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paradigm of intellectual sobriety; and Wiesel, practically a
walking metaphor of social conscience. Indeed, the other mem-
bers of the cast—Carl Sagan, William Buckley and General
Brent Scowcroft—are, each in his way, men of intellectual
bearing who are not expected to participate in trivial public
matters.

The program began with Ted Koppel, master of ceremonies,
50 10 speak, indicating that what followed was not intended (0
be a debate but a discussion. And so those who are interested in
philosophies of discourse had an excellent opportunity (o ob
serve what serious television means by the word “discussion.
Here is what it means: Each of six men was given approxi-
‘mately five minutes (o say something about the subject. There
was, however, no agreement on exactly what the subject was,
and no one felt obliged o respond to anything anyone else said.
In fact, it would have been difficult to do so, since the partici-
pants were called upon seriatim, as if they were finalists in a
beauty contest, each being given his share of minutes in front of
the camera. Thus, if Mr. Wiesel, who was called upon last, had
a response to Mr. Buckley, who was called upon first, there
would have been four commentaries in between, occupying
about twenty minutes, so that the audience (if not Mr. Wiesel
himself) would have had difficulty remembering the argument
which prompted his response. In fact, the participants—most of
whom were no strangers 1o television—largely avoided ad-
dressing each other's . They used their initial minutes and
then their subsequent ones (o intimate their position or give an
impression. Dr. Kissinger, for example, seemed intent on mak-
ing viewers feel sorry that he was no longer their Secretary of
State by reminding everyone of books he had once written, pro-
posals he had once made. and negotiations he had once con-
ducted. Mr. McNamara informed the audience that he had
caten lunch in Germany that very aftermoon, and went on o
say that he had at least fifteen proposals to reduce nuclear arms.
One would have thought that the discussion would turn on this
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A dedicated graduate student | know returned 1o his small
apantment the night before a major examination only to dis-
cover that his solitary lamp was broken beyond repair. After a
whiff of panic, he was able 10 restore both his equanimity and
his chances for a satisfactory grade by turning on the television
set. urning off the sound, and with his back 10 the set, using its
light 0 read important passages on which he was 10 be tested.
This is one use of television—as a source of illuminating the
printed page.

But the television screen is more than a light source. It is also
a smooth, nearly flat surface on which the printed word may be
displayed. We have all stayed at hotels in which the TV set has
had a special channel for describing the day’s events in letters
rolled endlessly across the screen. This is another use of televi-
sion—as an electronic bulletin board.

Many television sets are also large and sturdy enough 10 bear
the weight of a small library. The top of an old-fashioned RCA
console can handle as many as thirty books, and I know one
woman who has securely placed her entire collection of Dick-
ens, Flaubert. and Turgenev on the top of a 21-inch West-
inghouse. Here is still another use of television—as bookcase.

Tbring forward these quixotic uses of television to ridicule the
hope harbored by some that television can be used 1o support
the literate tradition. Such a hope represents exactly what
Marshall McLuhan used to call “rear-view mirror” thi
the assumption that a new medium is merely an extension or
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amplification of an older one; that an automobile, for example,
is only a fast horse, or an electric light a powerful candle. To
make such a mistake in the matter at hand is 10 misconstrue
entirely how television redefines the meaning of public dis-
course. Television does not extend or amplify literate culture. It
attacks it. If television is a continuation of anything, it is of a
tradition begun by the telegraph and photograph in the mid-
nineteenth century, not by the printing press in the fiftcenth.

What is television? What kinds of conversations does it per-
mit? What are the intellectual tendencies it encourages? What
sort of culture does it produce?

These are the questions to be addressed in the rest of this
book, and to approach them with a minimum of confusion, 1
‘must begin by making a distinction between a technology and a
‘medium. We might say that a technology is to a medium as the
brain is to the mind. Like the brain. a technology is a physical
apparatus. Like the mind, a medium s a use to which a physical
apparatus is put. A technology becomes a medium as it employs
a particular symbolic code, as it finds its place in a particular
social setting, as it insinuates itself into economic and political
contexts. A technology. in other words, is merely a machine. A
‘medium is the social and intellectual environment a machine
creates.

Of course, like the brain itself, every technology has an inher-
ent bias. It has within its physical form a predisposition toward
being used in certain ways and not others. Only those who
know nothing of the history of technology believe that a tech-
nology is entirely neutral. There is an old joke that mocks that
naive belief. Thomas Edison, it goes, would have revealed his
discovery of the electric light much sooner than he did except
for the fact that every time he tumed it on, he held it to his
mouth and said, “Hello? Hello?”"

Not very likely. Each technology has an agenda of its own. It
is, as I have suggested, a metaphor waiting to unfold. The print-
ing press, for example, had a clear bias toward being used as a
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linguistic medium. It is conceivable 0 use it exclusively for the
reproduction of pictures. And, one imagines, the Roman Cath-
olic Church would not have objected to its being so used in the
sixteenth century. Had that been the case. the Protestant Refor-
mation might not have occurred, for as Luther contended, with
the word of God on every family’s kitchen table, Christians do
not require the Papacy 1o interpret it for them. But in fact there
never was much chance that the press would be used solely, or
even very much, for the duplication of icons. From its beginning
in the fiftcenth century, the press was perceived as an extraordi-
nary opportunity for the display and mass distribution of writ-
ten language. Everything about its technical possibilities led in
that direction. One might even say it was invented for that
purpose.

