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PREFACE

HE STUDY of mass communication seems to be emerging as a new
Tacademic discipline in its own right, although at this point it is by
no means clear what its eventual organization, boundaries, and destinies
will be. In the past, the content of the field and the directions of its
inquiry have been defined by whatever happened to be currently cap-
turing the attention of its more prominent students. To some extent
this continues to be true at present.

But aside from contemporary fads and fancies, many rather critical
issues as to the proper study of mass communication remain un-
resolved. For example, is it to be concerned only with the study of
mass communication, or will it include the investigation of communi-
cation processes in general? Is it to include mainly a scientific approach,
or will representatives of the humanities and arts be equal partners?
These questions are more than points of abstract debate. They not only
pose important issues for authors of books on mass communication, but
the way in which they are eventually answered will strongly influence
academic training and the professional orientations of specialists in the
new field. These in turn will set the directions of research and ultimately
determine the content of the accumulated knowledge about mass com-
munication as it continues to be developed.

The characteristics which this field has had in the past are no sure
guide to its future. The methodological and theoretical underpinnings
of the growing discipline were forged in the behavioral sciences. Impor-
tant substantive contributions have come from the communication arts

xiii



Xiv PREFACE

and the several fields of applied communication. These various sources
have yielded an amazingly diverse set of trends, specialized interests,
sub-areas, and directions. In fact, the very heterogeneity of the field has
sometimes proved to be an embarrassment of riches. No one has been
sure at any given time, or can be sure at the present time, just what
constitutes the study of mass communication.

To some this diversity may represent confusion, or the inability of
students of communication to make up their minds what they should
study. But lay critics often make shallow judgments. Because of their
own lack of understanding of the broadly interdisciplinary nature of
the field, some have concluded that mass communication is hopelessly
vague and befuddled not only as to its own boundaries, but in general
as an area of academic study and research.

While there can be no denying that heterogeneity exists, it is super-
ficial thinking indeed to conclude that therefore investigators of mass
communication are less capable in their research, more indecisive in
choosing directions and modes of inquiry, or less worthy of support,
than are individuals who study some other phenomenon. The great di-
versity characteristic of this area of study has come because of the
utterly fundamental nature of the communication process itself, and
the tremendous importance which mass communication plays in modern
society. No student of human nature, whatever his disciplinary identi-
fication or theoretical orientation, can study human behavior without
recognizing at the outset that Man’s communication processes are as
vital to him as a human being as are his biological processes. It is the
latter which permit him to function as a living creature, but it is surely
the former which permit him to function as a rational creature. It is
the principles of human communication and not the principles of bio-
logical functioning that most sharply distinguish man from other living
organisms.

Furthermore, it has been long recognized that interpersonal com-
munication processes are essential to the formation and functioning of
human groups both large and small. The modern urban industrial so-
ciety could not exist as a social system without mass communication.
It has become a deeply established part of every major social institution
—political, economic, religious, educational and familial—as these
sociocultural patterns have taken shape in the advanced societies of
the world.

If the field of mass communication seems to be widely inclusive,
then, or if there does not seem to be any sharp line of demarcation
which separates it from other fields which study mankind, it is because
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it occupies such a central place in the attentions of many disciplines
but is not the exclusive property of any. It is because of this that it
has developed its many trends, many interests, and many directions.
To conclude that such an important area of knowledge should make
its boundaries more rigid or should concentrate upon a narrower set of
problems is simply to ignore the importance of the communication
processes to such a wide variety of interests.

Yet, in spite of the forces for diversity and the advisability of keep-
ing the boundaries of the field open-ended, there is a growing need to
begin some type of theoretical integration. This does not imply that the
interests of many fields should not be represented; it simply suggests
that there are certain persistent problems which seem to lie at the center
of almost everyone’s interest. Further systematic study of these common
problems can best proceed by pulling together the ideas, concepts, and
accumulated findings that now exist into some organized framework.
Such integration would have the merit of pointing to those problems
which have been studied the most and those which have been studied
the least, and of suggesting lines of inquiry that will aid in bringing a
more balanced theoretical perspective into the field in the future.

The present small book is only a start in that direction. It is a very
modest start for several reasons. Aside from the limitations of its
author, the field of mass communication itself is barely approaching the
point where theoretical integration can begin. In fact, it is probably one
of the least theoretical areas of study that occupies the attention of
present-day writers and analysts. To be sure, it shares with its parent
disciplines an interest in behavioral theory in general, but within mass
communication as such few theoretical formulations of any sophistica-
tion have been attempted

In spite of these inadequacies, and in the face of the old adage con-
cerning who rushes in where angels fear to tread, the present work
has as one of its goals the focusing of attention on certain central
theoretical problems which repeatedly have served as departures for
investigation and inquiry within the field of mass communication. It
must be fully recognized that the goal of the book is more to call atten-
tion to promising directions for theoretical integration than actually to
achieve it. The latter, realistically, cannot be adequately done at the
present time.

A second and equally important goal of the present work is a purely
selfish one. It is intended to provide my own students with a guide and
overview of the field of mass communication by presenting it in a way
which has not previously been done. Thus far, most publications in
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this field have been either books of readings or research monographs.
With a few notable exceptions, authors have seldom attempted to pro-
vide students with broad theoretical perspectives.

To some readers this book may seem heavily concerned with some
problems which are important, but concerned very little with others
which may be of equal importance. This may be the case, but it was
done intentionally. For example, considerable attention has been given
to the historical development of the media in the American society.
This has been done for two reasons. First, a theoretical problem of deep
significance is concerned with the ways in which a society influences
and determines the kind of mass media that it eventually winds up with.
The tracing out of the historical development of the media in a given
society, with proper attention to the social, cultural, economic, and
political events which shaped their directions of growth at given times,
provides a fruitful way to understand the media of that society as they
exist at present and to forecast the probable directions which they are
likely to take in the future. This can provide a framework for later com-
parisons between societies. Second, historical analyses of the media
themselves within a given society on a comparative basis between media
have not been widely reported. This has been attempted in the present
volume within a sociological perspective. The media are cultural inno-
vations; they spread through societies according to the same principles
as other cultural innovations. Furthermore, they influence each other
in that process. Adequate analyses of these societal and inter-media in-
fluences have not been widely available for students in communication
courses. The first chapters of the present book were prepared to meet
this need for my own students; I sincerely hope that they will prove
useful for those of others.

The book tries once again to portray the process of human com-
munication. Many other authors have tried their hand at this perplexing
task. What the present analysis tries to do is to bring together the many
ideas on this subject which have been advanced by writers from a
variety of disciplines and points of view. The semanticists, symbolic
interactionists, students of comparative animal behavior, mathematical
model builders, and learning psychologists have all made important
contributions to understanding human communication. The present
analysis tries to present to the student a relatively simple perspective
on such communication, one which also includes a place for mass
communication.

Extensive effort has been made to analyze the background and
theoretical sources of the mass as a major concept in the study of
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“mass” communication. Much of the earlier thinking about the media
rested upon a particular interpretation of that term which may not be
apparent to students of mass communication from disciplines other than
sociology. The older theories which rested upon this concept are posed
as a background and point of departure for more contemporary anal-
yses. While those older theories themselves are of little substantive
significance in explaining the media as they are now studied by com-
munication researchers, they are still the basic orientation of the lay-
man and the beginning student who may be looking at the mass media
through a new conceptual framework provided by a course in mass
communication.

In treating the more contemporary theories of mass communication,
the present work does not attempt to summarize and report in great
depth on the vast number of empirical studies of the “effects” of mass
communication which have accumulated in the literature. This is not
one of its basic purposes. Most instructors in communication courses
make this a major part of their presentations. Also, excellent summaries
already exist (such as those of Klapper or the more recent one of
Larsen). For these reasons the present author saw little need to retrace
this ground. This does not mean that the relevance and importance of
empirical research is not fully appreciated. It is in fact the matrix out
of which theoretical integration of the field of mass communication
may one day be achieved. For present purposes, however, only those
studies which played a more or less central role in the development of
a particular theoretical statement are noted.

The discussion of the mass media as social systems is intended to
explore the use of functional analysis as a conceptual tool for portray-
ing the mass communication process in a systematic way. Functional
analysis as used in the present work is more of a means of describing
the media within a particular perspective than a theory as such. The
validity of the asserted propositions which pose systematic relationships
between the components of the system remain to be demonstrated
empirically. In spite of this, it is heuristically useful in that it can give
to the student an appreciation of the stability which is inherent in the
complex set of human relationships that make up the mass media of
communication operating within a particular society.

The present second edition, thercfore, attempts to pull together a
number of theoretical idcas—some widely studied already and some
not well investigated—so as to give an organized indication of about
where we are at present in the development of theories of mass com-
munication. In aiming at this goal, the second edition does not differ
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in purpose from the earlier version. However, the second edition con-
tains new material. For one thing, it brings up to date the charts and
tables in Chapters II, III, and IV showing the continued growth and/
or decline of each of the several media. It provides revised interpreta-
tions of these trends. More important, it presents a completely re-
written version of Chapter VII, “Contemporary Theories of Mass
Communication.” In particular, it discusses a theoretical view of the
role of the media in creating and sustaining cultural norms related to
a variety of behaviors. This “cultural norms theory” is growing in
significance in assessing media effects. This potential effect of the
media, involving possible indirect influences on behavior through the
creation of “definitions of the situation” for the individual, is under
current empirical investigation and it underlies much contemporary
criticism of the media. At the center of the controversy is the ques-
tion of the role of the media—particularly television—in stimulating
violence through the depiction of violence. In a society in which
violence is becoming increasingly common, it may be natural to look
to media portrayals of violence as a possible culprit. Because of their
massive presence, the media are easy to blame for the disturbances in
our cities and on our campuses. Before reaching hasty conclusions
one way or the other, however, the issues need adequate theoretical
formulation. Only then can relevant empirical research be designed
and the significant issues identified. While no claim is made that the
present formulation of the cultural norms theory provides the needed
theoretical base, it presents at least a modest beginning. Overall, it
remains clear that in seeking adequate theories of mass communica-
tion, linking the media to societal and individual effects, much re-
mains to be done.

The author would like to acknowledge the contributions of the
many pioneers and contemporary students in this field from whom he
has learned so much and from whose ideas he has freely drawn: Paul
Lazarsfeld, Elihu Katz, Joseph Klapper, Bernard Berelson, Morris
Janowitz, Herbert Blumer, Otto Larsen, Harold Lasswell, Carl Hov-
land, and Robert Merton are but a few. To the many researchers,
essayists, and other writers from the many fields which have built up
the body of information that has been accumulated to date, I express
my respect. Finally, to my friend, the late George Lundberg, who
persuaded me to write this book, I acknowledge a lasting intellectual
debt.

Melvin L. De Fleur
1970



Chapter 1

THE COMMUNICATION REVOLUTION

THE ORIGINS of human speech are lost in the mists of prehistory,
but our most informed guesses suggest that man was a communi-
cating animal, living in small bands nearly a miilion years ago, using
simple tools and supporting some limited social organization. Lan-
guages developed slowly during the succeeding eons, with few funda-
mental innovations other than slow changes in general structure, gram-
matical complexity, and vocabulary size. During this period, communi-
cation was technologically limited to the range of the human voice and
to the accuracy of the human memory. A single man might have
spoken to a multitude, but only if the multitude had been collected
together face-to-face in an acoustically favorable location. Aside from
this, he could neither extend his ideas effectively across space, nor
preserve them accurately through time.

Then, about 250 generations ago, man invented writing. To be more
accurate, writing appears to have been developed independently in
several areas of the world some centuries ago, not at a specific point
in history but over an extended period of time. The early stylized pic-
ture writing of the Egyptians is roughly familiar to most of us. Tech-
nically, this is not the same as alphabetical writing. The cuneiform of
the Mesopotamian area, which consisted of wedgelike impressions in
clay tablets, made use of more conventionalized symbols as substitutes
for sounds. The Chinese also invented writing of a somewhat different
technical nature at a later date, as did the Mayas even later on the
Yucatan Peninsula. For our purposes, the point of major significance
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2 THEORIES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

is that in the perspective of man’s total existence and experience on
this planet, writing is a relatively recent innovation.

Although in a strictly technical sense, a number of societies of the
world could have been called literate within the past two thousand
years (in the sense that a written language had been adopted or in-
vented), this literacy certainly did not extend to the majority of the
citizens of those societies. For the humble farmer, soldier, or village
dweller, writing was a remote process which occurred at the courts of
kings or within the centers of religion. The use of written symbols for
reading and writing on the part of the common people has become
widespread only during the last ten or fifteen decades. Even today,
two-thirds of the way through the 20th century, with space travel be-
coming commonplace, the majority of mankind is still illiterate.

Mass literacy had to await the development of printing. When Johann
Gutenberg slowly turned the handles of his crude wooden press to im-
print with movable type the first copies of his famous Mazarin Bible,
he could have had no thought that he was adding an important cultural
element to the growing accumulation of technology in Western society,
which would lead four centuries later to the emergence and flowering
of mass communication.

With writing present in Western society, plus the new possibility of
multiple reproduction of written documents, and with new political
systems in the making that would give the common man increas-
ingly responsible decision-making roles, the emergence of techniques
of mass communication waited only widespread education and tech-
nological advances in the process of printing.

The basic idea of a newspaper had developed quite early in Europe,
in England, and in the new United States. The American colonial press
had been established for some years before the new nation was formed,
distributing small papers and pamphlets to the educated elite. Their
content was, as we shall see in more detail, at a level of sophistication
and taste beyond the capacities of the common citizen. They did pro-
vide, however, the basic form around which to develop a new kind
of newspaper aimed at the broad base of artisans, mechanics, and
merchants who constituted the growing middle and working classes of
the emerging urban-industrial society. When a means was found to
finance a cheap paper for wide distribution, and the techniques were
invented for rapid printing and distribution, the first true mass medium
was born 1n the form of the penny press. As we will note more fully
later, these events occurred in the mid-1830’s in the city of New York.
The mass newspaper was a great success and within a very few years
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it spread to many parts of the world. The third decade of the 19th
century, then, saw the technology of rapid printing and the basic idea
of a newspaper combined into the first true mass medium of com-
munication.

Two points are important in these events. First, the mass newspaper,
like the other media which followed it, was an invention that occurred
only after a complex set of cultural elements had appeared and accu-
mulated within the society. Second, like almost all inventions, it rep-
resented a combination of these elements in a social setting that
permitted the acceptance and widespread adoption of the newspaper
as a culture complex. As a technical device, it was consistent with, and
perhaps even required by, other cultural institutions of the day. The
relevant institutional structure of the society in terms of economic,
political, and educational processes, as well as demographic and eco-
logical patterns provided a setting within which the particular com-
bination of elements represented by the penny press could emerge and
flourish.

With the appearance and acceptance of the mass press, the pace of
man’s communicative activity began to increase sharply. By midcen-
tury the telegraph became a reality. Although not a mass medium of
communication, this device was again an important element in a tech-
nological accumulation that would eventually lead to mass electronic
media. A few decades later, experiments were being carried out suc-
cessfully that were prerequisite to motion pictures and to wireless teleg-
raphy. With the dawn of the 20th century, Western society was about
to experience the development of techniques of communication that
had been beyond the wildest flights of imagination a century earlier.
During the first decade of the new century, motion pictures became a
form of family entertainment. This was soon followed in the 1920’s
by the development of household radio and in the 1940’s by the begin-
nings of home television. By the early 1950’, radio had reached satura-
tion penetration into American homes, with additional sets widely
dispersed in automobiles. There was multiple penetration in the form
of bedroom and kitchen radios, and a growing number of transistorized
miniature sets. The late 1950’s and early 1960’s saw television begin-
ning to approach such saturation. Mass communication had become
one of the most significant and inescapable facts of modern life.

This brief sketch of the major milestones in the ability of man to
communicate with his fellows indicates that the principal events of this
historical process have occurred within the memories of substantial
segments of the living American population. A society without radio



4 THEORIES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

and television was experienced by many of our present citizens, and
for the older generation there were no neighborhood motion picture
theaters to attend on Saturday night. Even the venerable newspaper is,
as we have shown, only a dozen decades old. Most of the communica-
tion devices, which now play such an important part in our daily activ-
ities, have been with us but a brief moment if viewed within the ex-
tended span of man’s social and cultural life. Cittie wonder we are not
yet ready to make final pronouncements as to their impact on our so-
ciety. These changes have come very easily and gently for the majority

/’ , of us. They have been more than welcome as newspapers with interest-
v} f.,i'\" I.ripg and easy reading or delightful boxes in our living rooms that enter-
™y & Ytain, amuse, and inform us. It may seem strange to suggest that these de-

2
e (/ices, which have invaded our homes, represent a kind of communica-

tion revolution, a set of rapid technological changes unique in the his-
tory of mankind. Each of these media has added to the total daily
availability of language-using opportunities for the average citizen.
Thus, the accumulation of these devices within recent history has im-
plied a dramatic increase in the pace of communicative behavior for the
majority of people in Western society; a fundamental change, the
impact of which remains to be fully assessed.

The entrance of the newspaper, the radio receiver, or the television
set into the home of the common man represents a technological change
which has greater significance for the ordinary person than our largest
accomplishments at the frontiers of science. With satellites and space-
craft streaking through space, we may lose sight of the fact that these
achievements are remote from the routine daily activities of the major-
ity of us. The television set, however, which has moved into our living
rooms is a technological device which has an immediate and direct
impact. The children of our society spend more than 20 hours a week,
on the average, viewing its offerings. The television set and the other
media at the very least are innovations around which the ordinary
member of society organizes his life in different patterns because of
their presence.

While social scientists have not reached a full understanding of the
impact that these media are having upon the psychological, moral,
economic, political, creative, cultural, or educational aspects of the
ordinary individual’s life, they have begun to accumulate a base of
research findings which will increasingly aid in understanding these
issues. The growth of the social sciences as disciplines employing quan-
titative procedures and the logic of science, like the development of
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the mass media themselves, has occurred principally within the last
thirty years. Within that brief span, a limited number of sociologists,
psychologists, and others have specialized in the dispassionate study
of the role of the mass media within our society. As larger numbers
of research specialists turn their attentions to this field, we may expect
the generalizations growing out of such research to yield more complete
understanding of the relationship between the mass media and the
societies within which they operate. In large part, discussions as to
that relationship have been carried on in the past within something
other than a dispassionate and objective framework. As each of the
major media of communication emerged in our society, it became the
object of considerable controversy and debate. These debates began
when the first issue of the penny press hit the streets of New York in
1834. They continue today with respect to the role of radio, paper-
backs, television, comic books, magazines, and films in relation to
a variety of issues.

One of the major tasks of sociologists or other students of mass
communication in assessing this communication revolution, and the
controversies which it has caused, is to accumulate scientific findings
concerning the impact of the media on their audiences in order to
replace emotional speculation with valid evidence as a basis for public
discussion about mass communication. The different media have vari-
ously been charged with responsibility for (1) lowering the public’s
cultural tastes, (2) increasing rates of delinquency, (3) contributing .
to general moral deterioration, (4) lulling the masses into political "\“]
superficiality, and (5) suppressing creativity. This is a damning list, \¢
and if the apparently innocent devices in our living rooms are actually .le
guilty of such monstrous influences, they should of course be viewed 3
with alarm. The problem is that spokesmen for opposite points of view
tell us that our newspapers, radios, television sets, etc., are not in-
sidious devices for evil, but are in fact our faithful servants or even
saviors in that they are (1) exposing sin and corruption, (2) acting
as guardians of precious free speech, (3) bringing at least some cul-
ture to millions for the first time, (4) providing harmless daily enter-
tainment for the tired masses of the urban industrial labor force, (5)
informing us of the world’s events, and (6) making more bountiful
our standard of living by their unrelenting insistence that we purchase
and consume products to stimulate our economic institution. If such
claims are true, to reject such benefactors or even to suggest that their
content is uninspiring seems an act of flagrant ingratitude. Until re-
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liable research findings can present a convincing case that the media
either are or are not causally related to the claims of their critics or
champions, these controversies will continue to rage.

A second task for the student of communication is to identify the
basic nature of the communicative act. A general theory of human
communication (mass or otherwise) remains to be worked out. Many
promising leads are available from general semantics, social psychology,
the study of learning, etc. As yet, however, no comprehensive theory
has been advanced that incorporates the many isolated but well-vali-
dated propositions available from such disciplines into a systematic
explanation of human communication in general. The place of mass
communication within such a conceptual scheme, of course, will re-
main a continuing problem until such a theoretical framework has
been developed.

Another of the major tasks for those who specialize in the scientific
study of the media is to provide adequate data with which to evaluate
the consequences of operating mass communication systems under
varying conditions of ownership or control. That is, within differing
political structures, economic systems, and historical-cultural settings,
the structure of the mass media themselves can be expected to take
different forms. The production, distribution, and consumption of mass
media content is sharply influenced by questions such as whether or
not the society is a free enterprise democracy, an outright totalitarian
dictatorship, or something in between. Societies where mass communi-
cation systems operate under conditions of ownership and control
quite different from those of the United States can provide a basis for
comparative research. Similarly, studies of the historical development
of particular media in particular societies offer possibilities of induc-
ing generalizations about the way in which the various forms of the
mass media have developed under different sociocultural conditions.

The sociological assessment of the communication revolution, then,
centers around three broad but fundamental questions:

(1) What has been the impact of societies on their mass media? What
have been the political, economic, or cultural conditions which
have led them to operate in their present form?

(2) How does mass communication take place? Is mass communica-
tion a separate phenomenon from other types of communication?
Does it differ in principle or only in detail from more direct inter-
personal communication?
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(3) What has been the impact of the mass media upon society?’%‘

What influences have they had on the psychological processes,
overt behaviors, or normative cultures of the people among whom
they have flourished?

