_Seems more
comfortable in -
trying to reshap
the GOP :
initiatives than
in putting forth

more comfortable in trying to reshape the GOP initiatives. He -
seeks to make his mark on that legislation by opposing the tax
cuts which the Republicans say are for the middle-income groups
and which Clinton and the-Democrats say are for the wealthy. And
he apparently seeks to hold together as much as he can the s0-.
cial programs put in place by Franklin D. Roosevelt and Lyndon
Johnson. : )

All this has left a president who isn't doing too well in the Great

hot too long age was.down to about 43 percent, has risen to the
upper 50s. Maybe politically the president is making the right
moves. The trip to Russia seems to have helped his ratings - as

%

X

did the way he responded to the Oklahoma City bornbing. 'May§e

his flailing awner ar tha Ranehiinuna Fros $loade al amomn



But why, they wondered, couldn’t some programs
be targeted to them? After watching fund drives, they figured
it 'was because their generation has no money.

College-agers rediscover (and like!) PTV

By Jerry M. Landay

ome of Generation X's best and brightest récently

bhad a consciousness-raising encounter with network

-and public television. The results suggest, to me at
feast, that it's vital for PBS leaders and planners to think
about what these coilege teens think—and the opporiuni-
ty they represent.

PBS lost them after Sesame Street. 1 discovered them
in the *“Issues in Television™ class I teach to undergrad-
uate Chancellor’s Honors students at the University of
Hlinois.

I gave them a critical viewing assignment that recon-
nected these nearly-twentysomethings with public tele-

vision. Their experience was something akin to their first .

kiss: delight and surprise. relief that their elders had
misrepresented the dangers of indulging, and confusion
and concern about the experience.

In the reports and discussion that followed, the stu-
dents described their PBS viewing experience as a redis-
covery. A number said they'd previously avoided deep
immersion.in public TV because of what they’d heard -
from parents and peers—namely, that PBS was “noto-
tiously boring.” Not true, they found. They acknowl-
edged 1hey liked quality television. For instance, many of
them found Are You Being Served genuinely funny, and
MacNeil/Lehrer enriching and informative.

One typical student comment: “Being a chroni¢ chan-
nel-surfer and a rather indiscriminate television viewer,
have not watched PBS too often. However, after a good
night of viewing, I intend to watch more.” ! .

But why, they wondered, couldi’t s6me of the prodict
be targeted to them? Their perception—after critically
viewing on-air fund drives—was that their generation is
ignored because, putting it bluntly, it has no money. They
were put off by the begathons they watched, which .
seemed tasteless and out of character with the lofty aims
of the service. As they saw it, the foss of viewers scared
away by these drives, is a grievous bill to pay for the
pledged funds.

Their critiques project a sense of confusion about
PBS’s identity. s it about serving the public interest or
about finding ways to raise cash? If it truly serves
American cultural needs and tastes, as it claims, then why
is 80 #ruch of it British? And why is it, a number
wondered, that PBS pays so little attention to advertising
and promoting its wares that “we have little idea of
what’s on?”

L urged the 19 honors students to bring their full
cansciousness to the experience as they logged and
critiqued programs, ads and promotional spots during
four-and-a-half hours of commercial network television.
Several weeks later. I asked them to watch public tele-
vision and do the same.

They reported that the evening marathon of commer-
cial network-watching left them “tired” and “exhausted,”
and their brains “fried” by a “bombardment” of more .
than 130 commercial spots and program promos. They
all said they’d never before been aware of all the blows to
the head they'd had to absorb.

When they subsequently were exposed 10 public TV,
virtually all described it as an'act of deliverance. “Per-
haps the one thing that it added to my viewing pleasure,”
one student said, “was the knowledge that PBS would.be
a commercial-free evening, It’s amazing what a difference
that makes!™ Another commented similarly: “I did not
have to put up a shield in order to protect myself against
the advertisers.”

One student expressed surprise that. American public
television “is a completely different system than the
networks or cable television. . . . The PBS shows were less
professional and less stylized than network programming,
but their material and the manner in which it was
presented was much more gratifying for the viewer.”
{“Less professional,” we later determined in discussion,
meant fewer glitzy visual effects.)

One wrote that in his first perusal of a public TV
program guide, he was amazed at the diversity: *I
discovered that the station . . . aired rock concerts, magic
shows, documentaries,” in addition to children’s shows.
*“It is hard to find such diversity on any other
station - . . It is similar to a full slate of cable stations

“| think that PBS could provide a
standard for entertainment as well as
education and information,” one honors
student concluded. “This is not only
possible but imperative.” If the task for
overhauling traditional broadcast

wondered, “will it be any easier when a
handful of profit-driven companies owns

a Soo-channe! cable universe?”

combined into one.”

The students gave specific praise to the depth of
content they found on PBS programs: :

M the informed talk and the issue focus of MaucNeil/
Lehrer, The McLaughlin Group, Wall Streer Week,
Washington Weck in Review and WTTW's Chicago
Tonight. In a typical comment, a student said: “This style
of journalism allowed viewers to formulate their own
opinions. . . . The networks should take 2 close look at
these shows and think about changing their news forma-
ts. ... . It would raise the level of journalism in newscasts
and transform (them} from being amusement to . . . infor-
mational and thought-provoking.”

