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and State: The Public's O'wn Money Is Used 
To Sell Public Audiences to the. Hiprhest Bidders .. ..-

Ey Ccol'gc Ger1ner 

'-Popuhr cnlture is the stories we share 
c\:ery day, Call it news, fiction, education, 
mythdlogy, or just media, t)):J.t great and 
.utir;lIej~' hUman process governs much of 
what we do. 

Wl-:o is the most prolific <1l1d tireless story. 
tcH0r i.:l. :o.'our home? It used to be the parent, 
g[;;,r.d~JOtrei;t. or cide:' :;ibling. Today in most 
h0:i103 it is television. T81('wision has 
achit;ved Wh2t all {:HlIJ2rors and pop,~ could', 
01J:1 dr22D1 about: a pulpit m every living 
;:oom, witt: ,. chuismo.tlc mes~enger provid­

j-ng tf:a cor·,r:lOn ritu8.l of entertainment and 
· ij .. lor~":.rlon with a central underlying sales 
'tr;l:'s:,age fur aiL 

< The sto,y bDuind th:s gr,~at trans;,'ormM.lon 
,Of so..:it'ty is t;-;" story of how we alloc;1te and 
· '$~ 0<:, popular {;\Jltural fesou;ce~. Who pays 
'~';!"W~,&t to V;flOlll'! 

:: ,IT,·[" must of human existence, public ~tory 
'"t~;!j;;g \\()5 a handicraft proc2ss, conducted 
· ~!!c';;·:,o-f<>ce aile! administered by a priestly 01"' 
,tlol:;ic ni,of2rchy. Payment fol." it was ex­
,tr:;ctea III ~he foni! oj tribute or ti~h..: ".ad 
)u~l.ifle,; ;r: tenns I)f c()sml~ ord.::t. Tradition, 
tl:cm0f:zn:nn,lr.canL'Uon, and authoritative 

· yw~gr~~~'~~;~'i~l~ s~;~:r2:~~~;:~;Tg. ~~~~l~~jons' 
~hang.!d an th;li, O1l0 of th8 ~ir~t machiMS-

: ~;111:~;:,i~";~lg ~~l~~~,~b(;;~~~ l~~~;~\i~~. s~~~ 
::;:1,:<: c0dlrl !10W be put into the hands of or~ 

· {,'lil:1(j' lle,l}>:'~ to intecprO!t ItS they s"w fit. 
, P;; '.Ii:,? t!::e way to tht;) Reformation and the 
Sl'{';;!.V ~t~,!t'. 

: ''1':'11 ka'~';d ls1.0wiedge" could now cress 
.lJ("ltla",j('~; of ~,::;tlS, sp"ce and time and 

hr{!<-.}; the Lh)r:d~ ci family and caste. The old 
hier:lccilY ::;,:','e way to the np.w corporate 
9\\",-:<21'5 3:t'l governors of industrial society. 
~rfJ 'Oil' power rests largely in their freedom to 
)n .~n:\ge Uw it.Q1;,~tri"iiled process of stor" 

; id!irL~ ;InC. to budd f.lass markets for ma~~., 
J.JrQduC"tiOll through the mass distribution ot 
symbol:> r,Iid adverUsmg me<:sages. 

r>;<"Dtn,llly adVDl"ti:,('rs replaced nobility, 
church :HJ.d state :1$ the patrons of the most 

, )Jop!l:,;r of rhtl :::~ts, p(:rticulariy radio and tel~ 
: evi;;wD. Tho.: public's monies \included in li,e 
; price of advertIsed goods} are cham-.(!led 
,through them to suppOrt corporate aims, 

sales <In,j POWh·S. 

T!;o~ eie:;tronic w;ivc, that gath.ered 
S1rc'ilgt/t with 'JerIO, hit hard with teievisiOrJ, 
,>ng-u;(ir.g :u:d ch:mgjn,~ the contours of al! 
;<Sp2·:;t~ of popular culture. The: chid charac-

:-~~;~;1;~j~r\:~;:~l~~~ee~~~~:r~~~~-~~ifz~~:es~~~~. 
ddn:lI:,'d 311li ntua!jzed prodllcriDn~ and non­
selective USc. In addition, most elements of~ 
prcgrun1 production arc centralized 1''-1 that 
news, fiction, (ir:nna, documentary, talk, 
ga!'.l€: and other show.:. serve the same baslC 
inst;t,niC:<la! purroscs. . 

T;H~ First Amendm0m to the COllstitution, 
dcsi,;!'!cd til pwteet the public from an op­
pn:~s,ve H:lte goV('rnment, became the 1ll'l.1-

,C'lpaj :;hieid of 'the new "private [wv..:rn-. 

. . . ~ . 

By M~rtln Trrulcrll'ilOi.<li'illle wllJl ~lle "oQI'~mtIQn otS"il.l"d 

~'As Advertised Oil T~~: Sears paint, subJect oj a TV ad campaign, is featured in ailoar disRlcy. 

in,; them fro:ll puNic: (:lS well as govcrnf"el1~ 
controi of plo,;ramming. 