For several reasons, it is to the third question above that the major-
ity of mass communication research has in the past been addressed.
The first question, although of central sociological significance, has not
captured much of the attention of research specialists and scholars. To
some degree, the same is true of the second question. It appears likely,
since the storm of criticism and controversy surrounding the media has
been phrased largely in terms of the third of these fundamental ques-
tions, that sociologists and other communication researchers have been
guided in their investigations less by theoretical significance than by
the dictates of popular interest. Whatever the reasons for this lack of
balance between these three issues, the first and second questions have
received considerably less scholarly attention than the third. In several
of the chapters which follow, special attention will be given to discus-
sions of ways in which the social and cultural conditions in the United
States have had a role in shaping our mass media. An attempt will also
be made to pull together what we now know about the nature of the
communicative act. In addition, considerable attention will be given
to the third question.

What of the future? Can we assume that the final forms of mass com-
munication have already been invented and adopted? If the past is even
the crudest guide to the future, the answer must be an emphatic no.
No industry seemed more secure and no medium seemed more ubig-
uitous than radio during the late 1930’s and the 1940’s, The same
was true of the powerful motion picture industry. Before the advent of
television, these two media appeared as unassailable. But when tele-
vision diffused widely during the 1950°s both of these older media
experienced declining audiences and severe economic problems. In the
decades to come, within our own lifetimes, the communication revolu-
tion should continue at an increasing pace. The sociological principle
that a society’s rate of invention increases geometrically as its tech-
nological culture base increases arithmetically indicates that our pres-
ent television sets, transistorized portable radios, and superspectacular
movies will soon seem as obsolete as the Model T Ford. While the
exact forms of the new media to come cannot be predicted, the con-
clusion that they will inevitably arrive seems inescapable.



Chapter 11

SOCIETY AND THE MASS PRESS

E FIRST of the basic questions posed for analysis in the previous
chapter is the most logical starting point for sociological assessment
of the communications revolution. We may begin, then, by asking
what has been the impact of the American society as a social and cul-
tural system on the development of its mass media of communication?
The mass media as they exist today in our particular society have a
somewhat unique structure of control, a particular set of institutional-
ized norms relating them to their audiences and readers, and charac-
teristic forms of content. They have worked out specific types of
financial support and clearly defined relationships to other important
social institutions such as government. They have all experienced in
greater or lesser degree a somewhat repetitive set of problems associated
with conflicts between their goals and the goals, aspirations, and hopes
of those whose cultural tastes and educational backgrounds are sub-
stantially higher than those of the common citizen. Finally, their
developmental patterns, in terms of their quantitative spread as inno-
vations through the society and in terms of general problems encoun-
tered during their institutionalization as culture complexes, have been
rather similar from one medium to another.

Each of the media was, from the point of view of the ordinary fam-
ily, a new device that could be adopted or rejected as a form of tech-
nology within the home or at least as an innovation requiring the
family to adopt new modes of behavior. The sociological principles
governing the adoption of innovation by individuals and families are

8
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becoming increasingly understood. While the mass media today are
intimately involved in the stimulation of innovative behavior, they can
also be viewed as innovations themselves. A study of their adoption
patterns as well as the social and cultural variables related to their
spread can reveal some of the ways in which a society can significantly
influence and shape its mass media.

We need not go far back in history to talk about a society without
mass media. For more than half a century after the original thirteen
colonjes had declared their independence from England, there was no
true mass press to bring news to the average person. There were lim-
ited circulation newspapers to be sure, but these tended to differ sharply
in their content, cost, audience, method of distribution, and size of
circulation from the later mass readership papers (which came in the
third decade of the 19th century). Motion pictures and broadcasting
(both radio and television) have long technical histories; but as devices
playing a part in the communications behavior of the average family,
they are innovations of the present century.

A full understanding of how our various media came into being at
the particular times they did requires considerably more than a mere
listing of inventions of technical apparatus along with a few dates and
names. The historical study of the mass media within any societal con-
text, for the purpose of establishing recurrent patterns which have
appeared during their growth, requires that attention be focused upon
the three important questions: (1) What technological elements or
other cultural traits accumulated in what pattern to be combined into
new culture complexes such as the mass newspaper, film, radio, or tele-
vision industry? (2) What were the social and cultural conditions of
the society within which this accumulation took place and how did
these conditions create a climate favorable for the emergence and wide-
spread adoption of the innovation? (3) What have been the patterns
of diffusion of the innovations through the society, and what socio-
logical conditions have been related to their rates and patterns of
growth?

Obviously, all complex questions of this kind cannot adequately be
answered within two or three chapters of one small book. Such issues
require the extended attention of investigators with different perspec-
tives from the various social sciences and scholars devoted to the study
of each particular communication medium as well. Qur task, then,
will be to sketch briefly the highlights of these historical developments
in an attempt to illustrate, within the context of the American society,
the impact a society can have in shaping its mass media. We will sum-
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marize very briefly some of the major events and social forces that
have been associated with the development of each of the larger media
of communication within the United States. Beginning with the press,
newspapers, motion pictures, radio, and television will be discussed
within the framework of the three questions noted above.

THE MaAss PRESS

The basic culture traits that were later to be combined into a mass
newspaper extend far back into history. The modern newspaper is a
combination of elements from many societies and from many periods
of time. Even before the birth of Christ the Romans posted newssheets
called acta diurna in public places. The Chinese and Koreans were
using movable type and paper for printing several centuries before
these appeared in Europe. In the 16th century, well after printing had
come to Europe, the Venetian government printed a small newssheet
which could be purchased for a gazeta (a small coin). The use of
the word “gazette” to refer to newspapers has survived to this day.
Something closer to our modern idea of a newspaper appeared in the
early 1600’s in Germany. Scholars of the history of journalism suggest
that many of the features of the modern newspaper, such as the edi-
torial, sports articles, illustrations, political columns, and even comics
were used in one place or another long before the true mass press came
into being.

Printing was introduced to England in the late 1400, but it was not
until 1621, nearly a century and a half later, that early forerunners of
the newspaper began to appear. These were called corantos. Their con-
tent focused on foreign intelligence, and they were not published reg-
ularly as was the case with actual newspapers that came later. From
the beginning, the publication of corantos was strongly regulated by
the government. The 17th century in general was one of close regula-
tion, or attempted close regulation, of all forms of printing. One of the
interesting patterns discernible in the history of the press is that in
societies with strong central governments, an unregulated press tended
to grow only very slowly. In areas where centralized authority was
weak, the press tended to develop under less control and to advance
more rapidly. In a general way the greater the extent to which a form
of government is actually dependent upon favorable public opinion,
the more likely it is to support a free press. Where the common man
plays significant roles in the determination of his own political destiny,
the distribution of news and political opinions is an important process.
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Strong monarchies, or societies with other forms of highly centralized
power, do not require active public discussion of issues about which
every citizen must reach an informed decision.

The long struggle to establish the important principle of freedom of
the press was fought during a period when the older feudal monarchies
were beginning to decline, and new concepts of political democracy
were on the rise. Such considerations immediately suggest that one of
the most significant changes in Western society, favoring the develop-
ment of some form of mass communication, was the changing political
institution that eventually vested voting power in the majority of citi-
zens. This long and complex change established traditions of journalism
which from the very beginning made the newspaper an arena of public
debate, partisan protest, and political comment. By the time the other
major media emerged, this political transformation had been substan-
tially achieved and neither motion pictures nor the broadcast media,
in the United States at least, have developed the deep interest in politics
that has long characterized the press. These variables and factors have
obviously been related in different patterns in other countries.

During the period before the seeds of the American and French
revolutions began germinating, the whole fabric of Western society
was undergoing change. The Dark Ages had given way to the Renais-
sance, and the ancient feudal society with its rigid stratification pattern
was slowly being replaced by a new social structure within which a
strong middle class would be a key element. These changes were in-
separable from the growth of commercialism that eventually culmi-
nated in the industrial revolution itself. This commercialism was to be
dependent upon improvement in the availability of various kinds of
communication media. Techniques were sorely needed to coordinate
manufacturing, shipping, production of raw materials, financial transac-
tions, and the exploitation of markets.

Rapid, long-distance media would be slow in coming. Meanwhile,
the rising middle class itself began to constitute an audience, not only
for the latest information about commercial transactions, but also for
political expression, essays, and popular literary fare. In England,
these needs were met by such skilled writers and journalists as Addison,
Steele, Samuel Johnson, and Daniel Defoe. In the American colonies
a middle class with commercial interests developed rapidly. New Eng-
land was a land of ships, seaports, and trade of all kinds. During the
first part of the 18th century a number of small newspapers were pub-
lished. Many were financial failures, but some survived over a period
of years. Their circulations were never large, usually well under a thou-
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sand. By the time the Declaration of Independence was written, there
were about thirty-five of these small and crudely printed newspapers in
the thirteen colonies. For the most part, their publishers eked out a
precarious existence by selling their newspapers on a subscription basis
(they were relatively expensive) and by carrying a few commercial
announcements. If the publisher happened to be a postmaster, or could
land a government printing contract to help out, the financial risk
was not so great.

The colonial press, as these papers are collectively called, was edited
and published by men who were not great literary figures with the ex-
ception of notable American colonial journalists such as the remark-
able Benjamin Franklin. They were still using basically the same
printing technology that had been used by Gutenberg three centuries
earlier. They did not have a mass audience with widespread reading
skills. There were few large concentrated urban centers that could
serve as markets, and they lacked an adequate basis upon which to
finance a mass press. However, a complex array of culture traits had
accumulated in the society, including elementary printing technology,
private ownership of newspapers, and, as was mentioned, the principle
of freedom of the press.

Before a true mass press could develop, a series of sweeping social
changes was necessary in Western society. The changing political roles
of the common citizen have already been mentioned. Also noted was
the growth of commercialism, which led to changing patterns of social
stratification and the rise of the middle class. To these can be added
the necessary development of printing and paper technology, which
increased its tempo with the mechanical advances of the early in-
dustrial revolution. Finally, when mass public education became a
reality with the establishment of the first statewide public school system
(in Massachusetts) during the 1830’s, the stage was set for a combina-
tion of these many elements into a newspaper for the common man.

A number of printers and publishers had experimented with the idea
of a cheap newspaper that could be sold not by yearly subscription but
by the single copy to the urban masses. Various approaches to this
problem were tried both in England and in the United States, but
without success. It remained for an obscure New York printer, Ben-
jamin H. Day, to find a successful formula. His little paper, the New
York Sun, began modestly enough on September 3, 1833, with the
motto “It Shines for ALL.” As subsequent events proved, it did indeed
shine for all. Day had begun a new era in journalism that within a
few years would revolutionize newspaper publishing.
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The Sun emphasized local news, human interest stories, and even
sensational reports of shocking events. For example, to add spice to
the content, Day hired a reporter who wrote articles in a humorous
style concerning the cases brought daily before the local police court.
This titillating content found a ready audience among the newly lit-
erate working classes. It also found many critics among more tradi-
tional people in the city. The paper was sold in single copies for a
penny in the streets by enterprising newsboys. ‘These boys soon estab-
lished regular routes of customers; and circulation rose to 2000 in only
2 months. The breezy style and vigorous promotion of the paper shot
this figure up to 5000 in 4 months and to 8000 in 6 months. The
astonishing success of this controversial paper had the rest of the
newspaper publishers in an uproar. By this time the steam engine had
been coupled to the new rotary press. The famous Hoe cylinder press
was available in the United States, along with abundant supplies of
cheap wood pulp newsprint. The technical problems of producing and
distributing huge numbers of newspapers on a daily basis had largely
been solved, and the emergence of the mass press was an accomplished
fact.

The Sun attracted its impressive circulation primarily by appealing
to new readers who had not previously been reached by a newspaper.
One of the most important features of Day’s penny paper, and of those
which followed it, was the redefinition of “news” to fit the tastes, in-
terests, and reading skills of this less educated level of society. Up to
that time, “news” generally meant reports on social or political events
of genuine importance, or of other happenings that were of widespread
significance. Benjamin Day, however, filled his paper with news of
another sort—accounts of crimes, stories of sin, catastrophe, and dis-
aster—news the man in the street found exciting, entertaining, or
amusing. His staff even invented an elaborate hoax, concerning new
“scientific discoveries” of life on the moon. When the hoax was ex-
posed by another paper, his readers took it in good humor because it
had been fun to read about. The paper was vulgar, cheap, and sensa-
tional; it was aimed directly at the newly literate working masses who
were beginning to participate in the spreading industrial revolution.
There was some serious material in the paper to be sure, but its edi-
torials and reports of political and economic complexities were much
more superficial than in the earlier partisan papers written for more
politically sophisticated readers. By 1837, the Sun was distributing
30,000 copies daily, more than the combined total of all New York
daily papers when the penny paper was first brought out.
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Imitators of Day had started rival papers almost immediately. The
penny press was a financial success becausc it had great appeal for
advertisers. In fact advertising revenues were its only real support; the
penny for which it was sold could scarcely pay for the raw newsprint.
But goods and services for mass consumption could be successfully
advertised through the penny press. These advertisements reached huge
numbers of potential customers much more successfully than those ap-
pearing in the preceding limited circulation newspapers. Patent medi-
cines, “for man and beast,” were one such mass-use product that played
a prominent part in supporting the new penny papers. Early depart-
ment stores also took readily to the newspaper as a means for publi-
cizing their wares.

For such advertisers, size of circulation was thought to be a good
index of the amount of profit one could anticipate. The newspaper that
could place an advertising message before tens of thousands attracted
the advertising dollar. This simple principle set into motion rugged
competition between rival papers for new readers. This had important
implications for the development of the popular press during the latter
half of the 19th century, and indeed had implications for mass media
that would not even be invented until a full century later! The founda-
tions of an important institutionalized pattern of social relationships,
which linked advertiser, media operators, and audience into a func-
tional system for the production of particular types of mass communi-
cated content, were worked out in the early years of the development
of the mass press.

Meanwhile, Benjamin Day’s most colorful and successful competitor
was James Gordon Bennett, who founded a newspaper empire on only
500 dollars in a barren office in a cellar. Bennett, a shrewd and tough
Scot, started the Herald in New York. He flouted the conservative
moral norms of the time and published flaming news accounts of mur-
der trials, rape, sin, and depravity. At the same time, he reported effec-
tively on politics, financial matters, and even on the social affairs of
high society. This variety of content gave his Herald a wide appeal and
made it a strong financial success. Bennett himself made many enemies
with his forceful and often scandalous newspaper articles. For example,
in 1836 he wrote:

...Books have had their day—the theatres have had their day—the
temple of religion has had its day. A newspaper can be made to take
the lead in all of these in the great movements of human thought and
of human civilization. A newspaper can send more souls to Heaven,
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and save more from Hell, than all the churches or chapels in New
York—besides making money at the same time,!

Although Bennett’s startling prediction did not come true, the news-
paper was about to begin its spread through the American society and
to start playing an increasingly important part in its daily affairs.

THE PERIOD OF RAPID DIFFUSION

Although the mass newspaper arrived in the 1830, it was still lim-
ited in terms of news gathering, printing technology, and distribution.
Before it could diffuse widely into the homes of every American city.
a number of important problems remained to be solved. The decades
just preceding the Civil War were filled with important mechanical,
scientific, and technical developments that were to make it possible for
the infant mass newspaper to grow into a giant. Railroads were built
between the principal cities in the eastern part of the nation. The
steamboat arrived as a major transportation link after about 1840, The
telegraph grew increasingly useful as a means for rapid transmission of
news from the scenes of important events to editorial offices. These
developments substantially increased the newspaper’s appeal to its
readers and increased the number of people to whom newspapers could
be distributed.

More and more, newspapers began to seek out the news. The role
of reporter grew more complex and specialized as papers added for-
eign correspondents and special news gatherers of various kinds. Re-
porters were sent to the scenes of battles; others were permanently
stationed in Washington, D.C. to cover political events. The “surveil-
lance” function of the press became well established.?

The rising demand for fresh news was met by newly formed co-
operative news-gathering agencies, which made use of the telegraph
wires. These agencies sent stories to papers in many parts of the coun-
try with which they had contractual arrangements. Through such agree-
ments, the staff of a paper near an event could cover the story for
many papers elsewhere, thereby greatly reducing the cost of news
gathering. These advances brought the newspaper to the smaller cities
and towns and even to the newly established cities in the West.

Printing technology was making rapid strides, moving toward ever-
increasing automation. Revolving presses, with print cast in a solid
lead stereotype, became capable of rolling out ten and even twenty
thousand sheets an hour.
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The Civil War brought maturity of a sort to the newspaper as it
reinforced the concept that the paper’s principal function is to gather
edit, and report the news. The older concept of the paper as primarily
an organ of partisan political opinion had faded considerably. The
post-Civil War papers increasingly clarified their roles as locators,
assemblers, and purveyors of the news. This is not to suggest that
newspapers became either uninterested or nonpartisan with respect to
politics—quite the opposite. Individual editors and publishers often
used their newspapers to champion causes of one kind or another and
to wage “crusades” against political opponents. But at the same time,
they were all heavily involved in straightforward reporting of the news.

Papers continued to gain in popularity. In 1850 there were about
two copies of a daily newspaper purchased in the United States for
every ten families. The rate of growth of newspaper circulations in-
creased steadily, but not spectacularly, until the 1880’s. During the
two decades 1890-1910, however, the rate of newspaper circulation
per household rose sharply. This rapid growth actually continued until
about the time of World War 1, and then tended to level off during
the 1920%. But, the last decade of the 19th century is one of special
significance in the growth of the press, because it was the beginning
of a new kind of journalism. While this new journalism did not become
permanently established, it left its mark upon the American newspaper.
Let us look in greater detail at this development because it is of im-
portance for understanding patterns in the development of later mass
media as well.

YELLOW JOURNALISM

While the newspaper was growing up, the second half of the 19th
century was for American society a period of rapid change, upheaval,
and transition. It was an era characterized simultaneously by an ex-
panding frontier, a devastating Civil War and its aftermath, the arrival
of wave after wave of immigrants, a pronounced rural to urban move-
ment, and an increasingly rapid transition to an industrial society.
Any one of these changes could have fundamentally altered the basic
social organization of the society. Their combined effect was even more
deeply felt. New norms replaced old; firmly established mores were
cast aside; a traditional way of life gave way to a new type of social
order. If ever a society was in a state of cultural upheaval and transi-
tion, it was American society during the five decade period of the last
half of the 19th century.
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This was the social context within which the mass press spread and
matured. Against this background of cultural conflict and anomie,
the new medium had to devise and institutionalize the basic codes that
would regulate its responsibilities to the public which it served, and
would place limits upon the kind of content it contained. With the
normative structure of the society itself in a state of turmoil, it is not
surprising that the mass press was able to work out its “canons of
journalism” only after a rather stormy period of adolescence.

One of the most dramatic episodes in the development of the press
was the period of “yellow journalism.” By the 1880’s, the newspaper
had achieved wide adoption by American households, and further
astronomical increases in circulation were increasingly difficult to
stimulate. At the same time, the press was firmly established financially
as long as the number of newspapers sold could be kept at a maximum.
Within this competitive context, brutal struggles for additional readers
developed between the leaders of giant rival papers. In New York,
in particular, William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer fought
by any means available to expand their circulation figures. These were,
of course, the key to increased advertising revenues and profits. Various
features, devices, “gimmicks,” styles, and experiments were tried by
each side to make its paper more appealing to the mass of readers.
Newspapers today contain many of these devices, which were actually
products of the rivalries of the 1890’s. (One of these was color comics.
An early comic character was called the “Yellow Kid,” from which
“yellow journalism’ is said to derive its name.)

As the competition intensified into open conflict, the papers turned
more and more to any sensationalistic device that would attract addi-
tional readers, no matter how shallow and blatant. In the early 1890’s
yellow journalism burst full blown upon the American public:

...the yellow journalists...choked up the news channels upon
which the common man depended, with a callous disregard for journal-
istic ethics and responsibility. Theirs was a shrieking, gaudy, sensation-
loving, devil-may-care kind of journalism which lured the reader by
any possible means. It seized upon the techniques of writing, illustrat-
ing and printing which were the prides of the new journalism and
turned them to perverted uses. It made the high drama of life a cheap
melodrama, and it twisted the facts of each day into whatever form
seemed best suited to produce sales for the howling newsboy. Worst

of all, instead of giving its readers effective leadership, it offered a ~
palliative of sin, sex and violence. - /;,L
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Yellow journalism offended a sufficient number of groups and in-
dividuals so that a storm of criticism gradually made clear to the op-
erators of the mass press that they had exceeded the limits which the
society, and particularly representatives of the norm-bearing institu-
tions, would tolerate. Intellectuals in general and the literati in partic-
ular were deeply wounded. The great new means of communication,
which held forth the tantalizing potential of mass cultural and moral
uplift, had in their eyes turned out to be a monstrous influence for
societal degeneration.

Leaders in religion, education, law, and government increasingly
voiced strong protests. The press lords were faced with the threat of
losing public confidence, and the even more chilling possibility of reg-
ulation imposed from without. These considerations led a number of
major publishers to begin to put their own houses in order. Gradually,
the press became less sensational and more responsible. A set of codes
and norms defining its limits and responsibilities gradually became
increasingly clear. Professional associations of editors and publishers
established canons of journalism intended to guide their members.
While the mass press today varies substantially in its degree of adher-
ence to such codes, the excesses of yellow journalism appear to be a
thing of the past. Out of these experiences of the newspaper came a
riumber of institutionalized principles which in one way or another have
helped clarify the roles, responsibilities, and policies of media that fol-
lowed. The way in which this has been the case will be made clear in
later sections.