W Novd's “Ice Man™ and the American Masters profile of
George Lucas “went beyond the average behind-the-
scenes program,” .

W The honest, unpretentious formats were popular be--
cause they presented “music more-in-depth. than any .
other station would do. The Peter, Paul & Mary special
for children, for instance, “allowed the [musicians] free-
doin to be creative and to try new things. . . . The concert
had not been engineered to produce a visually stunning
moment each and every possible moment, Rather, it was
allowed to stand alone as a concert, and the entertain the
way a concert should—through the strength of the music
alone. :

However, performers James Taylor, Elton John and
Peter, Paul & Mary were seen as “somewhat past their
prime” and chosen for their appeal 10 the moneyed baby-
boomer generation. Couldn’t PBS do the same for some
of the musical favorites of their gencration?

“College students are lefi out.” one complained. “PBS
should promote more programming for a larger target
audience that includes coliege students.™

Yet this alienated bunch—bright, aware, interested
and plugged into the world—is precisely the audience
that PBS ought to be grooming for the good of their
future and its own.

These honors students are among the most talented
and highly motivated undergrads on the Hlinois campus.
Along with outstanding academic records, they brought
from high school a penchant for clear thinking and
writing.

They are typically unpretentious in the midwestern
manner—activist and achievement-oriented. The class
ranged in age from 18 to 21, their academic specializa-
tions spanning the sciences and humanities, They spend
as many hours a week, on average—between ¢ and |
hours——reading and listening to the radio as watching -
TV.

They conform quite closely to the demographers’
profile of Generation X: they view their-economic
prospects dismally and are therefore not as conservative
as the boomers who immediaicly precede them. They are

Thie students’ critiques “project a sense
of confusion about PBS’s identity. Is it
about serving the public interest or about
finding ways to raise cash? If it truly
serves Ametican cultural needs and
tastes, as it claims, then why is so much .

of it British?”

arrangements is tough now, this student

suspicious of zuthority, and they question the myths and
assumptions of their elders. Several challenged the doc-
irine that the so-called “free market” knows best what
Americans should watch. Rather than providing diversi-
ty, one wrote, “it’s reatly the same product,”

They are increasingly interested in news and current
affairs. Educated though they were about the difficulties
involved, several students urged public broadcasters to
wage an aggressive campaign 10 create a news and public
affairs unit at PBS, using the NPR news team as a cadre,

They vintually unanimously condemned the system’s
dependence on pledge drives. They labelled as “sad”™ and
“pitiful” the irony that the “quality broadcasting ... . in-
creasingly must rely on private charity.” One enthusiastic
convert to PBS complained that “it is pitiful that the
system has to stoop 1o this level in order to stay in
business.” Others likened the enticernents of merchandise
to the Home Shopping Network.

But most saw the funding issue less as an albatross
than a cail to action and innovation. “This country ngeds
public broadcasting,” wrote one student, who concluded
that “a better solution for financing quality programming
must be found.” } .

Proposing solutions was part of the course project—
team-produced papers proposing a national electronic
mass communications policy for the United States. In
addition to the expected suggestions of a dedicated
national user’s tax on TV sets, and spectrum and cable-
channel fecs, there were two fresh ideas.

One was a call for a generous income-tax credit as an
inducement to underwriters. Another proposed the estab-
lishment of a Federal Project for Creative Television,
funded by a consortium of CPB, the Department of
Education and the national arts and humanities endow-
ments. Modelled on the federal writers and theater
projects of the New Deal's WPA, the television project
would provide funding for high-quality, original program-
ming for PBS, the best of which would be honored by
National Program Awards. :

A student concluded: “I think that PBS could provide
a standard for entertainment as well as education and
information. This is not only possible but imperative.” If
the task for overhauling traditional broadeast arrange-
ments is iough now, this honers student wondered, “will
it be any easier when a handful of profit-driven compa-
nies owns a 500-channel cable universe?™ That sense of
urgency was reflected in many of the students’ reports.

To me, their signals were clear. If PBS wants 10 win
the loyalty of Generation X, it must:

M give them programming that suits their tastes. The
relationship should not end abruptly at Sesame Street.
Air their musical favorites in concert. From time to time,
talk about the issues that matter 1o them on MacNeil/
Lehrer, and invite some of their peers to discuss them.
Why leave it to MTV? -

B promote PBS programs more effectively on the local
level—in campus and high school newspapers, for in-
stance-—and on the radio stations they listen to, That
need not be costly. Promote memberships and program
guides at a price they can afford.

@ find a way to recruit them to the cause of a stronger,
more financially and creatively independent television
service, which most said they want.

Were these students telling me what I wanted to hear?
T doubt it. Their minds are open, but their thoughts and
conclusions are their own. There was no doubt of that
from the very first day of class. What is also clear is that
public-broadcasting very much needs to recruit Genera-
tion X,

One student policy paper concluded: It is our hope
that the ‘new’ PBS will be able to draw enough audience
away from the commercial networks that they will be
forced to improve the quality of their own programming,
or perish [through the competitive] forces they regard as
gospel.™ L]

Prof. Jerry M. Landay teaches “Issues in Television® and
electronic journalism courses at the University of llfinois,
Champaign-Urbana, and writes on media issues. He