'1'e!evision b<.:s become the ~uncdona! 
equivalent of preindustrial nLgion, preach­
ing its corpor"tll me~sage m every home. The 
madern nexus cf pDwer is not Church 'and 
State, bl!t TdeviKion and State, 

How, do we pay for this? 
Atl'iCrtl~~ng COS[3, whlch are p:lssed on to 

the !I-mencan l:of(s·.llnc;", ~ota! $36 billion an­
mwJly-lOO times the total gross bud"et of 

,the "United Nm:iOlls. ' " 
_ APVl"OX:llH:tely 1,(lDO dD.ily and mon) than 
7,500 weekly newsp..lpers aLsorb nearly one­
th[r.d oi that amount. 'fB10vision uses 20 per 
cent of the total, D.nd its sh;::re keeps rising, 
gradually squeezing older media out of the 
busine~s. 

Radio now gets h·$$ th<ll'i 'l ,J(~i" c(Oni of the 
t'ot<.l advcrtisieg sup;)ort and"magazll1es Irs!; 
th:w. 6, \\jth ol,tdoor, ~i~'e.:;t mail, <lad other 
outlets .;l.cco:lmmg for the rest. 

TV nrclPr>ll'1rnin<J' i~ rlln "" '" f"", i~ .. ""h, 

c:ms'a day to pay for the advcl'tisingthat sup­
ports the programs, th" a;;er!~Jes, the broad­

'casters, the televiSIOn set manufacturer~, the 
repair p~Qple, and t...lte electricity needed to 
run the set. 

The powcr of televls!on ~nabl<lS It to 
c11arge an average of $100,000 p8f mime time 
~ommerci31 minut.:: and up io a qu:l.iter of u' 
million doWu's for" one-mi!Jute commercial 
insHled 1010 :t movie like "Gone With the. 
Wmd"-and advertisers ~tand in Ene for the 
prIvilege. . 

Divided by atidience size, these astronomi¥ 
cal prices udd up to an <.;ttractive "cost per' 
tholls:md" {vic-wers} (:ompared to other more­
selectlve.-and selectively med-forms of 
mUS5 .::ommunic:l.tion .\Ind aevcrtisir.g. 

TeicvIsion also leads popl1:ar culture in 

~;~~,\~f;l~~(f~~~c~~~~a~;f~~ !t~~se~~d btl; tl~~~ 
big risks. The tal) 25 network adverti3(>rs pay 
"'Ar.> r;"", h~l~ rof ih<> ,h,.",., .~,,'~_ ~~""_d'._' 

The rest ot the money we spend flJr popu­
lar culture goes for b{)oks, mOVies, I ecord. 
and sports, all of WlHr.h noVl dcpend on 
broi<dcasting for transmission or promotion 
or both, but most of which-unlike broad. 
casting itself-can also be bought directly by 
the consumer. . 

Advertising·supported media' create the 
bulk of populo.r culture. But their principat 
products--the products thBY sell for profit­
are not culture; they are people, called audi­
ences o.nd sold to advertisers for a price. 

The direct price the public pays for news­
papers and magazines covers the cost of de­
l~very. The advertisers pay the rest, but from 
money that, if not fOf special legislation, 
would have gone to the public treasury. 

in other words, the ptlbiic's own money is 
used to sell public aUQicl:ces to the highest 
bidders. This is done in three principal ways, 

1. All broadcasting stations are iicensed by 
.. lo.~VA..lA_~' ,,~ __ •• '"' __ .,._~ r.. .._, 

law. In fact, they operate as businesses to 
make a profit, but the enormously profltablC! 
license to broadcast .in the publiC domain is 
given away free of charge. 

2. The advertising subsidy that supports 
and guides the cultural industry is extracted 
through a levy on the price of all advertised 
goods and services. Some call this private tax­
ation without representation. The tax is hid~ 
den in the price of soap; I pay when I wash. 
not wh~n I watch TV or read a mag:l.zine. 

8. Congress made advertising a tax-deduct­
ibJe bUsiness expense, subsidizes the postal 
rates of printed media, and provides certain ' 
advantages for "failing" newspapers. 

Without these direct contributions from 
the public treasury, "prh'ate" media would 
not be profitable, and probably could not 
exist at ltl!. 

Strippc>d of mystificatIon, the "new rel!~ 
gion" and other forms of mainstream p0pU­
Jar culture operat~ on legisl"ti,'e and ma:-ket 
mechanisms that diannel Pllbljc mOllie::; to 
private corporations to SUpport "cheup" or 
'free" media as the cultural arms of busL'18SS 
and i:J.dustry. Since the'marketing mc:!ha. 
nism is concemed not just with popuiarity 
but with persuading large audiences to buy 
the goods and scrvic~s advertised, the quality 
and diversity of the culwra.l serliice, and its 

. relevance to the needs of m:lny lipeeific pu­
blics that make up the tet.nl cornn',unity, can­
not, therefore. be the chief :::riteria of most 
mass cultural prod!Jction. 

.What of the iuture? 
There are signs of temlon and or pressure' 

to loosen the hold of the corporate giants and 
the networks and to diversify the main­
stream of popular cultur", especi"lly televi­
sion. Citizen groups and public organilatlo;ls 
are demanding greater responsiveness and. 
protection of the publJc illterest from all gov~ 
ernment-priv<:"lte as well as publiC, 

Such bro:ldening and d~mocratizatioll of 
popular cultural production would have the 
addition:)1 advantage of not selling the same 
fears, hopes and styles of life to practically 
all of the people'practically all of the time. 
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This is the third in a series of 15 articles 
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