QUANTITATIVE DIFFUSION PATTERN
OF THE MASS PRESS

Data on newspaper circulations are given in Table 1. These figures
report both circulations of newspapers and the growth of the number
of households for the period 1850-1967. Rates of newspaper circula-
tion per household are given in the last column of the table. The pat-
tern which these rates form over time is shown in Figure 1. Rates of
daily newspaper circulation per household follow an S-shaped “curve
of diffusion” that is more or less typical of growth patterns followed
by a variety of cultural innovations as these are adopted by a given
population.# This particular innovation had been accepted by only a
small proportion of the population up to about 1870. A number of
factors (e.g., limited education, transportation, and printing facilities)
played a part in keeping the number of “early adopters” small. Be-
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tween 1880 and 1890, however, the newspaper swept rapidly through
the American population to a point of near saturation by the end of
the century, Improved press technology, better transportation, and
spreading literacy were significant factors in this sudden change. By

1910, at the eve of World War I, there was more than one newspaper
circulated for every household. Thus, during the first decade of the
century, newspapers were becoming what anthropologists call a cul-
tural universal in the American society.

Increases in circulation slowed after 1910, The apparent high point
in the American newspaper occurred in about 1920, just following
World War 1. Since that time the medium has suffered a steady and
very noticeable decline. Even further improvements in the technology
of newsgathering, printing, distribution, and literacy have not slowed
this downward trend. Even though more newspapers are sold today
in an absolute sense, they have not kept pace with increases in the
number of American households.

. But what has been the basis of this decline? An adequate theory of
the relationship between a society and its mass media should be able
to account for such a social change as well as for media growth.
In other words, an analysis of the invention, adoption, and institution-
alization of a cultural item such as the newspaper, and the organiza-
tional complex which produces it, would be incomplete without con-
sideration of variables that can lead to its obsolescence. As far as the
newspaper is concerned, the factors that have led to its decline are
not difficult to suggest. Other media forms, meeting needs in the
population similar to those met by newspapers, began to appear in the
society during the 1920’s. Radio developed as a household medium
during that decade. Shortly afterward (during the 1930’s) weekly
news magazines began to gain mass acceptance. Even the film played
a part. By the late 1940’s and during the 1950, of course, television
swept through the American society. To a greater or lesser extent,
each of these functional alternatives to the newspaper has eaten into
the circulation of the daily press. Each, in some sense or other, pro-
vides news, information, or entertainment in a way that once was
the exclusive province of the newspaper.

But what of the newspaper’s future? It will probably survive with
some further decline. At present, few breakthroughs in newspaper
technology are likely. Few changes in literacy or other factors related
to potential increases in readership are probable in the immediate
future. By the same token, there will probably be few radical inno-
vations among the newspaper’s competitors, at least for some time.
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TABLE 1
THE GROWTH OF DAILY NEWSPAPERS IN THE UNITED STATES
(1850-1967)
Total Circulation Circulation

of Daily Newspapers Total Number Per
Year (Excluding Sunday) of Households Household
1850 758,000 3,598,240 21
1860 1,478,000 5,210,934 .28
1870 2,602,000 7,579,363 34
1880 3,566,000 9,945,916 .36
1890 8,387,000 12,690,152 .66
19500 15,102,000 15,992,000 94
1904 19,633,000 17,521,000 1.12
1909 24,212,000 19,734,000 1.23
1914 28,777,000 22,110,000 1.30
1919 33,029,000 23,873,000 1.38
1920 27,790,656 24,467,000 1.13
1925 33,739,369 27,540,000 1.22
1930 39,589,172 29,997,000 1.32
1935 38,155,540 31,892,000 1.20
1940 41,131,611 35,153,000 1.17
1945 48,384,188 37,503,000 1.29
1950 53,829,072 43,554,000 1.23
1955 56,147,359 47,788,000 1.17
1960 58,881,746 52,799,000 1.12
1961 59,261,464 53,464,000 1.11
1962 59,848,688 54,652,000 1.10
1963 58,905,000 55,189,000 1.07
1964 60,412,000 55,996,000 1.08
1965 60,358,000 57,251,000 1.05
1966 61,397,000 58,092,000 1.06
1967 61,561,000 58,845,000 1.05

SOURCES: U.S. Bureau of Census, Historical Statistics of the United States,
Colonial Times to 1957 (Washington, D.C., 1960), Series R 176, p. 500;
Series R 169, p. 500; Series 255, p. 16; Series A 242-244,

U.S. Bureau of Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Con-
tinuation to 1962 and Revisions (Washington, D.C., 1965), Series R 170,
p- 69.

U.S. Bureau of Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States (Wash-
ington, D.C., 1968), Table 747, p. 507.

U.S. Bureau of Census, Current Population Reports: Population Char-
acteristics, Series P 20, No. 166 (August 4, 1967), p. 4.

NoTE: All figures after 1960 include Alaska and Hawaii.
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FIGURE 1. The Cumulative Diffusion Curve for Daily Newspapers;
Subscriptions Per Household in the United States (1850-1970)

Also, research on the kinds of satisfactions and gratifications provided
for readers by the daily newspaper indicates that it is deeply woven
into the daily lives of ordinary people. It provides certain unique
services and gratifications. When the newspaper does not come, it is
sorely missed. It apparently plays a role in our communication sys-
tem that alternatives are unlikely to displace, at least for the present.
Thus, while newer media, and possibly others to come, pose a chal-
lenge to the newspaper, it remains as an institutionalized culture com-
plex and as one of our fundamental modes of mass communication.

Our brief look at the newspaper has indicated in broad outline the
accumulation of technological elements and other traits that were
combined to form the early mass press. It has also indicated a number
of social and cultural conditions that helped shape its financial basis,
its relationship to our political institution, and the variables that help
determine its content. Finally, we have provided a sociological per-
spective on the way in which the daily newspaper was adopted as a
cultural innovation, as well as the prospects for its survival as part
of the American system of mass communication.



Chapter III

SOCIOCULTURAL INFLUENCES
ON THE DEVELOPMENT
OF MOTION PICTURES

HE HISTORICAL antecedents of the motion picture extend backward

in time at least as far as those of the mass press. The development
of its technological base, however, followed quite different paths and
was a result of quite different social forces than those which character-
ized the background of the newspaper. The technological culture traits
that were eventually combined in the development of the projected mo-
tion picture were invented and refined as by-products of several some-
what unrelated developments in science. The major contributors to the
fundamental technology upon which motion pictures depend were for
the most part men of science who made their discoveries or developed
their apparatus while searching for solutions to specific scientific prob-
lems. There were exceptions of course, but generally the men who
were to become the fathers of the motion picture had little interest in
the development of a medium by which people could be entertained.
They were far more interested in discovering such things as the physical
principles of light refraction, the neurological basis of human vision, or
the way in which the illusion of motion was perceived. Throughout
this long history of invention and development there were also indica-
tions of great potential popular interest in a medium of entertainment
based upon the projection of shadow images. At least, the nonscientific
friends of many of the inventors were continuously fascinated by the
strange devices and effects these men produced.

22
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THE INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

We may contrast sharply the development of the motion picture,
as it occurred within the institutional framework of science, with that
of the newspaper, which was traced out in rough outline in the pre-
vious chapter. We saw that the history of the mass press was very
closely related to important developments within the economic and
political institutions of Western society. Commercialism and political
partisanship were characteristics clearly associated with early forms of
newspapers as well as the more mature press. When a viable financial
structure was found for a mass press in the democratic capitalistic
societies, this structure was based firmly upon commercial advertising.
And, even though the newspaper redefined its relationship to political
affairs more than once, the press continued to regard political activities
as one of its major areas of responsibility, at least in reporting and
analyzing if not in actual proselytizing. The motion picture, on the
other hand, has never been more than marginally related to the presen-
tation of commercial advertising content in a direct sense. And, al-
though movies occasionally deal with politically or socially significant
themes, they have not often been used (in American society at least)
for the open advocacy of political ideologies. A complete understanding
of the impact of society upon its communication media requires that we
understand why, in the United States, motion pictures became a major
communication medium devoted principally to entertainment rather
than edification or persuasion, and why paid admissions as opposed to
advertising or government subsidy provided their most important means
of financial support. The present discussion cannot fully provide an-
swers to these questions. It can show, however, within the context of
American society, how political, social, and economic forces played a
role in the formation of the motion picture as a system of mass com-
munication. Comparative analyses of other societies, where the struc-
ture of the political institution and the functioning of the economic
system have followed different patterns, would indicate why the form
and content of the entire system of motion pictures varies from coun-
try to country.

THE ACCUMULATION OF TECHNOLOGY

The early history of the motion picture is more accurately the story
of developments related to three scientific-technical problems that re-
quired solution before an apparatus for the projection of motion pic-
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tures could even be envisioned. We need to consider these three prob-
lems, and some of the technical devices that eventually led to their
solution. The story of these devices and solutions is, however, insep-
arable from that of the men who achieved them, but the accomplish-
ments of these men are intimately related to the social and cultural
context within which they achieved their success.

The first of the major problems referred to above was the develop-
ment of a means for showing shadow images with the use of an
illuminated projector that passed light through a transparency to cast
an image on a reflecting screen in a darkened room.

The list of elements making up this complex is obviously extensive.
Basic to the technology of such projection is some understanding of
the principles of optics. The use of mirrors and lenses is involved,
including concave mirrors for the focusing of light from an artificial
source so as to pass through a lens in suitable intensity. Of these
various traits, the lens is probably the oldest. Adequate records exist
showing that by the time of the Greeks, the “burning glass” was known
by men of science.l Archimedes (born 287 B.C.), for example, at-
tempted to construct a large lens, which was purported to have the
power to set a ship on fire some distance away by focusing the rays of
the sun. Whether this was actually accomplished or not is debatable,
but the principle was understood. The field of optics was advanced
further by the work of the Arab philosopher and scientist Alhazen
(born A.D. 965) who worked out some of the first explanations of re-
fraction and reflection with mirrors and lenses. The pace in invention
and cultural accumulation was agonizingly slow in this beginning
period. By the time of Roger Bacon (born 1214), scientists and philos-
ophers had done little more than discover various ways to use mirrors
in periscope-like devices to reflect images in such ways that the ordinary
folk of the time were mystified.

One of the more important elements from this early period of in-
vention and discovery was the camera obscura (literally “dark room”).
The basic idea is that of the pinhole camera, within which a weak,
upside-down, and reversed image of an external scene can be observed
on a wall opposite a small hole in a lightproof rectangular chamber.?
This phenomenon had undoubtedly been observed very early in man’s
experience, but the rules and principles of its operation were not
systematically investigated until the time of Leonardo da Vinci (born
1452).83 Leonardo worked in small room sealed from light and into
which light rays coming from a scene outside were allowed to enter
through a hole about the size of a pencil. The image formed on the
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opposite wall could be clearly recognized as the outside scene in full
color, although weak and sometimes blurred. With the suitable addi-
tion of a lens for focusing and a mirror to reverse the image, the
camera obscura became a useful device for artists who were con-
cerned with problems of perspective and color in the painting of
landscapes. The camera obscura caught the attention of a number of
scientists as well as artists, and it was used to observe eclipses of the
sun. This avoided the damage to the eyes that resulted from direct
observation, even through darkened glass.

The camera obscura fell into the hands of magicians, charlatans, and
others who preyed upon the ignorance of people of the period and
who claimed magical powers for themselves on the basis of the effects
they were able to produce. Scientists and experimenters were constantly
harassed with the problem of magic and witchcraft being associated
with their work. Attempts were made from time to time to publicize
the “secrets” of these wonders to dispel such charges. This was true not
only in the area of optics, but in all branches of science. One of the
most interesting of the early attempts to popularize science was a book
by Giambattista della Porta or Giovanni Battista della Porta (born
about 1535). In the seventeenth “book” (chapter) of his famous work,
Natural Magick, translated and published in English in 1658, della
Porta discoursed on the matter “Of Strange Glasses” (lenses and mir-
rors).* After discussing the mechanics of the camera obscura, he went
on to describe how the device could be used to present plays and other
amusements:

How in a Chamber you may see Hunting, Battles of Enemies, and other
delusions.

... nothing can be more pleasant for great men, and Scholars, and
ingenious persons to behold; That in a dark Chamber by white sheets
objected, one may see as clearly and perspicuously, as if they were
before his eyes, Huntings, Banquets, Armies of Enemies, Plays and all
things else that one desireth. Let there be over against that chamber,
where you desire to represent these things, some spacious Plain, where
the Sun can freely shine: Upon that you shall set Trees in Order, also
Woods, Mountains, Rivers, and Animals that are really so, or are made
by Art, of Wood, or some other matter. You must frame little children
in them, as we use to bring them in when Comedies are Acted: and
you must counterfeit Stags, Bores, Rhinocerets, Elephants, Lions, and
what other creatures you please: Then by degrees they must appear,
as coming out of their dens, upon the Plain: The Hunter he must come
with his hunting Pole, Nets, Arrows, and other necessaries, that may
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represent hunting: Let there be Horns, Cornets, Trumpets sounded:
those that are in the Chamber shall see Trees, Animals, Hunters Faces,
and all the rest so plainly that they cannot tell whether they be true
or delusions: Swords drawn will glitter at the hole, that they will make
people almost afraid. I have often shewed this kind of Spectacle to my
friends, who much admired it, and took pleasure to see such a deceit.b

Although della Porta was a scientist, it is clear he had a talent for
showmanship. He also had considerable interest in using various de-
vices and effects to astonish his friends. The moving images of the
camera obscura were a source of delight and amusement for the
wealthy and prominent of Europe for some time to come. All through
the historical development of the technological devices which were
prerequisites to the modern motion picture, we see the continuous
fascination and awe with which the projected image was regarded by
the nonscientist.

The camera obscura, of course, produced its image from light re-
flected from objects in bright sunlight. A step of some importance lay
in substituting artificial light for the sun and in passing this light
through a transparency instead of depending upon reflected light. The
illuminated projector that could throw images on a screen, using pre-
cisely the principles involved in the modern slide projector, became
a reality through the work of Athanasius Kircher (born 1601).%
Kircher was a German Jesuit whose learning and scientific discoveries
earned him a place at the Collegio Romano, where with the encour-
agement of Pope Urban VIII, and other ecclesiastical authorities, he
pursued mathematical and scientific investigations. Kircher was able
to demonstrate in a dramatic showing before a distinguished audience
the crude projector which he developed and the dim images it pro-
duced with the use of hand-painted transparent slides. Kircher became
the object of ugly accusations and gossip as a result of his work. He
was accused of being in league with the devil and of practicing the
black art of necromancy (conjuring up the spirits of the dead for
nefarious purposes). The principles upon which his ghostlike projected
images were called forth were not well understood, or were deliberately
misunderstood by his enemies, even among the most highly educated
men of the time.

Kircher went on to refine his apparatus. He, too, was something of
a showman and he arranged ways in which stories could be told, illus-
trated with projected slide images. A number of later inventors added
refinements to the “magic lantern” and still others, more directly inter-
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ested in showmanship, exploited its use as a means for entertainment.
The solution to the first basic technical problem of the motion picture
was thus complete by about 1645.

The second of the major problems requiring solution was to discover
the way in which the human being perceived the illusion of continuous
motion. Unlike the problem of the projector, this involved a relatively
large number of elements. Complex discoveries in the theory of human
vision and human perception had to be worked out. Essentially, the
problem was to discover how a rapid series of drawings, or other
figures, could be presented to the human eye in such a way that the
afterimages and the visual lag occurring within the neural-perceptual
processes would cause the figures to be consciously experienced as a
single figure in smooth motion.

In the early 1800’s children in London and Paris were playing with
a device called the Thaumatrope. It was a small disc about the diam-
eter of a teacup mounted on a shaft. It had a figure on the front and
another on the reverse side. By twirling the device with the aid of short
strings or threads various illusions could be created. Several forms of
the toy were prepared with amusing figures of one kind or another.
There has been some controversy about the origin of this device, but
it is generally attributed to a London physician, Dr. John Paris (born
1785). It was described and discussed by David Brewster, the student
of the polarization of light and the inventor of the kaleidoscope, in
one of his scientific works. The toy is not of particular significance in
itself except insofar as it depended upon the phenomenon of visual lag
and suggested that an illusion of motion might be produced by rapid
presentation of slightly changed figures in sequence.

One of the great students of the so-called persistence of vision or
visual lag was the Belgian scientist Joseph Plateau (born 1801).7
Early in his career, he became interested in various aspects of vision
and particularly the way in which the human being perceives motion
and color.

Plateau’s doctoral thesis from the University of Liege outlined the
problems of vision that had to be considered in producing the illusion
of motion in the human perceiver. First, each individual figure, draw-
ing, or picture in a rapidly presented series had to remain stationary
for a brief but sufficient amount of time for the neural-perceptual proc-
esses to apprehend it clearly. The eye does not operate absolutely in-
stantaneously. It takes a certain amount of exposure time for a given
scene to register an impression. The rapidly whirling blade of a fan
seems to “disappear” because of this feature of the human eye. The
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second point is also a time factor. An impression once registered
within the neural-perceptive mechanisms of vision does not stop regis-
tering at the instantaneous moment the stimulus itself is withdrawn.
There is a substantial lag as the impression lingers briefly. The simplest
demonstration of this principle can be made with a common “sparkler”
such as children use on the Fourth of July. If this bright light is moved
quickly in a figure eight pattern in the dark, the individual “sees” a
complete figure eight, and not simply a rapidly moving dot of light.
This is what is meant by visual lag.

With these principles in mind, Plateau worked out a rather cumber-
some apparatus of belts, cranks, pulleys, disks, and shutters that en-
abled him to create a simple illusion of movement, based upon the
rapid successive presentation of a drawing. He refined this to a large
disk, around whose circumference was arranged a series of drawings,
each of which was slightly varied so that the same basic figure advanced
to a slightly different position from one drawing to the next. When
suitably shown to a subject a moving figure was perceived. This ma-
chine was called the Phenakistiscope or Fantascope. It was the first
true motion picture device. A system had thus been invented, based
upon known principles of vision, that permitted a human observer to
perceive an illusion of smooth and continuous motion from serially
presented still figures. Professor Plateau pursued his quest for the prin-
ciples of vision to the point where he experimented on himself by
testing the effect of prolonged staring at the most powerful light he
could think of—the sun. As a result of such experimentation, he be-
came permanently and tragically blind, and much of his important
work had to be done after his sight had gone completely. The irony
of a blind scientist establishing the visual principles of the motion pic-
ture is paralleled only by the tragedy of the deaf Beethoven, who wrote
some of the world’s great symphonic music after his hearing totally
failed, and Edison’s invention of the phonograph when he himself was
deaf. Joseph Plateau moved the accumulation of technology a great
step closer to the day when the motion picture would be used as a
cheap form of entertainment for the amusement of the masses.

Only the last of the three important technical problems needed to
be solved before the culture complex of the motion picture as a form
of mass communication could be synthesized out of these elements.
The technology of photography in general, and of taking rapid se-
quence photographs of objects in motion in particular, remained as
prerequisites to the motion picture.

The scientific struggle to achieve a workable photographic process
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is in itself a story of tremendous difficulties, great complexity, and deep
fascination. It depended upon developments within the growing sci-
ence of chemistry and in particular upon that part of the science con-
cerned with chemical changes in substances produced by the action
of light. The development of photography also involves the already
familiar camera obscura. When sufficiently reduced in size, provided
with a lens and a removable reflecting surface coated with a light sen-
sitive chemical, it became the camera with which we today capture the
inverted images of scenes reflected within. In so doing we are still
utilizing principles known in the time of da Vinci. The problem, then,
was not the camera itself, but the film. What chemical processes and
techniques could be used in order to fix the image of the camera
obscura? Even here knowledge was well advanced by the beginning of
the 19th century. In the early 1700’ it had been shown experimentally
that there were particular chemical compounds, such as various salts
of silver, that were rapidly altered by exposure to light. This realiza-
tion permitted speculation about the possibility of capturing the image
of the camera obscura. It was not until the third decade of the 19th
century, however, that the mechanical and chemical techniques for
preparing, exposing, developing, and fixing an actual picture from the
camera obscura were worked out.

Solutions to this problem were in fact reached by at least three sep-
arate individuals. Each worked without knowledge of the other; each
employed a somewhat different approach; and each announced his
discoveries at almost the same time (between January and March of
1839). Louis Daguerre in France, William Talbot in England, and
John Herschel also of England, all succeeded in producing photographs
based upon the same general chemical principles, but upon rather dif-
ferent specific mechanical techniques.? The Daguerre process pro-
duced a sharp image of exquisite detail on a polished plate of copper
that had been coated with silver metal and exposed to iodine fumes
(to form silver iodide). Light striking this plate when correctly ex-
posed in the camera caused the silver iodide to be drastically altered
where bright light struck, but to remain relatively unaffected where
light of less intensity fell on the plate. The resulting daguerreotype
produced an excellent picture with sharpness and clarity. There were
no negatives; only one picture could be obtained at a time. The proc-
esses of Talbot and of Herschel employed paper treated with similar
light-sensitive chemicals and produced negatives, from which it was
necessary to make a second (positive) print. Although the latter proce-
dure proved in time to be by far the most useful, it was in its early
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form very crude, cumbersome, and unreliable, Furthermore, the pic-
tures produced on the paper of the time lacked the precision of the
daguerreotype. For this reason, the daguerreotype was an instant suc-
cess, and the name of Louis Daguerre became very well known. In a
world which had never seen a photograph, the daguerreotype seemed
an almost incredible accomplishment. Such pictures were, in fact, when
carefully produced, the equal of the finest and most carefully made
photographs of today. The use of a polished metal plate of silver gave
them a great brilliance and sharpness. They were less “grainy” and
showed more detail than even a very good modern paper print. Some
indication of the world’s astonishment and delight with this new product
of science can be gained from the following account, written in 1839
by the editor of a popular American magazine, who had just seen
a display of the new daguerreotypes:

We have seen the views taken in Paris by the “Daguerreotype” and
have no hesitation in avowing that they are the most remarkable objects
of curiosity and admiration, in the arts, that we ever beheld. Their
cxquisite perfection almost transcends the bounds of sober belief. Let
us endeavor to convey to the reader an impression of their character.
Let him suppose himself standing in the middle of Broadway, with a
looking glass held perpendicularly in his hand, in which is reflected the
street, with all that therein is, for two or three miles, taking in the
haziest distance. Then let him take the glass into the house, and find
the impression of the entire view, in the softest light and shade, vividly
retained upon its surface. This is the “Daguerreotype”! 9

The acceptance of the Daguerre photographic process was imme-
diate and enthusiastic. Improvements in technique were quickly made
so that portraits were possible in indoor “salons.” Rigid iron head
clamps were used, and light was reflected from overhead skylights.
The first daguerreotypes were made in the United States in 1839, the
same year that the process was announced in Paris by various scien-
tists and enthusiasts, among whom was Samuel F. B. Morse. While
Morse is best remembered for his work with the telegraph, he was
actually a portrait painter of some distinction. He was also a professor
in the arts of design at the University of the City of New York. The
daguerreotype was closely related to both these interests. He was imme-
diately enthusiastic about the new art, and he actually visited Daguerre
in France in 1839. Morse became an active daguerreotypist in New
York, and is said to have supported himself financially by making por-
traits and by training students in the process, while awaiting recogni-
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tion and financial support from the U.S. government for his telegraph.

