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Televuslon-it The Mamstreammg of Amerlca

“T elev:s:on has replaced;‘f in an- mcredlbly streamlmed and power-_
ful way, not prmt or fllm but tnbal rehgnon

When we analyze the role of telev:-
sion in infiuencing our life-styles
and conceptlons of social reality, we:
find that TV is the “*flagship’* of our
popular culture. Television /s the
mainstream. [t is not an elite-
oriented medium. 1t is a lower-
middle class and lower class oriented
medium, and for the first time in
history, there is a great common
bond between the cuitural elite and
the vast middie majority.. In fact,
one reason the television industry
seems to have such difficulty respond-
ing to the chailenge of the Moral
Majority is that the mentality. of the
Moral Majority is the same. as the
mentality of the heavy television
viewer. To put it sharply and pro-
vocatwely, television is the new
religion,

My historical view of telews:on

suggests that it is the third of a series |

of transformations in human culture,
Humans are different from other
animals in that they live in a world-
of stories, constructing a fantasy

Whlch thev catl reality out of the
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stories; mey%tau,.-:— Culmr’e—'the heart
of which is-storytelling—has been-
constructed in different ways in
dlfferent historical epochs: :
o In the preindustrial age, story--
tellmgwas conducted face to
face, in a ritualistic manner that
involved the entire commumtv
The tribe,. the family; various
age groups, a few specialized
styles.of life all played an inte-
. _gral.partiin the centrally dis-
- .seminated:storytelling. machme
.eventually called religion.
& The.nonselective; ntuallstl-
cally: conducted: storyteiling
-mechanism was.broken: up by.
-the industrial revolut;on, The
first. storytellmg machine :was
the printing press, -the: irst.
- industrial: product was: the -
- book—in many ways the pre-
requisite for all the uprooting
and the differentiation.of con-
~ sciousness that followed the.
uprooting. The ability to. pack
age stories and disseminate them
across almost tmpenetrabie




boundaries made it possible to
.. break up-rituals. - You didn't - -
~+ have to' memorize them any.
- 'more, and you didn‘t need a
“chief or priest-to:perform them;
youcould look-them up your-
- self, interpret them, and- take’
'them with you to ‘new lands.
The printing press led to the
'rlse of ‘class ‘consciousness, dif-
-ferentiated interest groups and
. _constituencies. - The new print-
" based consciousness facilitated
“the rise:of modern “mass |
- publics”’: loose aggregations of
- people .who never met face to
face, -and :yet; had a.sense of
-“collective strength, weakness:or -
-direction. - Almost:all ourassump-
. tions about self- government,
-education and cultural fife stem
from’ thls phenomenon and
this ‘era. '
LA Supenmposed on—not sup- _
plantmg-the era of print publlCS
is the age of telecommunica-
~-tions, in-which television-has.
become the great storytelling
“machine,. This era is divided
- into two parts: ~the first, and
-rather. permanent - cultural. part,
is over-the-air television, which-
-1 call “mass ritual.” The second
is the new ‘teleommunications,
- which | ‘consider to be the resur-
‘gence of print into the elec- .
tronic era—an extension of what
‘we: associate .with. the selective
- -habits of-prin: :,d'ﬁerentsated
rather ‘than unitary -consc:ous-
‘ness by-electronic means.
: Today, we ¢ansee the main-
'streammg effect. of “‘mass ritual tele-
vision’* in’fourteen -years.of: .r_ese_arch _
compiled by :the Cuitural Indicators-
Project-at ‘the Annenberg-School of

Communications. - This research spans -

a greatvariety of issues and represen-
tations, as well as analyses of how
television exposure to these represen-
tations contributes to—not decides,
but contributes to—the shaping of
attitudes about reality. We have
found that television flattens the top

and raises the bottom of ‘almost

-every curve that measures social atti-

tudes. " It tends to absorb otherwise
deviant groups‘into the rmainstream.
This is why both skeptical social
scientists and the public are right:
if you look at overall:mean effects
you find. them ‘slight and often non-
existent; but-if you'break them down
into subgroups, you find that the
effects are clearly delineated and
highly agmﬁcant even: though they
may ali-merge into the mainstream,
cancelmg each other out on the
whole. . .

i manv ways maunstream
over-the-air television is the __opposite
of books and fitms. - Its-critical char-
acteristic is:-that it is a ritual: most
people watch TV by the clock, not
the program. “For the most part, it
is nonselectively used by a total com-
munity, rather than by individual
publics. And TV provides an overal!
socializing-context, the most per-

. vasive common -basis for social inter-

action in -an otherwise heterogeneous :
and diversified society. -1t is the com-
mon:bond between’:the efites and..