The technology of television has a bias, as well. It is conceiv-
able to use television as a lamp, a surface for texts, a bookcase,
even as radio. But it has not been so used and will not be so
used, at least in America. Thus, in answering the question,
What s television?, we must understand as a first point that we-
are not talking about television as a technology but television as
a medium. There are many places in the world where televi-
sion, though the same technology as it is in America, is an en-
tirely different medium from that which we know. I refer to
places where the majority of people do not have television sets,
and those who do have only one: where only one station is
available; where television does not operate around the clock:
where most programs have as their purpose the direct fur-
therance of government ideology and policy: where commer-
cials are unknown, and “talking heads” are the principal
image; where television is mostly used as if it were radio. For
these reasons and more television will not have the same mean-
ing or power as it does in America, which is 10 say. it is possible
for a technology to be 50 used that its potentialities are pre-
vented from developing and its social consequences kept to a
‘minimum.
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But in America, this has not been the case. Television has

found in liberal democracy and a relatively free market econ-
omy a nurturing climate in which its full potentialities as a tech-
nology of images could be exploited. One result of this has been
that American television programs are in demand all over the
world. The total estimate of U.S. television program exports is
approximately 100,000 to 200,000 hours, equally divided
among Latin America, Asia and Europe.! Over the years, pro-
grams like “Gunsmoke,” !
“Star Trek,” “Kojak,” and more recently,
nasty” have been as popular in England, Japan, Israel and Nor-
way as in Omaha, Nebraska. I have heard (but not verified) that
some years ago the Lapps postponed for several days their an-
nual and, one supposes, essential migratory journey so that
they could find out who shot J.R. Al of this has occurred simul-
taneously with the decline of America’s moral and political
prestige, worldwide. American television programs are in de-
mand not because America is loved but because American tele-
vision is loved.

We need not be detained 100 long in figuring out why. In
watching American television, one is reminded of George Ber-
nard Shaw’s remark on his first seeing the gliuiering neon signs
of Broadway and 42nd Street at night. It must be beautiful, he
said., if you cannot read. American television is, indeed. a beay
tiful spectacle. a visual delight, pouring forth thousands of im-
ages on any given day. The average length of a shot on network
television is only 3.5 seconds, 5o that the eye never rests, always
has something new to see. Moreover, television offers viewers a
variety of subject matter, requires minimal skills to comprehend
it, and is largely aimed at emotional gratification. Even com-
mercials, which some regard as an annoyance, are exquisitely
crafied, always pleasing 1o the eye and accompanied by exciting
music. There is no question but that the best photography in the
world is presently seen on television commercials. American
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television, in other words, is devoted entirely to supplying its
audience with entertainment.

Of course. to say that television is entertaining is merely ba-
nal. Such a fact is hardly threatening 10 a culture, not even
worth writing a book about. It may even be a reason for rejoic-
ing. Life, as we like 10 say, is not a highway strewn with flow-
ers. The sight of a few blossoms here and there may make our
journey a trifle more endurable. The Lapps undoubtedly
thought so0. We may surmise that the ninety million Americans
who watch television every night also think so. But what | am
claiming here is not that television is entertaining but that it has
made entertainment itself the natural format for the representa-
tion of all experience. Our television set keeps us in constant
communion with the world, but it does 5o with a face whose
smiling countenance is unalterable. The problem is not that
television presents us with entertaining subject matter but that
all subject matter is presented as entertaining, which is another
issue altogether.

To say it stll another way: Entertainment is the supra-
ideology of all discourse on television. No matter what is de-
picted or from what point of view, the overarching presumption
is that it is there for our amusement and pleasure. That is why
even on news shows which provide us daily with fragments of
tragedy and barbarism, we are urged by the newscasters 10
“join them tomorrow.” What for? One would think that several
minutes of murder and mayhem would suffice as material for a
month of slecpless nights. We accept the newscasters” invitation
know that the “news” is not to be taken seriously,
in fun, 50 to say. Everything about a news show tells
us this—the good looks and amiability of the cast, their pleasant
banter, the exciting music that opens and closes the show. the
vivid film footage. the atractive commercials—all these and
‘more suggest that what we have just seen is no cause for weep-
ing. A news show, to put it plainly, is a format for entertain-
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‘ment, not for education, reflection or catharsis. And we must
not judge 100 harshly those who have framed it in this way.
They are not assembling the news 10 be read, or broadcasting it
10 be heard. They are televising the news 1o be seen. They must
follow where their medium leads. There is no conspiracy here,
no lack of intelligence, only a straightforward recognition that
“good television” has little to do with what is “good” about
exposition or other forms of verbal communication but every-
thing to do with what the pictorial images look like.

1 should like to illustrate this point by offering the case of the
cighty-minute discussion provided by the ABC network on No-
vember 20, 1983, following its controversial movie The Day
Afier. Though the memory of this telecast has receded for mos
1 choose this case because, clearly, here was television taking its
most “serious” and “responsible” stance. Everything that made
up this broadcast recommended it as a critical test of television’s
‘capacity to depart from an entertainment mode and rise to the
level of public instruction. In the first place, the subject was the
possibility of a nuclear holocaust. Second, the film itself had
been attacked by several influential bodies politic, including the
Reverend Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority. Thus, it was impor-
tant that the network display television’s value and serious in-
tentions as a medium of information and coherent discourse.
Third, on the program itself no musical theme was used as
background—a significant point since almost all television pro-
grams are embedded in music. which helps (o tell the audience
what emotions are to be called forth. This is a standard theatri-
«cal device, and its absence on television is always ominous.
Fourth, there were no commercials during the discussion, thus
elevating the tone of the event 1o the state of reverence usually
reserved for the funerals of assassinated Presidents. And finally,
the participants included Henry Kissinger, Robert McNai
and Elie Wiesel, each of whom is a symbol of sorts of serious
discourse. Although Kissinger, somewhat later, made an ap-
pearance on the hit show “Dynasty.” he was then and stll is a