The production of portraits provided an immediate link between
the art of daguerreotypy and the art of making money. Here was a
new kind of profession, requiring a relatively brief period of technical
training, a small outlay for equipment, and the potential of financial
success. The 1840’s were in the United States a period of economic
depression. A number of enterprising young men were looking about
for an opportunity to enter into some venture whereby they could
make a living without investing large capital and without having to
undergo extensive university professional training. The occupational
role of daguerreotypist was almost made to order. There were villages,
towns, and cities all over the settled part of the United States that had
not yet seen the new process. The cost of having one’s portrait made,
especially in the smaller sizes, was not prohibitively expensive. A fam-
ily of average means could easily afford it. Daguerreotype equipment
was loaded on wagons, flatboats, oxcarts, and mules. The photogra-
pher’s art spread out over the country. In all the major cities, daguer-
reotype salons were established, and business was exceedingly brisk.
Quality of work varied greatly. The roving daguerreotypist with poor
training and little skill turned out a dreadful product, paying attention
neither to graceful poses nor to technical precision in the production
of the plates. Some combined the photographic art with other occupa-
tional pursuits. A given individual might be a combination blacksmith,
cobbler, watch repairer, dentist, and daguerreotypist. It was possible
to have one’s boots resoled, watch oiled, teeth pulled, horse shod, and
portrait made—all in a “package deal” and all at one stop, so to
speak.10

At the other extreme were the beautiful and luxurious salons that
developed in the principal population centers. Mathew Brady gained
an international reputation as a fine portrait artist in Washington D.C.,
long before the beginning of the Civil War.11 Stretched between these
two extremes were establishments large and small that were producing
over three million portraits a year in the 1850’s! 12

The insatiable demand for portraits was undoubtedly related to a
number of characteristics of the times. The United States was a society
on the move. People were no sooner settled on one frontier than an-
other opened up farther on. The males often left their families in more
settled areas until they could be brought out to reasonably favorable
accommodations. The movements of population associated with the
various gold rushes, land rushes, oil booms, and other events separated
men from their wives, and sons from their parents. Along the Atlantic
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seaboard, the Yankees were a maritime people, with men folk often
“gone awhaling” or engaged in world commerce and shipping. The
vast upheaval and movement of persons during the Civil War gave
portrait photographers a decisive boost. Portraits were a way of reduc-
ing the pain of the separations in some small measure. In some degree,
they even breached the great gulf between the living and the dead.
They were prized reminders of significant primary group ties.

The product of the portrait artist had also a deep tradition as a
status symbol. To be able to display portrait paintings of assorted
ancestors testified to a family’s place in time. It was a society where
aristocratic birth or family background were decreasingly related to
power and wealth. Still, there was a pronounced cultural lag which
permitted such symbols to suggest high social position. Achieved cri-
teria were becoming objectively more and more important, but ascribed
criteria had not lost their significance. In the early period of the in-
dustrial revolution, some members of the newly rich are even said to
have hired portrait painters to manufacture for them a set of distin-
guished ancestors. For the less wealthy, and for the growing middle
and working classes, the silver iodide plate of the daguerreotypist
provided a mass consumption substitute for the more distinguished
canvas of the portrait artist.

Some indication of the rapid adoption of this innovation can be
gained by a study of the growth of the occupational classification
“photographer.” Table 2 indicates the number of photographers in the
United States per 100,000 population for the years 1840 to 1900.
These data show the rapid diffusion of photography as a cultural in-
novation. This occurred in the four decades 1850-1890. By the last
decade of the 19th century, there is little doubt that the average Amer-
ican was widely familiar with photographs. The transition between a
still photograph and one that gave the illusion of motion was not an
impossible step for the imagination of the ordinary citizen.

The technology of photography became increasingly sophisticated;
it also became more and more important as part of the growing in-
dustrial complexes of society. Factories for the manufacture of photo-
graphic chemicals, photographic equipment, and photographic plates
were developed. Among these, the name of George Eastman is perhaps
the most widely known. The first daguerreotype photography had
given way to other techniques. The ambrotype grew in popularity and
then quickly declined. The tintype was widely used during the Civil
War, but was discontinued with the perfection of newer technology.
Wet plate processes, with light-sensitive chemicals suspended in a thin
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TABLE 2

THE GROWTH OF THE OCCUPATION OF PHOTOGRAPHER
IN THE UNITED STATES (1840-1930)

Size of Number of Photographers
Year Population Photographers per 100,000
1840 17,000,000 0 0
1850 23,000,000 938 4
1860 31,000,000 3,154 10
1870 39,000,000 7,558 19
1880 50,000,000 9,990 20
1890 63,000,000 20,040 32
1500 76,000,000 27,029 36
1910 92,000,000 31,775 35
1920 106,000,000 34,259 32
1930 123,000,000 39,529 32

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of Census, Population Census of the United States
(For the decennial years 1840, 50, . .. 1930, Washington, D.C.)

collodion film on glass, were widely used for many years. It was the
dry plate, however, that permitted preparation in advance of glass
photographic plates. This led to their commercial manufacture, distri-
bution, and sale. The miniature camera and the amateur camera were
popularized when this technology became available. George Eastman
went into the business of manufacturing such photographic plates in
the year 1880. From a modest enterprise started on a capital of three
thousand dollars, he built a business that thirty-four years later could
pay five million dollars for exclusive rights to the patented process of
making flexible photographic plates on nitrocellulose film.

The development of flexible film actually occurred in several places
at the same time.13 One type of film was developed in France in the
carly 1880’s. One of Eastman’s chemists applied for a patent in the
United States at about the same time. Still another patent was applied
for in 1889, by the Reverend Hannibal Goodwin, an obscure clergy-
man. These films were all based upon more or less the same process,
with minor variations from one to the other. However, several years
of extremely complex litigation ensued, during which the patent office
reviewed and re-reviewed the various claims. The patent was finally
awarded to Goodwin, but in the meantime, Eastman had been manu-
facturing flexible film for almost a decade. This roll film was designed
for his “foolproof” camera that could be used by the novice (the
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famous Kodak). With the availability of this flexible film, the develop-
ment of the motion picture was a step nearer. Edison had produced
the light bulb, and the technology of electricity was widely understood.
The study of objects in motion had progressed with the use of in-
stantaneous still photography. As we have seen, the principle of pro-
jection had long been common knowledge. The neurophysiology of
visual lag had been worked out to an adequate extent. It remained
only for these various elements to be combined into a workable pro-
jected motion picture. The camera obscura and the magic lantern were
about to be combined in ways that would have astonished Kircher,
della Porta, and da Vinci.

It was Thomas Alva Edison who achieved this combination, but
hundreds of others in various parts of the world also contributed.1*
From Edison’s laboratory came the motion picture camera, and a
motion picture projector. It was early in the last decade of the 19th
century.

Edison lacked confidence in the financial feasibility of the com-
mercial projection of motion pictures on the ground they would be
a novelty and the public would soon lose interest. His conception of
the way to exploit his device commercially was to develop a machine
that could be used by only one person at a time, paying a fee to view
a few moments of photographed motion. His peep show Kinetoscope
was scheduled for premiere at the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893, but
it was not ready in time. It was in fact the following year in 1894
when the Kinetoscope was placed on public exhibition for the first
time. An enterprising exhibitor opened up a “Kinetoscope Parlor”
with ten of the machines right on Broadway in New York. But the
limitations of the Kinetoscope were severe, and the possibilities for a
more complete exploitation of the magic lantern of movement were
seen by a number of people both in the United States and in Europe.
While Edison made the most significant contribution to the actual
emergence of the motion picture by achieving the basic technological
combination, it remained for more adventurous souls to try to perfect
the technique and to turn it into a process for the mass entertainment
of the multitude.

In the final years of the century, literally dozens of people were
clamoring for patents in as many countries. They were looking for
financial backing and for recognition of a variety of motion picture
cameras or motion picture projectors. From England, France, Ger-
many, and the United States came conflicting claims and reports that
these devices had been invented, improved, modified, or perfected. It
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was in fact a period of high excitement, intense activity, and inven-
tive ferment. Showmen such as Emile Reynaud in Paris were exhibiting
projected moving picture stories, based upon the principle of animated
drawings, with great success. It took no vast stretch of imagination to
see that the commercial exhibiting of projected motion pictures could
be a considerable financial success.

In 1895 an establishment was opened in Paris, called the Cinema-
tographe. For a single franc a patron was admitted to a “salon” where
he could view a few very brief films. The exhibition became so pop-
ular within a few days that it attracted thousands of viewers, and was
operated on a standing room only basis.

The Cinematographe was soon exhibited in New York, and the
system was widely imitated. In the meantime, in England, the motion
picture camera was focused on such events as the Derby of 1896, and
the exhibition of these projected films caused a sensation. These and
other attempts at public showings stimulated further interest in the
idea of projected motion pictures for entertainment of the public. It
was clear that there were fortunes to be made in the motion picture
business.

By this time, Edison had become convinced. He combined efforts
with a young American inventor named Thomas Armat, who had
obtained certain patents involved in the improvement of the projector.
Together they manufactured the Vitascope, or Armat-Edison projector,
which was used in the most successful of the early efforts to exhibit
motion pictures to the public.

With the dawn of the 20th century, then, all of the technological
problems had been solved. The motion picture theater had been more
than two thousand years in the making, but it was now ready to take
its place as the second of the major mass media of communication
and to play its role in the growing communication revolution.

THE EARLY MOTION PICTURES;
CONTENT AND AUDIENCE

From the outset, motion pictures were concerned with content in
low cultural taste and intellectual level. Even the very first moving
pictures in the Edison Kinetoscope parlors exhibited such inspiring
works as Fatima and her Danse du Ventre, which was the sensation
of the Chicago World’s Fair in 1896. Naive and slapstick comics were
popular. A view of a mischevous boy squirting a hose on a dignified
dowager or open pornography (within the limits of the era) such as
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the brief How Bridget Served the Salad Undressed, were received with
enthusiasm by the patrons of the penny arcades in which the Kine-
toscopes were installed.!> These first films, with their boxing matches,
low comedy, and shimmy dancers, can be contrasted with the efforts
of the first printers. Gutenberg’s first product represented the most
significant and important ideas of his time. Books in the early period
were works of philosophy, science, art, or politics. The motion picture
concerned itself in its early period with the trivial and inconsequential.
The content mattered little to anyone; it was the novelty of movement
that was the important factor. The film’s first audiences stared with
open mouths at any picture that moved. But even among the habitués
of the penny arcades, an important principle quickly began to mani-
fest itself. Such films as Beavers at Play or The Surf at Dover brought
in fewer pennies than the brief but exciting Danse du Ventre, or the
titillating What the Bootblack Saw. Efforts toward the filming of more
serious or artistic subjects were not received with enthusiasm. Film
content aimed at more elementary gratifications was what brought in
the money. From the first, then, systematic relationships between au-
dience tastes and the financial structure of the infant “industry” gov-
erned the production of film content. Audiences were selective in what
they would pay to see, and producers were selective in what they pro-
duced for profit.

It would be tempting to analyze the characteristics of the clientele
of the penny arcades, which were to say the least not located in the
more discriminating sections of the urban centers, and to draw the
inference that it was their low level of cultural taste that left a per-
manent stamp of mediocrity upon the film. The problem was that the
film moved out of the penny arcade very quickly, but it did not notice-
ably rise in the seriousness or in the artistic taste of its content. The
film went from the arcade to the vaudeville house, where it was ex-
hibited as a scientific novelty following the major acts. Again, the
tastes of the burlesque theater governed the content of the films.

In about the year 1900, a number of enterprising arcade owners,
former circus operators, medicine showmen, ex-pitchmen, barkers, etc.,
began to rent unused storcs, to equip them cheaply with benches or
chairs, and to project films with secondhand equipment. Their work-
ing capital was meagre, their repertoire atrocious, their establishment
dismal, but above all it was cheap. For only a nickel the audience
member could watch an assortment of exciting short pictures, ranging
from Life of An American Fireman to Dream of a Rarebit Fiend.
These were either trick movies of brief length or exciting little se-
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quences of dramatic events such as the firemen responding to a call.
Various names were popular, but the name “nickelodeon” caught on
as a popular way of referring to these enterprises. The most important
thing about them was that they were popular with people at the bot-
tom of the social structure, and they made money. A few nickelodeons
cleaned up their interiors, dressed up outside, and opened up in other
principal cities in the country. The first decade of the 20th century,
then, saw a new form of communication begin to spread. It was to
become a true mass medium.18

The content of the films soon changed markedly. They became
longer and more sophisticated technically. They did not rise far in
taste or seriousness. Such fare as The Great Train Robbery was just
about what the nickelodeon audience wanted to see in 1903. Films
with stories became the norm in a very short time. These places of
entertainment thrived in their most prosperous form in the same areas
of the metropolis where the penny arcades were located. As the mo-
tion picture was establishing itself, its audience tended to be heavily
weighted with poor immigrants, drifters, and the anonymous residents
of the city’s zones of transition. The most significant groups in num-
bers were by far the immigrants. The first ten years of the 1900’s was
a period of unprecedented immigration, unequalled in more contem-
porary times. Ethnic groups of various kinds were pouring into the
United States from eastern and southern Europe. By the millions they
established ethnic neighborhoods within the ecological and social struc-
ture of the city. Immigration laws were not strict by today’s standards,
and many of these new citizens were illiterate, even in their own lan-
guage. A large proportion had no knowledge of English whatsoever.
Substantial numbers were agricultural peasants in their own land. For
these humble people, surrounded by a bewildering and complex in-
dustrial society which they had not yet begun to understand, the
primitive movie was a source of solace and entertainment. The plots
were simple; the stylized acting needed no knowledge of the language
in order to understand the idea. Today’s viewer is amused at the
stereotyped facial expressions and the gross body movements of the
actors in early films. Such techniques become more understandable
when it is realized that the audience had only occasional subtitles with
which to follow the plot in a verbal sense. Even many of the English
speaking members of the audience could read only with difficulty, if
at all, and a great many of the foreign-born knew not a word.

The immigrant, then, and his rustic counterpart newly arrived in
the big city were the most important audience types toward whom
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the early nickelodeon movies were aimed. With slapstick and burlesque
they even poked fun at such people themselves and made them laugh
at their own plight. The country bumpkin and the immigrant were
often seen in the films. The cop, the crook, the pretty girl, the jealous
husband, the boss—this was about the total range of personalities that
appeared in the movies. It was enough. Their antics were easily under-
stood. In intensified form, such stereotyping and slapstick led to such
content as the Keystone Cops and the pie-throwing scenes.

By the second decade, however, the nickelodeon had spread far
beyond the urban centers. It had started to become a form of family
entertainment. Enthusiastic operators were demanding more com-
plicated fare. Movie companies had mushroomed to fill the demand
for films. This booming entertainment medium was well on its way.
The “star” system came; movies discovered the classics; more flexible
techniques of photography were developed. The films grew longer to
the feature length we are now accustomed to. This increase in tech-
nical competence was due in part to the growing enthusiasm of motion
picture audiences. The dreary nickelodeons had given way by the
beginning of the 1920’ to much larger and more elaborate picture
palaces. Some were so luxuriously decorated they almost appeared to
be temples of worship for the new gods and goddesses of the screen.
Such stars were receiving the adoration of millions of shop girls and
factory hands. They were also receiving astronomical salaries which
made Hollywood synonymous with ostentatious consumption of wealth.

The Great War had given the American film industry an unprece-
dented boost. The production of motion pictures in the studios of
Europe had ceased after 1914, but the demand for films had become
tremendous and world-wide. This placed U.S. films in the export
market with an advantage, which was retained for years. The silent
film, with written subtitles easily changed to any language, was made
by directors and producers who were themselves immigrants from
other countries. It was a particularly flexible product for export to
foreign countries. Almost inexhaustible markets were opened up when
the more remote regions of the world began showing films with sub-
titles in Urdu, Hindi, Chinese, Arabic, or whatever local language
was required. If the local audience was not literate in its own lan-
guage, a “storyteller” was employed to explain to the native audience
what was transpiring in the film as it progressed. Any relationship be-
tween these versions and the original intent of the film’s designers was
purely coincidental. The political position of the United States in
World War I, then, had the most significant impact upon the Amer-
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ican motion picture as a mass medium. It made the medium one of
world significance.

The events of the Great War also point up other ways in which a
society can have an impact upon its media. When the war broke out
in Europe, the American public increasingly began to focus its public
opinions in two opposite directions. The pacifists wanted to stay out
of the European war and to avoid engaging in any military expansion
that might eventually lead the country into participation in the war.
Those in favor of preparedness felt that the United States would more
than likely have to enter the war at some point, and it might as well
make military preparations to make the task easier if the need arose.
These were issues of great importance during the years just before the
United States declared war on Germany. When war came a large bloc
of the American public still retained attitudes, opinions, and senti-
ments unsuitable for total commitment and participation in the war
effort. To reduce these unhealthy pacifist feelings, George Creel, chief
of the Committee on Public Information (the official U.S. agency for
domestic propaganda), mobilized motion pictures as part of an all
out effort to “sell the war to the American public.” This thrust upon
motion pictures a propaganda role which they had not played before,
at least in the United States.l? Motion pictures had been simply a
form of entertainment. They had not seriously engaged in persuasion
for political partisanship, moral uplift, social responsibility, or cultura!
betterment. In general, they had followed public tastes and attitudes,
rather than led them. The somewhat limited experiences of the war,
however, opened up new possibilities and objectives for the film as a
medium of persuasion in the minds of some. Actually, the motion pic-
ture in its form as a medium of entertainment has never become a
consistent vehicle for effective political or social comment. While
Hollywood has cooperated during wartime and has occasionally pro-
duced a film with a social “message,” these are considered departures
from the norm. The position of the film in this respect is distinct from
that of the newspaper, which has consistently assumed that it has the
responsibility to instruct us politically.

During the last part of the 1920’s the sound track came to the film.
By this time the motion picture theater was a permanently established
and respectable place of entertainment for American families. As a
business the production, distribution, and exhibition of motion pictures
was firmly entrenched in the American economy, and as a cultural
innovation it had become deeply institutionalized into our weekly rou-
tines. Accurate records of motion picture attendance are available on
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TABLE 3

THE GROWTH OF MOTION PICTURE ATTENDANCE
IN THE UNITED STATES (1922-1965)

Average Weekly Total Number Weekly Attendance
Year Movie Attendance of Households Per Household
1922 40,000,000 25,687,000 1.56
1924 46,000,000 26,941,000 1.71
1926 50,000,000 28,101,000 1.78
1928 65,000,000 29,124,000 2.23
1930 90,000,000 29,997,000 3.00
1932 60,000,000 30,439,000 1.97
1934 70,000,000 31,306,000 2.24
1936 88,000,000 32,454,000 2.71
1938 85,000,000 33,683,000 2.52
1940 80,000,000 35,153,000 2.28
1942 85,000,000 36,445,000 2.33
1944 85,000,000 37,115,000 2.29
1946 90,000,000 38,370,000 2.35
1948 90,000,000 40,532,000 222
1950 60,000,000 43,554,000 1.38
1951 54,000,000 44,656,000 1.21
1952 51,000,000 45,504,000 1.12
1953 46,000,000 46,334,000 .99
1954 49,000,000 46,893,000 1.04
1955 46,000,000 47,788,000 .96
1956 47,000,000 48,902,000 96
1957 45,000,000 49,673,000 91
1958 40,000,000 50,474,000 .79
1959 42,000,000 51,435,000 .82
1960 40,000,000 52,772,000 .76
1961 42,000,000 53,197,000 .79
1962 43,000,000 54,369,000 .79
1963 44,000,000 55,705,000 .79
1965 44,000,000 56,956,000 a7

sOURCES: U.S. Bureau of Census, Historical Statistics of the United States,
Colonial Times to 1957 (Washington, D.C., 1960), Series H 522, p. 225
and Series A 242-244, p. 15.

U.S. Bureau of Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Con-
tinuation to 1962 and Revisions (Washington, D.C., 1965), Series H 522,
p- 35.

U.S. Bureau of Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States (Wash-
ington, D.C., 1968), Tables 11 and 302, pp. 12 and 208.

U.S. Bureau of Census, Current Population Reports: Population Char-
acteristics, Series P-20, No. 166 (August 24, 1967), p. 1 and p. 4.

NoTE: Figures do not include Alaska and Hawaii. Data on attendance for
1964 not reliably reported in sources. Household data from 1951 to 1961
revised for consistency with contemporary estimates of total population.
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FIGURE 2. The Cumulative Diffusion Curve for Motion Pictures; Average
Weekly Attendance Per Household in the United States (1900-1965 )

a national basis beginning with 1922. By that time, the film was so
popular that the number of paid admissions in an average week in
the United States already exceeded forty million!