“the masses—never before have these’

divergent groups shared so:much of
a-common, culture with a common
set of assumptions, images and
messages. Television has replaced,

in an.incredibly streamlined and

powerful way, not print or film, but
tribal refigion. - 1t has presented all -
of us with a cohetent: storytelling
context, a coherent fan“tasy about
the way: the-world:is.
~This coherent TV world is now
watched by-two hlstoncauy unprec-
edented groups-of: viewers:= the very
young and the previouslyparochial:’
- For the very young, television
is the symbolic environment,
- like: wallpaper into-which’ they
- are born;:It's-nota: -medium, -
like print-or movies:  Nor is it~
“an institution like‘church or
school, which is‘injected into a
child’s life, usually four or five
-years-after the child has had a
chance to develop an image of
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ol -:self in the home. No more;: TV

".“is .there from the very begmmng.'

e - -The mfant/chlld audience sees
~* -an-average of 25, 000 commer-:- -
o ."-*_?-_clals and 15,000 lo iger. storles

is:nio such thing as:parochial
A group. that has had lit

Vo -:-'-t'-ibrought into ‘the" poh
~#cultural- mainstream by“a gom-
.- manding, demanding ‘and attrac
i tive medium, - This group. i

- largely:monopolized by tha

--medium because it has ho tl'adl-f

o tion of readmg 6% hours a

= “day the set.is on. - '

" The total world: that televnslon
presents to-these: viewers i com-
posed of a .cast in'which:men out-

number women.3-or 4 to-1. So -the

Ts_V;_wor|d;-=statts;offr_-,wi-th-‘-' a peculiar, ~
skewed :impression of ‘what-lifeis~ " .
like and what:kinds ‘of things can and ¥

. cannot=and ought not-—be-done.
Young people:represent one-third -
their ‘true proportion of the U.S.
B popuiatlon, -older people {65+) rep--

resent one-fifth of their true propor- -. . uce
‘stream: with:little: historical-or politi-

~tion.:.The average viewer of prime--

time television sees 30 policemen,: 12
doctors, 7 lawyers, 3 judges, 2 busn»

" nessmen and 1 scientist: every week.
Telews:on is by far the largest slngle

f.and -other. walks of life. . '
: “The dominance of men; partlc-
-;ularly in prime-time dramatlc story-
-teiling, .means that most of the
action revolves around questions of
power, Men. demonstrate competi-
tion and conflict, deciding who can.
put over what on whom under what
circumstances. This male-dominated
exercise of power is what creates such
-a high incidence of violence—it is the
. quickest means of dramatic decision

14

- Majority. :
- . the Moral Majority-as a symbol: of
-the very:large:group. of people newly

lives.-

making:. People who can exercise

‘power over others are systematically

more numerous in some groups: than

- others. Thereis a social hierarchy of

victimization: " if you're-a woman,
nonwhite-or an older person, your
chances of victimization, provided
you get.into any kind: of violent:con-

“test at-all, go'up.” Crime on televi- -

imes-as- ‘rampant as-by
ctual statistics. - Violence occurs

~an average -of fivé or six times. every
_evening in prime time, 25 times"

hildren S davtlme program-

yverall’ lesson from thls ex- '
.woience [is:not that.it:

" incites “aggressmn ~The most system- w
_ attcalh/ emerging relatlonship of ex-
< posure to television’ violence is 2.

resulting sense of insecurity. - Whlie '

it differs'by-what ‘group you.are
- -associated: with and what risks are
- -assigned: tovthat- group, it is essen-
- tiglly<a-sense-of insecurity and..