The adoption of the motion picture as a cultural innovation for
mass use was both swift and extensive. The United States was literally
transformed into a nation of moviegoers between 1900 and 1930.
Table 3 shows both average weekly attendance from 1922 to 1965 and
the number of households during the same period. Although attend-
ance data are not available from 1900 to 1921, it appears most likely
that this early period of the movies followed the estimated trend as
shown in Figure 2.

Perhaps the most significant aspect of the adoption pattern for the
film is its variability. This is particularly apparent in the middle sec-
tion of the curve, when attendance figures fluctuated wildly. These
were the Depression years; hard times in the early thirties had a
sharp impact on moviegoing. Admissions dropped by more than 30
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percent between 1930 and 1933. However, the late 1930°s and the
decade of the 1940’s were the Golden Years for the film. Even so,
functional alternatives were becoming increasingly available. As these
grew in number and popularity, their impact on motion-picture at-
tendance was to be little short of disastrous. Clearly, the rapid rise of
television, beginning at the end of the 1940’s and continuing through
the next decade, had the deepest possible impact on the mass use of
the motion picture. Even though the society as a whole was moving
toward unprecedented economic affluence, average weekly attendance
per household dropped from 2.35 in 1946 to only .96 in 1955. This
drop has continued, although the rate of decline has slowed noticeably.

The movie industry struggled mightily to slow the rate of decline.
As competition with television increased, numerous experiments were
tried. At one point, moviegoers were issued special glasses so that
they could see the picture in three dimensions. Screens widened—to
almost unbelievable proportions in some cases. Special sound effects,
with speakers in various parts of the theater, were tried. These “gim-
micks” did not help much; the decline continued. Perhaps more sig-
nificantly, the older moral standards governing film content all but
collapsed. At an earlier time, motion pictures shown to American
audiences were about as racy as the proverbial Sunday School picnic.
Solid, middle-class America didn’t need to be titillated with taboo
themes to get them to pay at the box office. Today, unless a movie
promises a bloodbath or frank sex portrayals, it may not be a big
money-maker. Much legal maneuvering and litigation has accom-
panied this change, and the issues of “freedom of speech” versus
“obscenity” have been widely discussed in connection with motion
picture portrayals. Currently, public officials and others are sharply
criticizing film violence.

Whatever the eventual significance of these issues within the con-
text of the motion picture, it seems reasonably clear that the real
pressure for change has been an economic one. Without their present
appeal to the more elementary gratifications, movies might have dis-
appeared as a major medium of mass communication. In fact, in
spite of the present leveling trend of the curve, motion pictures have
already lost more than two-thirds of the per capita business that they
enjoyed in 1930. The most logical projection for the future would be
that the decline will continue, and that the movie theater as we now
know it will eventually disappear. This does not mean that films will
no longer be made. Television provides an insatiable demand for even
the dullest films—as any viewer of the Late Late Show will testify.
Thus, while the industry may survive, or even prosper, the behavioral
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forms of its consumers appear likely to continue their present trend.
The strong shift of interest of the American public from the movie
screen downtown to the television screen at home is likely to continue
as color television achieves saturation, and as TV moves toward
codes concerning content which will probably eventually resemble
those of contemporary movies.

The conditions and factors which are related to the abandonment
of a given behavioral form within a social system have largely been
neglected in the recent surge of interest in the innovation process.
Obsolescence is a natural counterpart of innovation, and a necessary
feature of an adequate theory of social change. There are undoubt-
edly systematic principles which govern the way in which a given
item, trait, or culture complex is abandoned by a population. We no
longer make much use of quill pens, detachable collars, automobile
cranks, the Townsend Plan, and the chaperoned party for young adults.
These forms undoubtedly followed some reverse pattern of declining
usage, symmetrical in form to the usual S-curve of adoption. In spite
of the obvious significance of such obsolescence patterns for under-
standing social and cultural change, no systematic theory is available
concerning the conditions under which they are generated.

In the case of the motion picture, the causes of obsolescence are not
particularly obscure. The Depression, the population shift to the sub-
urbs, and, of course, the continued growth of the electronic media,
have cut deeply into paid attendance. To these fairly obvious factors
could be added the increasing congestion of central business districts
where most theaters are located and the burden of mounting labor
costs, which has resulted in continuous box-office increases and a
correspondingly smaller number of consumers.

Overall, our analysis has shown the long and complex accumula-
tion of culture traits and technological innovations that were necessary
conditions for the emergence of the film as a medium of mass commu-
nication. It has indicated the many social and cultural conditions,
such as wars, population shifts, and changes in the economic insti-
tution that were significantly related to the eventual widespread adop-
tion and probable impending obsolescence of motion pictures as a
behavioral innovation on the part of the American population.

The impact of a society on a communication medium could not be
more clear than in the case of the motion picture. As a technology,
and as an industry, it will undoubtedly continue to occupy a place in
our social system. However, there are considerable doubts concerning
its survival in the form in which it was originally adopted by our
population.



Chapter IV

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT
OF THE BROADCAST MEDIA

IN TRACING the principal ways in which society has influenced the
broadcast media, there are three somewhat distinct issues which
require clarification. First, there are the numerous and complex social
factors that established the need and consequent search for an instan-
taneous medium of communication that could leap across oceans and
span continents. Second, there is the chain of scientific and technical
achievements that accumulated as one invention led to another when
various means of fulfilling the need were sought. Finally, there are the
events that resulted in the translation of commercial wireless-telegraphy
and radio-telephone technology into a mass medium with which to
broadcast programs to the home receivers of entire nations. We might
add, of course, the growth of television out of radio as still another
issue; but as will be made clear, the newer medium ‘not only shared a
common history with radio but it inherited its financial basis, traditions,
structure of control, and even much of its talent.

THE NEED FOR RAPID COMMUNICATION

Man’s need for a reliable means of communicating rapidly over
long distances increased relentlessly as his society grew in complexity.
As long as his social activities were confined to a small band, which
moved about together or stayed close to a fixed village, the range of
the human voice, or at most the distance a strong runner could cover
without rest, proved sufficient as a means for handling his communica-

4
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tion problems. But as complex social organizations were invented for
military, commercial, and governmental purposes, such groups were
continuously faced with the problem of coordinating their activities
without a really reliable method of transmitting information quickly
over long distances.

Human ingenuity is vast, and men of every age have shown a re-
markable ability to take the technology of their time and apply it in
some fresh way to the solution of practical problems. So it was with
long-distance communication. Our earliest records tell of military
commanders who signaled information at night from the tops of hills
with the use of torches arranged in previously agreed upon patterns or
crude codes.

The word telegraph itself comes from the Greeks fully 300 years
before Christ. Its two component words imply “at a distance” and “to
write.” In the Greek, Persian, and Roman civilizations social organiza-
tion in military affairs, government, and commerce had far outstripped
communication technology, and the inability to coordinate complex
activities was a frequent source of great difficulty. Armies were de-
feated, navies were sunk, governments collapsed, and fortunes were
lost (literally) all for the want of a word.

But an impressive array of technical gadgets were invented and
pressed into service over the intervening centuries to find a solution
to this cultural lag. Even primitive man, needing to communicate but
sorely handicapped by his crude technology, was able to burn out the
inside of a log and stretch the skin of an animal over one end to form
a drum. With this he could conquer surprising distances using coded
sounds. Smoke signals are another familiar example; carrier pigeons
are still another (used right up into the 20th century). Flashing mir-
rors, lantern signals, cannon shots, and fire beacons were all used in
the struggle to surmount distance and time. But these early communi-
cation techniques were severely limited. Most were terribly cumber-
some and distressingly unreliable. Many depended upon good weather,
and the others could handle only very simple messages.

In more recent times, many interesting communication systems were
invented. All were in some way dependent upon line-of-sight vision
between communicator and receiver. However, by relaying a message
along a series of stations, complex messages could be sent over sur-
prisingly long distances. During the height of Napoleon’s power in
France, that country actually had a total of 224 semaphore stations
which spanned over a thousand miles in all.! This type of system was
the most elaborate and widely used of all of the line-of-sight com-
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munication devices. An outgrowth of a simple idea developed by three
French schoolboys for sending messages to each other, it depended
upon positioning a pair of large wooden arms on top of a tower in
such a way that given configurations represented the letters of the
alphabet in agreed-upon patterns. The signals could be read and inter-
preted by a receiving operator in another tower several miles away.
He in turn sent the message along to the next station, etc. It was expen-
sive and cumbersome, but the system was in use in a number of Euro-
pean countries right up to the time that the electrical telegraph replaced
it. The semaphore still has some limited applications, especially aboard
naval vessels maintaining radio silence.

As Western society came into the 19th century, the need for a
means of communication that would quickly transverse even the oceans
themselves began to become critical. The tempo of commercial inter-
course between nations had increased greatly with the advent of the
industrial revolution. Great Britain was developing a colonial empire
so vast and far-flung that it would be able to boast with impunity that
it was one upon which the sun never set. Britannia ruled not only the
waves but a substantial portion of the world’s land surface and a sizable
segment of the world’s population. Other nations were also building
mighty navies and great merchant fleets. They were consolidating new
political systems, developing colonial markets, and exploiting new
sources of raw materials. Along with all of this came fundamental
changes in the very organizational nature of Western society. These
changes have been discussed by social scientists in various terms such
as complex organic evolution analogies, the movement from Gemein-
schaft to Gesellschaft, the change from mechanical to organic soli-
darity, and the trend from a sacred to a secular society (to mention
only a few). There can be little doubt that a communication medium
such as the electrical telegraph was sorely needed in the face of grow-
ing societal complexity and could have been put to immediate, prac-
tical, and important use long before it was finally available.

The dream of an instantaneous telegraph based upon magnetic prin-
ciples had been around in one form or another for a long time. Giovanni
della Porta, the author of Natural Magick, had discussed a very special
kind of lodestone (a type of iron ore with magnetic properties).2 If
two similar compasses were to be fashioned by using this mineral to
magnetize their needles, it was said they would be locked together
by some mysterious force so that if the needle of one were forced to
point in a given direction, the other would then instantly and automati-
cally move to the same orientation, regardless of intervening space.
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With an alphabet fixed around the circumference of the compass, the
telegraphic possibilities which such a system might provide were ob-
vious. But sadly, search as they might, scientists, philosophers, and
learned men were never able to find quite the right variety of lodestone
needed to construct such a marvelous sympathetic telegraph. Like the
philosopher’s stone, the Golden Fleece, and the fountain of youth, it
remained forever beyond their grasp.

THE Basic THEORY OF ELECTRICITY

But while the legendary lodestone failed to provide the means for
a telegraph, the scientific laboratory eventually would yield devices
that would transcend the hopes and dreams of all of the ancient wise
men. The development of an adequate understanding of electricity
came during the 19th century as part of the great surge of accom-
plishment in the physical sciences. Radio itself was a by-product of a
long, continuous, and basic inquiry into the nature of electrical energy.

The theorizing and research that led to this communication medium
occupied the lifetimes of large numbers of scientific workers, only a
few of whom ever achieved popular recognition, financial success, or
even lasting scientific honors. The list of problems these men solved
is simply staggering. Today’s teen-ager who tunes in to his favorite
program of popular music while lying on the beach and the factory
worker who props up his feet at night and views his favorite ball team
in action are acting out behavior systems that are the end products
of centuries of brilliant scientific advances, the solution of which
absorbed some of the most creative imaginations and most tireless
workers of the last two centuries. These pioneers grappled with an
endless list of conceptual, theoretical, and mechanical-technical prob-
lems whose solutions permitted today’s systems of broadcasting.

The problems needing solution before radio could become a reality
included the basic theory of electricity and elementary circuitry, in-
cluding generating, conducting, and measuring electric currents. Also
included were the theories of electromagnetic fields, coils, and the elec-
tromagnetic radiation and detection of high frequency oscillations.
Another series of problems centered around the alteration of currents,
such as rectification and amplification. The diode and triode electron
tubes were required to couple voice transmission to the dot-and-dash
wireless telegraph. Finally, for television, an offspring of radio, the
problems associated with broadcasting patterns of light and shadow
and receiving these on a viewing screen had to be solved. The light-
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sensitive photoelectron tube in the heart of the television camera was
a substantial advance, as was the kinescope receiving picture tube. The
latter two opened the way for commercial television.

The principles by which sound or light are converted to electro-
magnetic waves that can be broadcast through space, to be received
and converted back into sound or light, involve the most basic of the
physical sciences. Some of these principles govern the nature of matter
itself.

The key to radio transmission and reception and to television is the
electron. In oversimplified terms, the electron is conceptualized by
physicists as an infinitesimally small particle that has the electrical
characteristic of being negatively charged. Electrons, of course, are
one major type of particle that make up atoms, but there are other
kinds such as protons and related types that constitute the nucleus of
a given atom. These tiny nuclear particles have positive electric charges
that exactly match the negative electrical charges of the atom’s elec-
trons. It is this balance of electrical forces that holds the particles to-
gether in a given atom.

Each atom of the elements has a different number of electrons and
other particles, making up its overall structure. The heavier a given
element is, the more electrons it has in its atoms, and vice versa. An
atom of a given element is a tightly organized structure of particles
that are electrically balanced against each other in a tiny system. Some
elements, however, have atoms whose outer electrons for various rea-
sons are less solidly attached to their structures.

For some elements (like copper and many other metals) electrons
can be temporarily picked off or added to the outer parts of these
systems by chemical or electromagnetic processes, thus throwing the
atom into a temporary electrical imbalance. When this happens, the
atom attracts an electron from its neighbor to replace the one lost. Or
if it has too many it passes one on to its neighbor. Then the neigh-
bor reacts similarly with its neighbor, and so on. If the element is a
good “conductor” of electricity, and is arranged in a long thin wire,
the result will be a “flow of electrical current” along that wire. Noth-
ing really “flows” of course, but the successive electrical imbalances
in the atoms of the wires making up an electrical circuit can be thought
of in this way. Storage batteries, generators, fuel cells, and many other
devices are capable of producing these electrical imbalances at the
end of a wire. This disequilibrium creates an energy source in the
form of an electrical charge at the other end. From this comes our
familiar host of applications of the resulting energy. It is used to create
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magnetic fields, heat, light, and other effects such as radio and televi-
sion. If the foregoing seems complex, it is an indication to the reader
of the difficulties that were overcome as part of the accumulation of
ideas and technology prior to the invention of radio.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF ELECTRICAL
TECHNOLOGY

All during the period from the Greeks up to the latter part of the
18th century, experimenters had marveled at the phenomenon of elec-
tricity. Static electricity was easily produced by friction, and with that
principle in mind, experimenters built larger and larger devices for
generating charges. The Greeks rubbed an amber rod on a piece of
cloth and generated weak electrostatic induction currents capable of
attracting a light pith ball suspended on the end of a thread. Centuries
later, European scientists of the 1700’s had elaborated the mechanics
of this process to a point where they could generate awesome charges
of static electricity with ponderous friction machines. Huge rotating
disks with cloth pads to pick up the electrical charges were constructed.
They astounded their friends by letting these charges smash between
two metal points in lightning-like fashion up to a distance of several
feet. Such machines were capable of attracting bits of thread or other
objects from as much as thirty feet away. But actually, they were still
using the same principle that had fascinated the Greeks, and they really
did not understand why it all worked! While they must have been having
a great deal of fun with their dramatic devices, they had not been able
to solve the critical problem of storing electricity so that it could be
used when and where it was needed.

Several people seem to have found a crude solution to this prob-
lem at about the same time. A jar half filled with water and corked
with a wire down through the middle of the cork, can “store” a charge
of electricity. One end of the wire must dip into the water and the
other end must be temporarily attached to the business end of a fric-
tion machine that is generating static electricity. An unsuspecting soul
who later grasps the wire coming out of the jar will receive a bone-
jarring shock if a large enough static charge has been fed into the
storage jar. Called a Leyden jar (after the place where it seems most
likely to have first been invented), this device was used by Benjamin
Franklin in his well-known experiment with the kite. He succeeded
in charging up a Leyden jar with a kite flown into an electrical storm.
One end of the (wire) Kkite string is said to have been attached to a
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key dipped into the water. The experiment demonstrated that the elec-
tricity of lightning and the electricity of the laboratory are the same.
Why Mr. Franklin was not instantly electrocuted remains a mystery.
It definitely is not advisable to attempt to repeat this interesting ex-
periment. The storage battery of Alessandro Volta eventually replaced
the Leyden jar, and more adequate devices for generating electrical
currents were under development by Faraday and others.

A key element in the inexorable movement of technology toward
the electrical telegraph was the development of the electromagnet. By
the 18307, the various technical traits prerequisite to an electrical tele-
graph were available within the scientific culture. It remained only to
put them together in the required pattern. The idea of the sympathetic
telegraph had tantalized men for centuries. The need for such a com-
munication device was critical, and the technological base had accumu-
lated to a point where no fundamental problem remained to be solved.

Several people at about the same time seem to have hit upon one
scheme or another that would constitute a workable telegraph. But it
was the American Samuel F. B. Morse whose patents and system pre-
vailed. Morse, the portrait painter, was not a scientist, and in his
naiveté he seems to have blundered onto solutions for making a work-
able telegraph that scientists had overlooked as unlikely possibilities.
He had set up a workshop in one of the buildings of the University
of the City of New York, where he served as professor of literature
and the arts of design. He tinkered with numerous gadgets and fre-
quently sought the advice of several of his somewhat skeptical scien-
tific friends. He eventually worked out a telegraph system that per-
mitted him to transmit messages through ten miles of wire strung
around and around in his workshop.

Morse immediately applied for a government grant to enable him
to perfect the device (which he had promptly patented). After a great
deal of fumbling, hesitation, and delay, the federal government even-
tually financed a telegraph line between Washington, D.C. and Balti-
more, Maryland. The historical message: “What hath God wrought?”
flashed between the two cities on May 24, 1844, and the world entered
into the era of instantaneous electric communication.

After an initial period of hardship, hesitation, and financial loss, the
electric telegraph was gradually accepted by business, the military,
and other groups, and the thin wires soon led to most major centers
of population. The federal government, which had financed the orig-
inal long distance line, threw away its opportunity to control the
patents and relinquished all its rights. They became the property of
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private corporations, with Morse as a major stockholder, and the
development of this medium was left to private enterprise. It is clear
now that the failure of the government to maintain itself in the tele-
graph business set a precedent that would be followed in the United
States, where private ownership of the media of public communica-
tion constitutes a central condition in determining the type of con-
tent which the audiences of the broadcast media now enjoy. It was
this seemingly unimportant turn of events that forged an important
link in the chain of development of the mass media in this country.
As the telephone came, then the wireless telegraph, the wireless tele-
phone, and eventually home broadcasting, the federal government was
never again a serious contender for controlling rights to these media
(although on one occasion it obtained and relinquished control of
radio). This was certainly not the case in other countries.

After conquering tremendous financial and technical problems,
cables were laid across the Atlantic Ocean itself by Cyrus W. Field
and on July 27, 1866, a message crossed the great sea with incredible
speed. Within a very short time, networks of cables were laid under
the oceans to the principal population areas of the world. By 1876,
Alexander Bell and his brilliant assistant had succeeded in transmitting
the human voice over electrical wires, and the pace of cultural ac-
cumulation in the area of communication technology was increasing
swiftly. Soon the huge cultural lag between communication technology
and complexity of social organization would begin to close. From the
telegraph and the telephone it was only a short and very natural step
to elimination of the wires to achieve a wireless telegraph and even-
tually a wireless telphone.

ELECTROMAGNETIC RADIATION
AND THE WIRELESS TELEGRAPH

While the development of the telegraph had been occurring, scien-
tists like Volta, Ampére, Henry, Faraday, Maxwell, and Hertz were
continuously working to understand the basic nature of electricity.
The growth of increasingly sophisticated theory permitted an ever more
elaborate technology for generating, storing, measuring, transmitting,
modifying, and variously harnessing electrical power. Along about the
time of the American Civil War, James Maxwell in Scotland had
worked out a mathematical theory of mysterious electromagnetic waves
which were supposed to travel at the speed of light. By 1888, a young
German, Heinrich Hertz, had demonstrated the actual existence of these
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waves and built a laboratory apparatus for generating them and de-
tecting them. The scientific world became intensely interested in this
phenomenon, and experiments with the Hertzian waves were being
carried on in laboratories in many countries.

In the early 1890’s, Guglielmo Marconi, who was than only twenty
years old, became acquainted with these experimental studies of Hertz-
ian waves and the apparatus used to generate and detect them. He rea-
soned logically that if their distance could be extended beyond the few
hundred feet of the laboratory devices, signals in code might be trans-
mitted with them in a kind of telegraph without wires. He promptly
purchased an apparatus and began experimenting with it, sending its
signals across the garden on his father’s estate. Although not a scien-
tist, he was an imaginative tinkerer, and he succeeded in modifying
the laboratory device and strengthening it to a point where he could
send dot-and-dash messages up to about a mile. His apparatus had
become the first wireless telegraph.

Marconi’s work was never intended to advance basic science. His
experiments had immediate practical and commercial goals rather than
theoretical or scientific ones. He hurried to England in 1897 to patent
his wireless telegraph. It was essentially a system of fairly common
laboratory devices built on a very large scale for sending and receiving
the Hertzian waves in the dots and dashes of Morse’s telegraph code.

There was a well defined raising of eyebrows among the scientists
when they learned that their laboratory gear had found its way into
the patent office. Only a few, notably Crookes, Sir Oliver Lodge, and
Ernest Rutherford, had given any thought at all to its practical use.?

Marconi soon built larger and larger devices that reached out over
longer distances. Eventually even the Atlantic was spanned. Although
Marconi’s work may not have advanced basic science noticeably, it did
represent a most significant step in the development of radio as an
instantaneous medium of long-range communication. It brought the
end product of more than a century of scientific research out of the
laboratory and into the hands of groups who desperately needed a
device with which to communicate rapidly over long distances.

“Marconi had come to England from Italy because he believed that
England with her large mercantile marine, would prove the more profit-
able market for the discoveries he had made.” ¢ The wireless was by
no means a mass medium at this time. By the end of the first decade
of the new century, it was in the hands of commercial, military, and
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governmental groups for the transmission of confidential information.
It was especially suitable for use on ships, which could carry its heavy
and bulky apparatus. The general public knew of the wireless tele-
graph only through what they occasionally read in the newspaper.
The thought that they would ever have one in their homes and that it
would begin to alter their family’s daily routines surely never entered
their heads.

FroM WIRELESS TELEGRAPH
TO RADIO TELEPHONE

When radio had proved itself capable of performing the task Mar-
coni and others had envisioned, powerful economic resources were
brought to bear upon its development. The British and American Mar-
coni companies soon had strong rivals. The naval establishments of
powerful countries lost little time in adopting the wireless. Shipping
firms found at last a practical means of keeping in contact with ves-
sels at sea. Inevitably, ships with wireless apparatus found themselves
colliding with icebergs or otherwise in difficulties. Dramatic messages
of distress brought other ships similarly equipped to the rescue. These
events attracted great popular attention. Meanwhile, radio technology
continued to develop. Involved legal battles were fought over inven-
tion after invention during the time that radio’s pioneers were improv-
ing the reliability, power, distance, and clarity of wireless messages.
International conferences attempted to work out rules governing the
transmission and receiving of messages. Hundreds of shore stations
were built along coastlines by commercial, marine, and official naval
interests. In the years just before World War I, wireless telegraphy
was a widely used, commercially sound technique that had substan-
tially begun to close the great cultural lag between communication
technology and the development of complex and far-flung social organ-
ization. But no one had yet thought of the device as a medium of
communication for the ordinary member of society.

The transmission of the human voice by wireless was the next step,
and a number of inventors and scientists were working on the idea.
It was not really such a tremendously difficult problem. The existing
dot-and-dash wireless system had been developed in such a way that
it was technically capable of receiving such broadcasts if they could
be properly incorporated into the radiated signal. It was on Christmas
Eve of 1906 that wireless operators on ships up and down the Atlantic
sea lanes off the coast of the United States first heard a human being
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speak to them through their earphones. They could scarcely believe
their ears!

Reginald A. Fessenden had prepared an apparatus that permitted
the broadcasting of infinitely more complex signals than those of the
simple tone of the dot and dash. He had also constructed a very pow-
erful transmitter to use in his experiments. Several persons spoke over
the wireless on that eventful evening; one made a speech, one read
a poem, and one even played the violin. The radio telephone had be-
come a reality.

In spite of Fessenden’s early success with radio telephony, it was
to be many years before Americans had regularly scheduled radio pro-
grams to listen to in their own homes. Yet, there was a growing pop-
ular interest in radio. In that same year, 1906, it was discovered that
several mineral substances were capable of detecting radio transmis-
sions when used in an extremely simple circuit. A very inexpensive
“crystal set” radio receiver could be built by almost anyone with
elementary mechanical skills. The cost of the parts was insignificant.
This meant that people all over the country, even youngsters, could
listen in on the code signals in the air. Once the code was learned,
the sport had great appeal, and one never knew when he might eaves-
drop upon an agonized signal of distress from some vessel sinking in
mid-ocean.

Thus at the very period when it was important that the general public
be educated to the possibilities of radio the efficient crystal detector
came along to boost the industry. The Morse code had great appeal
to boys and young men, but when music and spoken words might
occasionally be picked up out of the ether there arose a veritable army
of enthusiasts for the new science. Boys love to tinker, to experiment
with chemistry or mechanics, and here was the opportunity of the ages.%

The first decade of the new century brought many refinements, im-
provements, and significant new ideas. One of these was to revolu-
tionize radio broadcasting and was even to provide the basis of an
entire electronics industry that would follow. Its inventor, Lee De
Forest, called it an audion; in the technical jargon of early radio it
was called a valve; today we would call it a vacuum tube. Only recently
has it been displaced by the transistor, a device which performs ap-
proximately the same task. De Forest’s audion was the key element
in electronic amplifiers that could enlarge both broadcast and received
radio signals. After refinement, it permitted the human voice to be
transmitted to all parts of the globe. Radio receivers became far more
reliable and the clarity of reception improved. Refinement followed
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refinement. The heterodyne circuit and superheterodyne circuit sig-
nificantly improved reception. Radio equipment, which was once so
huge and heavy that only ships could easily transport it, now became
increasingly light and portable. In fact during World War I, radio
telephones were successfully mounted in airplanes for the purpose of
informing gun batteries on the ground of the accuracy of their fire.

In some ways, one of the most crippling of the social conditions
surrounding the early development of radio was the concept of private
ownership and the profit motive. Every minor and major invention was
immediately patented in the United States, in Britain, and in other
countries as well. It became nearly impossible to make needed im-
provements in radio components or to market equipment thus improved
without falling into bitter court entanglements over patent claims. In
fact, all of the major pioneers in radio, from Marconi on, frequently
found themselves battling each other in court. Lee De Forest, one of
the principal inventors of major radio components, was actually ar-
rested and charged with fraud. The problem was, of course, that there
were fortunes to be made in wireless, and the competition to tie up
important inventions for exploitation was intense.

At the same time, it is also true that millions of dollars were ex-
pended by private individuals and syndicates to aid inventors in im-
proving their ideas to the point where they could be turned into
marketable devices. In the final analysis, this financial support for re-
search may have compensated for the many problems that the concepts
of private ownership, corporate profit, and commercial exploitation
brought to radio.

World War I brought urgent military needs for the improvement of
radio systems. It brought not only new organization, manpower, and
funds to bear upon unsolved technical problems, but it had another
important effect. All patent litigation and restrictions were temporarily
suspended for the duration of the war. The federal government was in
complete control of the infant industry, and this brought new coopera-
tive efforts to the task of technical advancement which would have
taken much longer in peacetime.

THE Rapio Music Box

A young radio engineer by the name of David Sarnoff had been
rapidly advanced in the ranks of the American Marconi Company.
He had achieved considerable public attention during the sinking of
the ill-famed Titanic when she was ripped by an iceberg in mid-
Atlantic. David Sarnoff remained at his telegraph key in a radio sta-
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tion in New York City decoding messages from the disaster scene. For
three days and three nights he kept a horrified public apace of devel-
opments concerning the tragic incident. He was later moved up from
this post to more important positions in the company. In 1916, Mr.
Sarnoff sent a memorandum to his superiors. This now-famous mem-
orandum in a sense did for radio what Benjamin Day did for the press
almost a century earlier. It showed an economically profitable way
by which radio could be used as a medium of mass communication
for ordinary families. While the company did not immediately follow
Mr. Sarnoff’s advice, he successfully predicted the major outlines of
radio as a mass medium (he wrote):

I have in mind a plan of development which would make radio a
“household utility” in the same sense as the piano or phonograph.
The idea is to bring music into the house by wireless.

While this has been tried in the past by wires, it has been a failure
because wires do not lend themselves to this scheme. With radio, how-
ever, it would be entirely feasible. For example—a radio telephone
transmitter having a range of say 25 to 50 miles can be installed at a
fixed point where instrumental or vocal music or both are produced.
... The receiver can be designed in the form of a simple “Radio
Music Box” and arranged for several different wave lengths, which
should be changeable with the throwing of a single switch or pressing
of a single button.

The “Radio Music Box” can be supplied with amplifying tubes and
a loudspeaking telephone, all of which can be neatly mounted in one
box. The box can be placed on a table in the parlor or living room,
the switch set accordingly and the transmitted music received. . ..

The same principle can be extended to numerous other fields as,
for example, receiving lectures at home which can be made perfectly
audible; also events of national importance can be simultaneously an-
nounced and received. Baseball scores can be transmitted in the air
by the use of one set installed at the Polo Grounds. The same would
be true of other cities. This proposition would be especially interesting
to farmers and others living in outlying districts removed from the
cities. By the purchase of a “Radio Music Box” they could enjoy con-
certs, lectures, music, recitals, etc. While I have indicated a few of the
most probable fields of usefulness for such a device yet there are
numerous other fields to which the principle can be extended.®

If Mr. Sarnoff had added the singing commercial and the soap opera,
his description of radio as it would develop into a system of mass com-
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munication would have been almost perfect. Within ten years he was
to see radio grow into a medium for household use, following almost
to the letter the outline that he had dictated. David Sarnoff’s suggested
application of existing radio technology to this imaginative, new, and
practical usage ranks as an insight with that of Marconi’s idea of
taking existing laboratory devices and using them as a wireless tele-
graph. Sarnoff himself played a major role in bringing about this trans-
formation; he became in a short time the manager of a new corpora-
tion in the radio field and was able to help make his dream become
a reality.

Feeble attempts to perpetuate governmental control over radio at
the close of the Great War were crushed by outcries by private inter-
ests. Just as the federal government had allowed control of the tele-
graph to fall into the hands of private persons, it similarly handed over
this important new medium of public communication to commercial
interests. Radio was defined by this act as an arena of business com-
petition as opposed to a public medium of communication to be
operated by organizations of government. This decision was to have
far-reaching effects and ramifications with which we live today. Other
societies formulated different definitions concerning the control of
broadcasting, and the systems of broadcasting that have developed in
such countries as Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and others offer
interesting contrasts with our own. That is not to say that they are
better, only that they are very different due largely to historical reasons.

Once direct governmental control was eliminated, British and Amer-
ican commercial interests, which had prospered during the war, fought
each other to gain control. The General Electric Company finally
bought up the British shares of American Marconi and formed a new
corporation with a patriotic name (apparently designed to dispel fears
of foreign control). The new Radio Corporation of America (RCA)
was able to consolidate a number of conflicting patent interests, and
it gave control over wireless telegraphy and radio broadcasting in the
United States to American stockholders. In 1919, David Sarnoff, who
had forecast the “Radio Music Box,” was appointed its first commercial
manager.

COMMERCIAL BROADCASTING BEGINS

Shortly after World War I, the Westinghouse Company, a major
American manufacturer of electrical equipment, attempted to move
into the international wireless telegraph field. It was not particularly
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successful. This was due largely to the fact that its rival RCA owned
most of the important patents. However, some of its directors were
interested in the newer field of wireless telephony, and the company
had done considerable research in this area. Dr. Frank Conrad was
in charge of experiments with new and powerful transmitters of this
type. In connection with this work, he not only built such a transmitter
for experiments at the Westinghouse laboratory, but he constructed
one at home over his garage so that he could continue his work in the
evening. He licensed his home transmitter nearly a year later as station
8XK in April, 1920. He started to broadcast signals during the eve-
ning hours as he worked with his apparatus in attempts to improve
its design. He soon found that people in the area were listening in on
their amateur receiving sets. This proved to be a boon at first, because
their letters, cards, and phone calls gave him some indication of the
range and clarity of his transmitter. Before long, however, his circle
of amateur radio listeners began to become a problem. To create a
continuous sound, he had started to play the victrola over the air. His
listeners began to demand particular songs and would even call him
at odd hours to ask him to play a favorite record. Dr. Conrad solved
the problem by regularizing his broadcasts, and with the cooperation
of a local phonograph dealer, he was able to present continuous music
for a two-hour period two evenings a week. The number of listeners
grew rapidly, and his family enthusiastically joined in the fun to be-
come the first “disc jockies.”

All of this activity increased the demand for receiving sets in the
area, and it became increasingly clear that there might be money to
be made in the manufacture of such sets for home use. The commercial
possibilities of this did not escape the attention of officials of the
Westinghouse Company. They decided to build a larger transmitter
in East Pittsburgh for the purpose of stimulating the sale of home
receivers of their own make and the sale of the components from which
amateurs built such sets. It was in this way that Station KDKA, Pitts-
burgh, came into existence in the year 1920.

Although David Sarnoff had forecast the radio music box several
years earlier, it was the decision of Harry P. Davis, vice-president of
the Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing Company, which con-
cretely gave birth to commercial household radio. He decided that a
regular transmitting station, operated by the manufacturer of receivers,
would create enough interest in the sale of sets to justify the expense
of operating the station. Although this financial basis for broadcasting
has long since been replaced by the sale of air time for advertising,
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it was sufficiently practical at the time to get radio started as a mass
medium.

To stimulate interest in the new station and, of course, to promote
the sale of receiving sets, it was announced that the transmitter would
broadcast the results of the 1920 Presidential election over the air.
Bulletins were phoned to the station from a nearby newspaper, and the
returns were broadcast during the evening of November 11 as they
came in. An audience of between five hundred and a thousand people
heard the word through the air that Warren G. Harding had been
elected President of the United States. The event was a sensation; the
dream of David Sarnoff had become a reality.

The Pittsburgh experiment was so successful that other stations
were quickly launched. Transmitters began regular broadcasts in New
York in 1921, followed by stations in Newark and other cities. West-
inghouse soon had several competitors. The public’s interest in radio
had been growing. Its appetites for the new signals in the air had been
whetted by the glamor and excitement of radio’s brief history. The
dramatic stories of rescues at sea, of daring flights over no-man’s-land
with radio telephones, and the struggles of giant corporations to gain
control over wireless telegraphy had all contributed to this surging
interest. When radio stations actually began to broadcast during regular
periods with music and voices they could receive at home in their own
cities, this latent interest suddenly burst into a full blown craze. The
public begin to clamor for radio. By 1922, the manufacture of home
receivers was lagging hopelessly behind the receipt of orders. New
stations were being built at a staggering pace. In the last half of 1921
licenses were issued for thirty-two new stations, but in the first half
of 1922, this number had risen to 254! Although there were still many
problems to work out concerning its financial base, its content, and
its technical functioning, radio as a mass medium was off to a flying
start.

THE EARLY DAYS oF RaADpIO AS A MAss MEDIUM;
THE PROBLEMS OF INTERFERENCE AND FINANCE

One of the earliest problems which household radio encountered
was brought on because of its own popularity. There is a limited
spectrum of frequencies available that are suitable for broadcasting.
In the beginning, no attempts were made by either government or
private groups to regulate the frequencies transmitters in a given area
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would use. The Radio Act of 1912 did not specify frequencies for
privately operated broadcast stations. The Secretary of Commerce,
who licensed all new transmitters, had selected two frequencies, 750
kilocycles and 833 kilocycles. All stations were assigned one or the
other. As the number of transmitters operating grew quickly, there
developed an annoying number of instances where two stations were
operating near enough to each other so that the program of one would
be imposed upon the sound of the other. This type of interference
could not easily be controlled. Many stations worked out gentlemen’s
agreements to divide up available time. There was no legal authority
that could assign different positions on the radio band for every sta-
tion to use and could rigorously enforce such regulations. Obviously,
such a problem could be handled only by some form of governmental
agency, but there was no adequate provision by Congress or by the
states for such a controlling body. The Department of Commerce is-
sued licenses to operate transmitters, but did little else. Because of
the lack of control over this technical problem, confusion began to
mount.

In the meantime, radio was advancing at a tremendous pace. In
1922, station WIZ in Newark successfully broadcast the World Series.
Stations began to broadcast opera, concerts, news, dance music, lec-
tures, church services, and a great variety of events. Voluntary experi-
ments were tried by having nearby stations broadcast on wave lengths
at least twenty meters different from each other as a means of avoid-
ing overlap. In spite of efforts to combat interference, the problem
continued to grow.

Successful experimentation with networks was tried, and it was
found that several stations linked by wires could simultaneously broad-
cast the same program. The rush to build new transmitters continued,
and by 1923 stations were to be found in most major cities across the
nation.

But two major problems continued to plague the medium. The
technical problem of interference was already badly out of hand, but
there was also the problem of paying for the broadcasts. While the
larger electrical manufacturers could afford to finance their stations
out of their profits on the sale of sets, this was a limited expedient
at best, and it was no help at all to the owners of stations who were
not electrical manufacturers.

By the end of 1923, some of the initial enthusiasm for constructing
radio transmitters began to sag as the hard financial facts had to be
faced. There was simply no profit in broadcasting as such, and only
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those with other financial resources were in positions to continue in
operation.

Now that a full year of nation-wide radio broadcasting had been
completed the summer of 1923 afforded an opportunity to cast up the
accounts, so to speak. This was indeed a disturbing experience, since
the studio ledgers of every station disclosed entries almost entirely in
the red ink. Fortunes had been squandered in the mad rush. . .. As early
as December, 1922, the Department of Commerce reported the sus-
pension of twenty stations for that month alone. With every succeed-
ing month the casualty list had grown more appalling. Between March
19 and April 30, 1923, forty-two stations gave up their franchises. In
the month of May there were 26 failures. June, 1923, saw fifty radio
stations become silent. In July twenty-five franchises were surrendered.
Thus in the period from March 19th to July 31st of this fateful year
143 radio stations went out of business.”

Unless some viable financial basis could be found, radio as a medium
of communication to the American home was doomed.

But the public was not to be denied radio. The mid-1920’s were
years of prosperity for most Americans. The grim remembrances of
the Great War were fading, and the nation was entering a period of
industrial and financial growth. The new practice of installment buy-
ing was part of a great expansion of credit which was taking place in
the entire economic structure. No one had any inkling of the eventual
collapse that would begin in October of 1929. Installment buying made
it easier for families of modest means to purchase consumer goods
such as radio receivers. Radio listening was becoming increasingly
popular, and pressure was being exerted on the Secretary of Com-
merce, Herbert Hoover, to do something about the interference prob-
lem. He did work out a system for assigning different wave lengths to
various broadcasting stations, but the attempt to implement it was
not completely successful. People who owned sets capable of picking
up only one major frequency did not like the idea. Also, there was no
actual way of enforcing the assignments, and some transmitters simply
ignored the plan. On the other hand, many of the major stations, which
were engaged in regular broadcasting, tried to follow the Secretary’s
assignments and did so with success.

The industry itself was exerting great pressure upon the Department
of Commerce not only to regulate frequencies, but to limit the number
of stations that could be licensed in a given area. The public, too, was
becoming disenchanted with the cacophony that came out of their
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sets night after night. The problem of interference was getting un-
bearable. Ancient spark transmitters used for marine broadcasts, Morse
code amateurs, powerful stations which broadcast regularly, and local
fly-by-night operators were all blasting each other over the air waves.

Four major conferences were held yearly (1922~1925) in Washington,
D.C. to discuss the problems of broadcasting. The position of govern-
ment was that it was up to the industry itself to clean up its own
house. The newspapers had gotten along without government control.
In fact they had fought it bitterly. The film industry was cleaning up
its products. In a political system which stressed private initiative,
it was felt by many government officials that federal control over broad-
casting would be a dangerous precedent. In fact, Congress had repeat-
edly refused to consider bills on the subject. The only legislation in
existence on radio was the old Radio Act of 1912, which was hope-
lessly out of date.

The problem was not an easy one to solve, even by government
control. Since wireless telegraphy would also need regulation, the
matter had international complications. In addition, there were the
thousands of amateurs whose rights had to be protected. Not only
were there more than 500 major stations operating on a regular basis,
but there were approximately 1,400 small stations of very low wattage
that operated when their owners had the urge. Yet, to pick up this
jumble of signals, Americans spent 136 million dollars for receiving sets
in 1923 alone.®

The Secretary of Commerce struggled valiantly to find a solution.
He tried limiting the power and hours of operation of some stations
so that they could share a given frequency. By 1925, every spot on the
frequency band was occupied, some by several stations. The broadcast
band could not conveniently be extended without severely infringing
upon other important kinds of radio and wireless operations. There
were 175 additional stations clamoring for licenses that could not
be accommodated.

In 1926, this arbitrary control system collapsed. A federal court
decided that the Secretary of Commerce had no legal basis to impose
any restrictions on a station’s power, hours of operation, or trans-
mitting frequency. In that same year also, the Attorney General issued
the opinion that the only existing legislation, the Radio Act of 1912,
really did not provide a legal basis for any of the regulations he had
been using. Mr. Hoover simply had to abandon the entire attempt in
disgust, and he issued a public statement that urged radio stations to
regulate themselves. They were unable to do so.



SOCIAL CONTEXT OF THE BROADCAST MEDIA 63

In the face of the utter chaos that followed, President Coolidge
asked Congress to enact appropriate legislation to regulate broadcasting,
including provisions for adequate enforcement. They did so in 1927.
They first enunciated the important principle that the air waves belong
to the people, and that they can be used by private individuals only
with the formal permission of government on a short-term license basis.
Licenses were to be granted or revoked when it was in the public
interest, convenience, or necessity to do so. All licenses of existing
stations were automatically revoked; and the industry had to start all
over by applying formally for a franchise to operate and by providing
adequate statements and explanations as to why it would be in the
public interest for them to do so.

The Radio Act of 1927 was to be a temporary solution. After a
seven-year period of observation, trial, and some readjustments, a new
and more permanent set of statutes was written and a Federal Com-
munciations Commission (FCC) was established to enforce the provi-
sions. The Federal Communications Act of 1934 has since become,
with appropriate amendment from time to time, the principal regulat-
ing instrument for the broadcasting industry in the United States.

Meanwhile, the boisterous new industry continued to seek an ade-
quate means of financial support. By the mid-1920’s, broadcasters were
still grappling with this problem. A committee of New York business
men tried the experiment of soliciting funds directly from the listen-
ing audience for the purpose of hiring high quality talent to perform
over one of the larger stations in the area. While a trickle of funds
came in, most listeners decided they would rather listen free to what-
ever happened to come their way than pay directly out of pocket to
be assured of higher quality programs. This response typifies the feel-
ings of the majority even today. It also explains in part why the public
eventually accepted advertising messages as a means of financing
broadcasting. They would rather put up with somewhat objectionable
commercials than pay directly for their entertainment.