anxiety, a mistrust'of strangers and

-strange - udeas—-a “mean:world syn-

drome.!” It is this: mean world syn-

drome that: creates the political and

cultural need: to strive for simple solu-
tions:and tough :postures—those ‘that
appeal to groups like the Moral
J{n:fact, we may consider

introduced: into-the cultural main-

cal experience -anda-great deal. of

-exposure to:that mean world—feeling

very much:. ;out of control of thelr

. The Whole area of health and
nutrltlon commands 2 great-deal of

attention; with some kind-of por-
trayal of eating.or. drinking about

nine or ten:times.-an:-hour. Most eat-
ing -is. grabbmga snack .on-the run.

{1t is interesting to_pote:that more
attention is.devoted to-nutrition. in.
commercials than programming.)- .

Most .of the. beverage consumed is -
hard liguor—any time.you get into.a
conflict, an:embarrassing situatior or

~crisis, reaching for a gun or:reaching



“The business commumty has a choice . . . between ‘the delivery

of the audience and the ﬂattery of ItS&lf

-cholce is. always clear

‘ut |n that way, the

for a drink is the easiest assembly-
line solution. Nevertheless, obesity
is very rare on television (6% of the
men, 2% of the women are over-
weight} and only 1% of television
characters suffer any ill effects from
alcohol, despite the fact that most of
them (good characters as much as
bad) drink. :

. On the other hand, medlca! doc-
tors are ‘favorably presented profes- _
sional ‘characters. . They're .
omnipotent: - when not- performmg
open-heart surgery, they‘ré.making

romantic. phone calls and:house calls. °

" The overal! conclusion is that the
more. television” people Watch ‘the
more’ compiac‘ent they are about
nutrition, health, exercise and drink-
ing; and. yet, the more exaggerated -
their beliefs in"the healmg powers of
medical science.

. Businessmen make up. about 8%
of the television population.. They .
are not. exactly “crooks, clowns and’
con-men” (as a recent report by the
Media Institute put’it); from ten
years of Cultural Indicators analysis,
we have found that good business-
men outnumber bad by a 2to.1
margin, while good doctof
ber bad 12 T

TV viewer is surrounded by. mostly
stable commodities—commercials—.
which are essentially’ bemgn if not
favorable to business. Commercials
have relatively low credlbihty, like
any communication dlrectly con-
trolled by ‘its source. It is through
dramatic programming (as well as

news) that the long-standing populist . |

tradition of crmc:zmg businessmen
is maintained—and it is this critical .
view which restores the credlblllty of

the médiﬁn‘i to the viewers, helping
to deliver the largest possrb!e

audience.

The buslness communlty has a
choice; then, between the delivery of
and the flattery of

itself.. Put.in that way,:the chouce is

always clear. ‘The.critical, occasion-
ally. unflattermg portrayai .of-business-
men_on-television.is.a necessary
instrument of credibility within an

_.otherwise anxious and msecure_lower-
~middle class milieu.

In the area of pohtlcs one can :

‘best see the dynamics of te!evnsaon s
__mainstreaming effect through the
‘notions. of “blurrrng,". "blend:ng,
“ and “bending”’: :

o Blurrmg is a process in ‘which
heavy viewers, ‘in contrast to
comparable groups.of light
viewers, tend to blur the politi-
cal, social and cultural dlstmc-
tions cultivated by the more
diversified media. -
® Blendingis the absorbmg of
these differences into the edu-
cational malnstream and.
. Bendmg is-the creatlon of a
curious dlchotomy—a ‘commer- .
- cial populism.” if you will—in
" which heavy viewers are more
likely to call themselves mod-
erates, whereas the positions -
~ they actually. take tend to be
“more conservative in ‘'social and _
o po!mcal issues. and more Iaberal _
*in economic issues.. ;
" :This approach to anaiyzmg tele .
vision’s effects on attitudes and social

~behavior is not desugned 10 tell busr-

nessmen what to do. Its virtue is to
tell business and the media what °
they’re up against—a sense of climate
and currents, the dynamics behind
the facts of public opinion polls.
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