Other schemes were proposed. David Sarnoff felt that wealthy
philanthropists should endow radio stations just as they did universities,
hospitals, or libraries. Others suggested charging a license fee for op-
erating a home receiver, the proceeds of which were to be divided
among broadcasters. Many felt that the industry itself would solve the
problem. The larger manufacturers of receiving sets were said to have
an obligation to provide something to hear on their products. It was
thought that this would eventually result in a small number of net-
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works, each operated by a different manufacturer or group of manu-
facturers and that there would be few if any independent stations.

But while these debates were being carried on, advertising was
quietly creeping in as a dependable source of revenue for radio broad-
casts. In fact, as early as 1922, station WEAF had sold radio time
for ten minute talks on behalf of a Long Island real estate company
which was selling lots. Then major companies began to sponsor pro-
grams. A department store paid for an hour-long musical program.
A tobacco company sponsored a radio variety show. A candy com-
pany presented two comedians. The public was much drawn to these,
and audiences wanted more. At first, these sponsors made no direct
advertising appeal for their products. They simply mentioned their
name as sponsor or titled the program after the name of their prod-
uct. This form of subtle advertising found little criticism. The general
goal of sponsoring such a program was to create good will among
the audience.

The Secretary of Commerce was dead set against open huckstering
on radio. He said, “it is inconceivable that we should allow so great
a possibility for service, for news, for entertainment, and for vital
commercial purposes to be drowned in advertising chatter.” ® Many
other voices were added to this view. Responsible officials in govern-
ment, leaders of the industry, and many groups of listeners concurred.

But in our society, such an idealistic position was doomed from the
outset. With listeners more interested in “free” entertainment than
quality programming; with government playing only a technical role,
primarily to keep frequencies unscrambled; with ownership of the
media in the hands of profit-seeking companies and corporations, the
noble views of the Secretary of Commerce and his supporters were
not consistent with the value system, the political structure, and the
economic institution of the society within which the new medium was
developing. The same socioeconomic forces that led newspapers to
turn to selling space to advertisers so they could sell their products to
a mass audience were to result in a parallel pattern for radio. The
surrender to advertising was strongly resisted for some time, but in-
evitably it came. It was somewhat artificially held back briefly by the
policies of the American Telephone and Telegraph Company, which
controlled many patents, transmission lines, and radio equipment used
by broadcasters. But even this opposition was relaxed, and the way
was opened for the flood of commercial messages that are now so
much a part of broadcasting in the United States.
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At first, advertising was restrained and dignified. But soon it became
increasingly direct and to the point. It would be incorrect to say the
public welcomed advertising, but it is certainly true it welcomed what
advertising revenues made possible. The public was willing to hear the
sponsor’s pitch in order to be able to listen to his program. One reason
for this was that programs were quickly designed to have great popular
appeal. Money from advertising made it possible to hire effective talent.
Individual comedians, singers, and bands soon developed large and
enthusiastic followings. Weekly drama programs became popular. Pro-
grams for children were developed; sports broadcasts drew large audi-
ences. A great variety of content was designed to capture the interest
of different large components of the population.

By the end of the decade, the major problems of radio as a mass
medium of communication were solved. The homeowner could buy a
reasonably priced and reliable receiving set on time payments. The
broadcaster received generous profits from selling his time to adver-
tisers; sponsors sold products effectively over the air to a mass market;
and talent with great popular appeal captured the nightly attention of
the public. In the background, the new federal legislation had brought
order out of chaos with respect to the interference problem. Only the
ominous event of the crash of 1929 threatened to muddy the picture.
But as it turned out, this was to have little negative impact upon the
growth of radio.

THE GOLDEN AGE OF RADIO

Radio flowered during the 1930’s and the 1940’s. These were very
trying decades for the American society. The great depression and
World War II were events that affected the destinies of every citizen,
but they had little inhibiting effect on radio.

An overview of radio’s growth in the American society can be
obtained from Table 4, which shows the number of receiving sets in
operation for selected years. By the end of the 1930’s there was slightly
more than one set per household in the United States. This remark-
able growth in the use of radio receivers had occurred in spite of
ten years of economic depression following the stock market collapse
of ’29. It should be emphasized for those who did not experience those
tragic days that this was a period of great distress for American fam-
ilies. The pathos of an era when heads of families were unable to find
employment and when there were few public agencies to turn to for



TABLE 4

THE GROWTH OF RADIO SET OWNERSHIP IN THE UNITED STATES
(1922-1967)

Total Number Total Number Sets Per
Year of Sets of Households Housenold
1922 400,000 25,687,000 .016
1925 4,000,000 27,540,000 .145
1930 13,000,000 29,997,000 433
1935 30,500,000 31,892,000 956
1940 51,000,000 35,153,000 1.451
1945 56,000,000 37,503,000 1.493
1950 98,000,000 43,554,000 2.250
1955 135,000,000 47,788,000 2.825
1960 156,000,000 52,799,000 2.955
1965 227,000,000 57,251,000 3.965
1967 268,000,000 58,845,000 4.554

SOURCES: New York World Telegram Corporation, The World Almanac,
1969 (New York, 1969), p. 62.

U.S. Bureau of Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial
Times to 1957 (Washington, D.C., 1960), Series A 242-244, p. 15.

U.S. Bureau of Census, Current Population Reports: Population Char-
acteristics, Series P 20, No. 106 (January 9, 1961), p. 11; No. 119 (Sep-
tember 19, 1962), p. 4; No. 166 (August 4, 1967), p. 4.

NOTE: Figures after 1960 include Alaska and Hawaii. Figures for 1960 have
been revised from the first edition because of revisions in source materials.

relief cannot be adequately appreciated without having been person-
ally involved. It was a time when the people of the United States were
gravely depressed in spirit as well as in an economic sense.

But in spite of the hardships of the times, radio seemed to thrive on
the depression! Advertising revenues, instead of drying up, grew at
an ever increasing pace. The number of radio sets owned by Amer-
icans about doubled every five years. Families who had reached the
limit of their financial resources would scrape together enough money
to have their radio receiver repaired if it broke down. They might
have to let the furniture go back to the finance company or to stall
the landlord for the rent, but they hung grimly on to their radio sets.

Radio fit the needs of millions of hard-pressed people during that
trying time. It had music to restore their sagging spirits, funny men to
cheer them up, and dramatic news to divert their attention from their
personal problems. Amateur nights, evening dramas, soap operas,
Western adventures, and variety shows were all followed avidly by
loyal listeners night after night. On a summer night a person could
walk down a street on the evening that a particularly popular come-
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FIGURE 3. The Cumulative Diffusion Curve for Radio; Ownership of
Receiving Sets Per Household in the United States (1922-1965)

dian was on the air and hear the program uninterrupted through the
open windows of every house he passed.

By the time the depression eased and the war was about to begin,
radio was reaching every ear. In mid-1940, there were nearly one and
a half sets per household in the United States. Radio had also become
increasingly sophisticated in every sense. It was technically excellent.
It was possible for direct broadcasts to be picked up and relayed to
listeners in their homes from almost any point on the globe. News
broadcasting had become a sophisticated art, and outstanding jour-
nalists had established themselves within this new medium. The press
and radio had learned to live with each other after prolonged feuding,
and radio had full access to the world’s wire services.

During World War 11, the radio industry made all of its resources
available to the federal government. War information messages, domes-
tic propaganda, the selling of war bonds, campaigns to reduce the
civilian usage of important materials, and many other vital services
were performed. It should be noted that the manufacture of home
receiving sets was completely curtailed during the war years. Figure 3,
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the cumulative diffusion curve for radio sets, shows that from 1940
to 1945 no new sets were acquired by American households. Special
attention should be called, however, to the sharp rise in sales during
the following five-year period, when the cumulative diffusion curve
recovered from the retardation of the war years and resumed its regular
pattern of growth.

Of greater sociological significance are the postwar years when radio
was faced with vigorous competition from television. If radio had re-
tained its original format and content, it would have remained a direct
competitor of the newer medium, which was apparently capable of
gratifying the relevant needs of the mass audience in a more effective
manner. At first, radio attempted to do this with the somewhat opti-
mistic argument that over the years people had built up a deep loyalty
to radio, which had served them so well, and they could not easily
be lured away to a flashy new thing like television. The public turned
out to be completely fickle, however, and as soon as families could
afford television, they gleefully abandoned radio in favor of the tube.
To put it in sociological terms, radio had been satisfying certain needs
within the American society as a social system. However, when a more
effective functional alternative became widely available, the earlier
medium began to show signs of obsolescence.

Faced with the prospect of oblivion, radio was forced to find audi-
ence needs to satisfy that were not being effectively served by television.
It successfully found such needs, and radio remodeled itself along new
lines. During the 30’, 40’s, and even the early 50’s, radio had suc-
cessfully captured the attentions of the American family during the
major evening hours, and they turned to their radio to listen to the
country’s most popular entertainers. As television grew, it took over
these entertainers along with the family’s evening time. Radio was
displaced from the living room and had to be content with the bed-
room, the kitchen, the automobile, and the beach. Transistor technology,
which opened up a huge market for miniature sets, helped keep radio
from the type of postwar decline that occurred with motion picture
theaters as a result of television (Figure 2).

At present, radio seems to have found a workable formula. It caters
to its audience during times when television is inappropriate. People
listen when they wake up in the morning, while they are working,
driving, playing, etc. But when evening comes and they settle down
in their living rooms, the radio dial is turned off and the television
set is warmed up. Radio remains as one of the most massive of our
mass media in terms of the ownership of sets. Table 4 shows that
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Americans now own more than four sets per household. Figure 3
suggests that the curve of diffusion for radio has not yet begun to
level off; it has by no means reached its peak. The trend toward min-
iaturization will probably continue and set ownership will soar even
higher. Needless to say, the impressive number of sets owned by
American families does not imply that they spend a corresponding
amount of time in radio listening.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF TELEVISION

The newest of the broadcast media inherited many of the traditions
of radio. Several factors worked together to make its technological
development and its diffusion through the American society a much
more rapid and less chaotic process than was the case with its parent
medium. The technology of television was really quite sophisticated
before mass manufactured sets were placed on the market for the
public. There was no period comparable to the “crystal set” era in
any widespread sense. The new medium did not have to work out a
structure of control with the government. The FCC and its supporting
legislation were simply taken over from radio. The financial basis of
television was clear from the start. The public was completely accus-
tomed to “commercials,” and television promised to be even more
effective as a vehicle for the sales pitch. No great problem was foreseen
in attracting advertising money. There was no period of feuding with
newspaper and wire service interests. These arrangements were simply
extended from established radio interests. The network idea was al-
ready popular from the older medium. An adequate coaxial cable tech-
nology was available and only the physical facilities needed to be
constructed. The public was already completely familiar with the mov-
ing picture, and its transmission through broadcasting was not difficult
for them to accept. For this reason, little public resistance to adoption
of the new device was anticipated.

Actually, the television set quickly became a status symbol. In its
early period of diffusion, families who could ill afford a set would
sometimes scrimp on necessities to be able to buy one. The “easy pay-
ment plan,” by now a deeply established American folkway, was
widely used by families of modest means to acquire their sets. The
urge to be identified as a set owner in the initial period of diffusion
was so strong that in some cases families are said to have purchased
and installed television antennae conspicuously on top of their dwell-
ings long before they actually had sets to hook on. Stories of this
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type were widely circulated during the late 1940’s. The definition of
the television set as a luxury and as a status symbol led to occasional
public outrage when it was discovered that people on public welfare
or other forms of relief owned sets. Apparently the experiences of the
depression years when radio sets were regarded as extremely comfort-
ing to people in trying economic circumstances had been forgotten.

Actually, television might have been a household medium even
earlier had it not been for World War II. The electronic technology
of television was worked out during the 1920’s and the 30’s. By 1939,
television broadcasts were being made in the United States. The World’s
Fair of that year featured demonstrations of this latest marvel of sci-
ence, and President Roosevelt gave an address over the new com-
munication medium. This particular broadcast was viewed by only
a handful, because commercial manufacturers had not yet begun to
mass-produce sets. In 1941, on the eve of World War II, the FCC
approved home television, and the communication industry began to
work out elaborate plans for its development. By this time there were
nearly 5,000 television sets (mostly in the New York area) in private
hands, and several small stations were broadcasting regularly for two
or three hours a day.

World War II interrupted any further development for the dura-
tion. In some ways this block to development may have accounted
for the very rapid growth of television when the country returned to
a peace-time economy. Electronics manufacturing techniques that
aided in overcoming problems of television receiver production were
developed during the war. Furthermore, the war completely ended
the depression of the prewar period. In fact, with minor fluctuations
the country entered a period of continuous economic growth, which
has been almost uninterrupted for more than two decades. The pur-
chasing power of the average family rose to a point where television
ownership was within the means of almost everyone.

THE FREEZE

With the bitter lessons of the interference chaos in the early days
of radio before them, the government took a much more active role
in controlling the broadcasting frequencies of television. By 1948 there
were about seventy stations in operation and several million sets in use.
Applications for new permits began to come in rapidly. Since tele-
vision has only thirteen VHF channels for the whole nation, a rigorous
means of control was needed to avoid interference. Fortunately, the
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television signal does not follow the curvature of the earth as does¢
a radio signal. This meant that two stations broadcasting on the same
channel would not interfere with each other if there were sufficient
distance between them. A master plan for the whole United States had
to be worked out so television channels could be fairly allocated. There
was also the need to study competing color systems to see what prob-
lems lay there. In addition, there were a substantial number of UHF
channels on the spectrum, and these had to be allocated among com-
peting interests,. With these and other technical problems in mind,
the FCC stopped granting new permits for television stations in 1948.
Those stations in operation were permitted to continue, but time was
needed to work out a master plan in detail so that as many problems
as possible would be avoided when television reached its maturity.
Actually, the stations already in operation (about seventy) were located
in urban centers and were concentrated in the more eastern, and there-
fore more populated, sections of the country. Thus, the sale of sets
could continue, even though no new stations were being built. In spite
of this “freeze,” which continued until 1952, the sale of sets rose
steadily. Table 5 shows that the number of sets owned in the United
States was only two for every hundred households in 1948, but in
1951, before the freeze was lifted, this had increased to about thirty-
five per hundred. When the freeze was discontinued, a large number
of applications for stations were received, and areas of the United
States that had been without a television signal began to find television
stations in their midst. These factors stimulated the sale of sets, and
Figure 4 shows that the period 1952 to 1954 was one of very rapid
diffusion. By the mid-1960’s television had virtually reached satura-
tion in the American society. There are still pockets where television
has not penetrated, both in terms of the social structure and with
respect to geographical location. Among extremely low income areas
of the Appalachians, for example, television ownership is the excep-
tion rather than the rule. This is due in some part to the difficulties
of capturing the signal in a mountainous area, but it is also due to
simple lack of money. A recent study of relief recipients among former
coal miners in eastern Kentucky showed the median annual income
of such families is approximately 700 dollars.1? These depressed groups
have counterparts in urban areas and in many other rural regions of
the country. Such families have very limited contact with the mass
culture of the television complex. In another study of rural farm fami-
lies in this same region, it was discovered in 1965 that about one
head-of-household in five did not really comprehend the most elemen-
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TABLE 5

THE GROWTH OF TELEVISION SET OWNERSHIP IN THE UNITED STATES
(1946-1967)

Monochrome Color Sets
Sets in Use in Use Total Number Monochrome Color Sets
(in (in of Households Sets Per
Year Thousands) Thousands) (in Thousands) Per Household Household

1946 8 38,370 .0002
1947 250 39,107 .0064
1948 1,000 40,523 .0247
1949 4,000 42,182 .0948
1950 10,500 43,554 2411
1951 15,750 44,656 3527
1953 28,000 46,334 .6043
1957 47,200 49,543 9527
1960 55,500 200 52,799 1.0512 .0038
1961 57,600 400 53,464 1.0774 .0075
1962 60,800 800 54,652 1.1125 0146
1963 65,000 1,600 55,189 1.1778 .0290
1964 70,000 3,000 55,996 1.2501 .0536
1965 75,000 5,000 57,251 1.3100 .0873
1966 78,500 9,700 58,092 1.3513 .1670
1967 81,500 12,700 58,845 1.3850 .2158

soUrces: U.S. Bureau of Census, Historical Statistics of the United States,
Colonial Times to 1957 (Washington, D.C., 1960), Series A 242-244, p. 15.
U.S. Bureau of Census, Current Population Reports, Population Char-
acteristics, Series P 20, No. 106 (January 9, 1961), p. 11; No. 119 (Sep-
tember 19, 1962), p. 4; No. 166 (August 4, 1967), p. 4.
New York World-Telegram Corporation, The World Almanac, 1969
(New York, 1969), p. 62.

NOTE: All figures after 1960 include Alaska and Hawaii.

tary ideas of atomic warfare. For example, they could not explain
even in the most simple way the idea of “atomic fallout.” 11 Such
families simply are not part of the tidal wave of mass communication
that engulfs the nation daily. They are isolated not only from television
but from other forms of mass communication as well.

At the other extreme is a hardy band who resist television on the
grounds that it is culturally degrading and absorbs time that could
be put to more constructive use, Some families try to shield their
children from “infection” by the tube. There are indications that the
resistance of such groups is weakening as television viewing becomes
more and more of a standard folkway in the society.

The final outlines of television in the United States are by no means
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perfectly clear. In the opinion of many manufacturers, color sets well
begin more rapid diffusion as the price comes down. Technical ad-
vances have improved color reception, and current technology is not
likely to change drastically for some years. These factors should in-
crease adoption. Another perplexing problem is the place of subscrip-
tion television. There is clearly a portion of the population who are
dissatisfied with current popular fare on television and who are also
sufficiently affluent to pay for better programs. *“Pay” television has
not been a popular idea with the general public, however, many of
whom seem to see it as some kind of threat to the “free” television
which they now enjoy. Similarly, educational television is a confusing
issue. Many residents of a community without an educational television
channel bitterly complain about it. However, when such a channel
begins to operate in their city, many of those who formerly complained
do not view it.

One of the most constant factors about our electronic mass media
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* The units on the vertical axis have been “standardized” so that each
curve reaches its peak at the same point. This procedure facilitates compari-
son of one curve with another.

is their continuous change. The television set of today is a vastly
different object from what people were viewing in the late 1940’s. The
sets that will be used in the late 1970’s and 80’s will make present
equipment appear quaint and amusing. Television may not be the
final of the mass media. Devices for printing newspapers or even maga-
zines in the home are under study. Special tapes to play over a home
television set are already available, although at great cost. As elec-
tronic technology continues to advance, media that are beyond our
imagination may become as commonplace in the future as a radio
receiver or a television set is today.

As each of our mass media was invented and converted to a form
suitable for use by American families, it was diffused more or less
rapidly throughout the population. Figure 5 shows the diffusion curves
of the four media discussed in the present text. For each curve, units
on the vertical axis have been standardized by means of a simple per-
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centage conversion. This facilitates direct comparisons between curves.
The longer adoption period of the newspaper stands in contrast to the
swift diffusion of television. The decline of the newspaper reveals the
impact of functional alternatives. The drastic reduction in motion
picture attendance indicates what happens when a new medium be-
comes capable of gratifying the entertainment needs of a society in a
more effective way. Clearly, the older media are showing signs of
obsolescence, while the newer electronic media have not yet reached
their maximum points of diffusion. However, as even newer media
are invented, different patterns of usage can be expected to emerge.

The foregoing chapters on the newspaper, the film, radio, and tele-
vision have attempted to show some of the details concerning the im-
pact of a society on its mass media. The study of the media within
this perspective emphasizes their background in terms of the accumula-
tion of technological culture traits. It notes their invention as new
configurations of such traits. It follows their transformation from
technical devices known only to a few to forms which can be used by
the multitude. It traces their diffusion patterns as they spread through
the society and studies their curves of obsolescence as they are re-
placed by functional alternatives. This type of analysis says little about
the psychological processes of individuals as they decided to adopt
the various media or as they were influenced by the absorption of
media content. Such an analysis does stress the broad social, economic,
political, demographic, and other changes that characterize the society
during the development of each medium. Such factors as war, depres-
sion, affluence, immigration, urbanization, the spread of education,
and the presence of given technological elements in the culture of a
society can facilitate, inhibit, or otherwise affect the development and
adoption of a given mass medium.

The spread of the media is a set of social events which offer impor-
tant data to the student of social change as well as to those whose in-
terest is more specifically in communication. No medium of mass
communication exists in a social vacuum. It is linked inextricably to
complex and changing cultural constraints. The older idea that the
media are independent forces, shaping and molding the society as they
wish, is simplistic and outmoded. The development of a given medium
and what it presents to society are dependent not only upon the char-
acteristics of the medium itself, but upon the salient norms and values
of the socio-cultural system within which it operates. In other words,
there are numerous and pervasive ways in which a society has a pro-
found influence upon its media.



Chapter V

ELEMENTARY CHARACTERISTICS
OF THE COMMUNICATIVE ACT

HAVING SEEN in some detail a number of ways in which a society
has had an impact upon its media, we need now turn our atten-
tion to the second of the basic questions with which social scientists
approach the assessment of the communication revolution, namely,
how does communication take place? Answers to this question are
particularly important. A realistic assessment of a phenomenon such
as mass communication can scarcely be achieved if there remain a
number of controversies and unsettled issues concerning its basic
nature. Unfortunately, this is precisely the situation with respect not
only to mass communication, but to other forms of human communica-
tion as well.

'f’ The cos ication process is_uncﬂ)L_ﬁmdamemaLm\allﬁof, our

*

psychological and social processes. Without repetitively engaging in acts
of communication with our fellows, none of us could possibly develop
the human mental processes and human social nature that distinguish
us from other forms of life. Without language systems and other im-
portant tools of communication, we could not carry on the thousands
of organized group processes that we use to coordinate our societal
activities and lead our intensely interdependent lives. Yet in spite of
the awesome importance of the communication process to every human
being, every group, and every society, we know less about it than we
do_about the life cycle of the bat or the chemical composition of the
sediment on the ocean floor. -
e —————————
Perhaps communication is too much a part of us even to study. It

76
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is so ubiquitous and pervasive that it seems like the air. You know it
is there, but it is so available and so common that it does not seem
terribly important to worry much about it. But worry about it we
must, if we are to know homo sapiens better. If we are to unravel
such mysteries as the basis of personality formation, the nature of
mental illness, the sources of human conflict, and the principles of
social change (to mention only a few), a more complete understand-
ing of human communication is of paramount importance. This does
not imply that the sole source of human difficulty or human achieve-
ment lies in communication. It is simply to suggest that such a wide
variety of human problems in some way begin with the communica-
tion process that its nature urgently needs to be understood more
adequately.

In spite of the fact that knowledge about communication has not
accumulated in a manner commensurate with the importance of the
problem, there are available the findings and conclusions of several
disciplines that can offer a basis for beginning the task of developing
a theory of the nature of human communication. The field of general
semantics has yielded important insights into the nature of language
and symbolic processes. Social psychology, especially the branch that
focuses on symbolic interaction, has developed important propositions
concerning the individual and communication. Learning theory, as
developed by experimental psychologists, offers a number of leads to
the nature of the acquisition, uses, and consequences of language.
Other fields as well have made important contributions to an accumu-
lating body of theory and research findings concerning different facets
of communication. It is to these sources that we must turn in order to
develop a theoretical analysis of the elementary characteristics of the
communicative act. In the following sections, a number of propositions
from a variety of fields are drawn together in an attempt to sum-
marize not only the nature of communication, but some of its conse-
quences for individuals and groups. No pretense is made that the re-
sulting conceptual schemes are either sophisticated or particularly new.
They will serve the purpose, however, of indicating about where we
are now in the development of a general theory of communication. As
will be quite clear, we really have not gotten very far.
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COMMUNICATION PROCESSES
IN NONHUMAN ORGANISMS

One way of analyzing human communication is to contrast it with
nonhuman communication. This, of course, implies that creatures other
than man actually have the ability to communicate with each other.
There are many living creatures, some far below man on the phylo-
genetic scale, that have the ability to influence their fellows and to be
influenced by them in turn. This is not to say that such forms of com-
munication proceed on the basis of exactly the same principles as
communication in man. Nevertheless, what occurs between the so-called
“social insects” as they carry out their highly organized group life
or among a flock of migratory birds as they signal one another are
forms of communication.

The social insects provide a convenient point of departure. Ants,
bees, termites, and other insects exist together in colonies, often with
an elaborate division of labor and a highly developed social organiza-
tion by means of which they coordinate their activities and work to-
ward their common goals.

Termites, like bees and ants, are social insects living in colonies.
Like bees and ants, they work together, performing special tasks for
the good of the colony, but, unlike them, they live together continu-
ously, instead of interruptedly, in the nests or burrows. This colonial
habit has given rise to different kinds of individuals or castes fitted
structurally to perform definite functions in the life of the colony:
soldiers for defense; a king and queen for reproduction, often replaced
or supplemented by the supplemental reproductives; and usually a
special caste called workers for the collection of food, the care of the
king, queen, soldiers and young, and for the construction of the nest,
burrows, exits, tunnels, towers, and exploratory extensions of the
burrows.!

To maintain this organization, to carry out and coordinate the tasks
that different individuals perform, some method of inter-individual
exchange of influence is required. Insects of various types possess a
variety of mechanisms by means of which they are able to influence
each other’s behavior. These mechanisms may be techniques for gen-
erating and receiving odors, sounds, tactile stimulation, or even visual
stimuli. With the use of such techniques, fairly complex social activities
can be coordinated as individual insects generate and receive stimuli
from each other (Figure 6).



FIGURE 6. Communication Among Bees Through the Use of Patterned Movements

6‘-

SICKLE DANCE is used by the

Italian bee. She moves in a fig-

ure-eight-shaped pattern to show
intermediate distance. A dancer
is always followed by her hive-

mates.,

WAGGING DANCE indicates dis- ROUND DANCE, performed by
tance and direction of a nectar moving in alternating circles to
source farther away. Bee moves the left and to the right, is used
in a straight line, wagging her by honeybees to indicate the
abdomen, then returns to her presence of a nectar source near
starting point. the hive,

Karl von Frisch, “Dialectics in the Language of Bees," Scientific American, Vol, 207, No. 2, August, 1962,

pp. 78-87.
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There is no reason to equate such behavior with the far more com-
plex communication processes upon which human beings depend, but
insect activities of this type can be recognized as a true form of com-
munication—differing in principle from that of higher animal forms,
but communication nevertheless. Insect communication is based exclu-
sively upon inherited biological mechanisms. These can be very com-
plex indeed, and many are as yet only poorly understood, but there
is little doubt that whatever communication techniques an insect
possesses were part of its genetic endowment. When appropriate
stimuli are present in the environment, these communication techniques
are triggered off automatically. The individual insect responds au-
tomatically to the communication signals of its own kind; this is not
a process over which it has voluntary control.

Termites instinctively communicate with one another on contact in
the burrow by means of their long sensitive antennae, which play rap-
idly over the surface of their neighbors. Alarm is also communicated
throughout the colony by stridulating movements of the soldiers, feebly
imitated by other members of the colony. The hard heads of the
alarmed soldiers are rattled against the resonant walls of the narrow
burrows, producing sounds which may be heard by applying one’s ear
closely to the surface of an infested post or pole. Rapping the pole
sharply with a hammer will call forth these sounds of alarm.2

Communication among insects is for present purposes more inter-
esting for what it is not than for what it is. It is an inherited, instinctual
form of behavior, undoubtedly an end product of eons of adaptive
evolution by means of which these relatively simple creatures maintain
the social organization essential to their survival. Such communication
does not involve learning. The individual insect is perfectly able to
perform the communicative acts even if it has been raised in isolation
and then returned to the colony as an adult. We need postulate neither
conscious processes on the part of the individual nor cultural processes
on the part of the colony. Once the biology of the insect becomes com-
pletely understood, the basis of the communicative act at this level
of life will stand fully revealed. The assertion that insect communica-
tion does not involve learning, consciousness, or cultural processes
implies that it is indeed an elementary form of communication com-
pared to what occurs among animals higher on the phylogenetic con-
tinuum.

It is important to note, before leaving the communicating insects,
that there is a close link between the structure of the individual organ-
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ism and the communication process. In the case of the insects, this is
an obvious and relatively simple relationship. The insect’s biological
structure determines the kinds of communicative acts he can perform.
He can perform only those in his genetic repertoire, and he cannot
help performing them upon receiving the appropriate stimuli. In other
animal forms there are also important links between the communica-
tion process and individual structure. However, biological structure
becomes somewhat less the rigid, limiting, and completely inflexible
factor among higher animal forms than it is among bees, ants, termites,
and other related insects. The learning process, at a minimum at the
level of the insect, becomes increasingly important as one moves up
the scale. The relationship between the organization of the individual
and the communication process can still be said to exist, but it is not
biological structure that is so important, but the habit structure the
individual acquires as a product of learning.

To illustrate how communication takes place among animals higher
on the evolutionary continuum than insects, but lower than man, and
to show the relationship between this process and the habit organiza-
tion of the individual, we may turn to the so-called “pecking order”
among hens. This interesting phenomenon is simply the organization
or pattern of dominance and submission that develops between the
individual members of a newly formed flock of hens when they are
kept for some time in the same pen or confined area. In any given
pair, the dominant hen pecks the submissive one, but not vice versa.
An elaborate hierarchy is eventually worked out, with a particular hen
at the top, able to dominate all others, and with the more submissive
hens near the bottom, dominated by those above. This particular type
of social organization is widely found among animals, where patterns
of dominance and submission are established and continuously rein-
forced by various techniques. The relationship between this process
and the communicative act is that some form of communication is
essential to maintain the social organization, once it has been worked
out. Also, the position of the individual within this pattern is largely
a product of his communicative experiences within the structure. Thus,
both social organization and individual organization of response pat-
terns are closely linked to the communication process as it is carried
on within such a setting.

We will show clearly that the individual’s position in the pecking
order, and his techniques for helping maintain it, are learned and not
inherited. Yet, the pecking order is by no means completely independ-
ent of biological factors. Experiments have shown that hens injected
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with male hormones will be more aggressive and will fight their way
up higher in the structure. Similarly, large doses of female hormones
will make the hen more submissive and it will suffer a consequent loss
of position. The pecking orders are also sex-bound. That is, roosters
peck each other but do not peck hens. Hens establish their own order
and do not challenge the roosters. In a mixed flock there will be two
such hierarchies. In short, such biological factors as hormone balance,
sex category, strength, and of course general anatomical structure op-
erate as prerequisite and limiting factors in helping determine the place
of a given individual within the social structure which is eventually
worked out. At the same time, the pecking order is not simply a
product of inheritance, and it can be quickly forgotten:

A chicken’s memory is short. Hens that have been separated for two
weeks or more will fight the battle for dominance all over again when
they are brought together. If a strange bird enters an organized flock,
it has to fight each of the residents to establish its status.?

But what does this all have to do with communication? The phenom-
cnon of the pecking order, and indeed the act of pecking itself is a
classic illustration of a particular type of communication, namely com-
munication based upon the natural sign. To explain the implications of
this assertion, consider the foilowing simplified explanation of how
the act of pecking becomes established and how it operates as a means
of communication:

When adult chickens that have not previously been together are
placed as a group into a pen, they engage in a series of combats by
pairs. Each chicken will pair off against one opponent at a time, until
eventually the order of dominance is established. A given pair may
have to fight it out several times before the final outcome is clear and
the dominance-submission issue is settled. Finally, the dominant
chicken is able to signal to the submissive one his higher position by
simply delivering a peck. The simple peck has in some way become
a substitute for the elaborate series of acts that make up a complete
beating given to another chicken. Similarly, the slight gesture of sub-
mission on the part of the recipient of the peck has become a substitute
for the complete act of getting beaten by and eventually submitting
to the more aggressive chicken. In some manner, these simplified and
much truncated acts come to “stand for” the more dramatic, com-
plicated, and extended series of behaviors associated with victory and
defeat in combat.
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FIGURE 7. Forming the Pecking Order Among Chickens

The pecking order position of a given chicken results from a
series of individual combats among the members of a newly
established flock. This drawing depicts two Rhode Island
Red pullets fighting to determine dominance and submission.

A. M. Guhl, **The Social Order of Chickens,” Scientific Americar,
Vol. 194, No. 2, February, 1956, pPp. 42-47.

Whenever a beginning portion of an act or series of acts, or some
other portion or limited segment of the series, becomes capable of
arousing the same internal responses that were previously aroused
only by the entire act or series of acts, we are confronted with an
example of a gesture. Just as the clenched fist shaken in the face of
the opponent arouses in him the response of a potential blow which
could follow, or one which perhaps did once occur, the peck arouses
for the chicken the inner response that was formerly aroused by his
part of the combat. This substitution of a limited segment of the act
for the whole complex act or series of acts is a natural product of
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learning for the chicken. The peck is a natural sign for each of the
chickens of the events of the more extended action series. Gestures
are one type of natural sign when they occur in this way among animals.
Such gestures really should not be confused with those used by human
beings, and the example of the clenched fist was not directly com-
parable, The reason for this is that we need not assume that the
chickens have any cognitive processes related to the use of such signs.
Although the peck as a means of communicating dominance and sub-
mission is a product of learning, it may be in every way nearly as
automatic as is the initiation of a sound signal by an insect under
appropriate stimulus conditions or response to such a sound by an-
other insect. We need not assume that the dominant hen says to itself,
I think I'll peck that other chicken to show who’s boss,” or that the
other chicken upon seeing the first chicken advance says internally,
“Oh-oh, here it comes again; I might as well submit.” The exchange
of influence on each other’s behavior is simply a product of conditioned
responses that have emerged from the positive and negative reinforce-
ments of the combat situation.

The conclusion that pecks are learned sign substitutes for more com-
plex forms of behavior is well supported by an additional characteristic
of the dominance-submission behavior among chickens. Eventually,
they even substitute a simpler act for the peck itself:

Once the peck order has been determined, pecking begins to decline
in frequency as members of the hierarchy recognize their superiors;
eventually a mere raising or lowering of the head [italics supplied]
may be enough to signify dominance or submission respectively.t

Thus it is that the beginning phase of the pecking act begins to serve
as a natural sign for the entire act. This new and much simplified ges-
ture then becomes the means of communication the flock uses to main-
tain and reinforce its social organization when it has become deeply
institutionalized.

The communication patterns among chickens, like those among ter-
mites, are interesting primarily as a contrasting framework against
which human communication can be compared. Termite communica-
tion and chicken communication illustrate how creatures very different
from man are able to influence and coordinate each other’s conduct.
While biological factors alone are sufficient to account for communica-
tion among the social insects, and biological factors plus reinforcement
learning of individual habit patterns are enough to explain communica-
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tion among more advanced forms of animal life, these factors cannot
fully account for the incredible complexity of communication among
human beings. But before discussing human communication in depth,
several additional issues need clarification.

We noted that the communicative act among animals capable of
learning is based upon the natural sign. The essence of a natural sign
is that it is a new stimulus preceding another stimulus (capable of
calling out some response) in time in such a way that after a limited
number of occurrences of an appropriate sequence the new stimulus
becomes capable of calling out the response, by-passing the original
stimulus, and thus forming in the individual a new habit. There is
no assumption that the individual organism learning to respond to
a natural sign is capable of voluntarily initiating the sign itself. If
the natural sign happens to be a gesture that is initiated by one organ-
ism and serves as a stimulus for another organism, it is assumed that
the initiator simply makes the gesture as a normal response to whatever
environmental stimuli are present to which its behavior has become
linked through learning. Only when two organisms have individually
developed a set of learned habit patterns that happen to be coordinated,
so that a response from one can serve as a stimulus to the other, can
communication of this type take place. However, this type of communi-
cation is common in nature. It is widely found among mammals, birds,
fish, and other animals that normally travel or exist in some sort of
band, flock, or grouping.

Communication of this type is automatic, requires no assumptions
of consciousness or cognitive functioning on th& part of either or-
ganism. Furthermore, there is no assumption that whatever movement
or act is used as a signal is assigned arbitrarily as a substitute for the
more extended series of acts (combat, flight, etc.). One of the chickens
in our example could not arbitrarily decide to let a wiggle of the claw
or a flip of the tail be the substitute stimulus signifying dominance or
submission rather than the peck. Neither do they mutually agree in
any sense that the appropriate response to a peck will be to make a
minor submissive gesture on the part of those who have been defeated
in combat. They are simply incapable of establishing any such con-
ventions among them. The peck becomes a sign because it occurs quite
naturally at the appropriate point in the chicken’s repertoire. The
same is true of the submissive gesture. In short, the relationship be-
tween the sign (substitute stimulus) and its referent (that for which
it is a substitute) is neither arbitrary nor conventional. It is part of
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the specific habit structure of the individual. It may or may not have
a parallel in the specific habit structure of other individuals with
which the animal associates. If such counterpart stimulus-response
relationships exist for two or more organisms, these constitute a basis
for the communicative act—they permit mutual influence on conduct
and even possible coordination of activities.

Coordination of activities can take place only if the responses each
animal makes internally to the particular sign used in communication
are mutually coordinated. Thus, if the truncated act of raising the head
arouses in the dominant chicken the internal feeling of engaging in
and winning a combat, and if the sight of this stimulus arouses in the
submissive chicken the internal experience of having fought but been
defeated, then there can be the coordinated mutual influence that we
have identified as one type of communication. In a very restricted
sense, the internal learned responses thus aroused in the animals can
be called “meanings.” We must note immediately, however, that each
chicken in the exchange has a “meaning” which is unique to it, a
product of its particular experience that is quite different from the
internal meaning response of the other animal. That is, there is no
shared meaning, no isomorphism, no identity of form between the
structure of the internal responses aroused by the act for the dominant
chicken as compared to the submissive one. (It is on this point in
particular that substantial differences exist between communication
occurring among animals and among human beings.)

The usage of the term “meaning,” which is implied in the above
analysis, may seem unusual to the reader accustomed to think of this
term in more complex ways. However, defined in this way, the con-
cept of meaning is simply the internal experiences animals have in
connection with particular stimuli that impinge upon their perceptual
processes. If stable habit patterns are connected with such stimuli in
such a way that they arouse internal responses of the type that only
the actual object or event originally aroused, this constitutes sign be-
havior. If the sign behaviors of two animals are coordinated adequately
(as in the example of the chickens), then communication of a particular
type can take place. We can, of course, never directly observe such
inner experiences and must make inferences about them. Such inferred
constructs are widely used in science.
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THE NATURE AND SIGNIFICANCE
oF HuMAN COMMUNICATION

As is the case among animals, human communication involves bio-
logical structure. Before a given individual can adequately learn the
complex habit patterns involved in the use of language, he must have
a neural structure which functions within the normal range. Similarly,
insofar as the various senses and the musculature are involved in speak-
ing, hearing, and seeing during the communicative act among human
beings, it has biological components. These components serve as pre-
requisite conditions rather than causal factors. In addition, the in-
dividual human being must undergo a long period of learning before
he develops habit patterns, which permit him to respond to particular
gestures, verbal and other, as substitute signs that have as their refer-
ents objects and events in the world of reality. The human communica-
tive act shares these characteristics with the communicative act as it
exists among other animal forms capable of sign learning. However,
it is at this point that the similarity ends.

Unlike the animal, the human being is born into an ongoing and
elaborate culture. An important feature of this culture is the set of
conventions which exist concerning the relationship between signs and
their referents. For any given language (set of signs), the connection
between a particular word of the language and that for which the word
is a substitute is both arbitrary and conventional. In the historical devel-
opment of language, particular objects or events were signified by
specific sound patterns. These assignments were at first arbitrary. For
example, the word “beatnik” did not exist in the English language prior
to the post-World War II period, when the formation of groups with
particular social protests occurred. No one is sure how this arbitrary
assignment came about, but it was somehow established. Once estab-
lished, however, this particular vocal gesture began to serve as a sub-
stitute stimulus, that is a sign, for which the referent was a particular
type of deviant individual. As usage persisted, it became conventional.
That is, there developed an institutionalized practice to respond to this
particular noise by internally experiencing objects of this type. The
existence of an established set of conventions, concerning the referents
of gestures which originally may have been arbitrarily assigned, gives
the human being an enormous advantage over other animal forms. Wt_e'
may designate a sign or gesture that is both arbitrary and conventional
in the sense outlined above as a symbol. Many kinds of symbols exist.
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A list of examples would be extensive, ranging through military insignia,
sorority emblems, Morse code, algebraic symbols, and hundreds more.
The most common, of course, are language symbols, verbal or written.
Like all symbols, these are signs (substitute stimuli) that have as their |
referents events, things, or other phenomena, for which the verbal noise
or written mark is a convenient substitute. Once learned, these con-
venient substitutes arouse the “meaning” responses in the individual
that only the referent itself originally aroused. While many animals
acquire the ability to respond to (have meanings for) signs, only
human beings can use symbols. The entire range of symbols (words
and otherwise) used by a given society constitutes its language.

We have, to be sure, left unanswered important questions concern-"
ing the origins of language, the source of arbitrary assignments, con-
ventions, etc. However, these are beyond the scope of the present
analysis. We may take the existence of language as given, recognizing
that its slow development over eons of time is as yet ill understood.
But imaportant thing is that the h being is born into an exist-

A

.ipgg_learning environment where language is conspicuously present.
This happy circumstance makes it possible for him to acquire tools

for communication with his fellows that are considerably more com-
plex than those of his nearest animal neighbors.

As the individual slowly acquires, during his infancy and childhood,
the ability to respond in conventionalized ways to the vocal and writ-
ten symbols that constitute his language, he is developing a repertoire
of meanings in much the same sense as was implied by this term in
earlier paragraphs of the present chapter. That is, “meaning” is a
product of learning. A person’s meaning for a particular symbol is the
set of responses that the individual learns to make to it. At first, he
can have such an internal experience only to the referent object or
event itself, as a baby experiences painful heat when exposed to the
stimulus of a boiling teakettle, a match, an oven, etc. Upon repeat-
edly undergoing this experience, however, following the warning utter-
ance of mother that the object is “hot,” he soon learns to have much
the same internal experience to the vocal noise “hot” as he did earlier
to the original objects that aroused the painful experience itself. Once
such a habit has been established, he can respond to this particular
verbal symbol by undergoing the corresponding internal experience even
in the absence of high temperature objects. However, only insofar as
his habitual responses to the symbol more or less parallel those of
others and insofar as he understands that this is the case, can such a
symbol be used in the human communicative act.
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Once such a conventionalized “meaning” has become part of his
repcrtoire, he can learn to initiate this particular vocal gesture (symbo!)
himself, and respond to it in much the same way as he did earlier
when it was initiated by someone else. This ability to initiate symbols
and to respond to them oneself in conventionalized ways is very defi-
nitely a uniquely human accomplishment. It is undoubtedly a product
of two factors, the enormous learning capacity of the average human
being, and the prior existence of the cultural conventions of language.

The ability the human being has to initiate particular verbal gestures
(words), which have associated with them conventionalized referents
and internal meaning responses, and to respond to these symbols in
much the same ways that other individuals (who share the conven-
tions) respond, is of course the ability to engage in human thought!
The internal manipulation of meaning—the mental functioning of the

human_individual—ther, 5 crifically I his_involvement in a
conventionalized language process, af_Geprge Herbert Mead, so aptly

_pointed out several decades ago.’

Not only does the participation of the individual in the language
process provide him with the means to communicate with himself
(think); it provides him with the ability to communicate with his
fellows through conventionalized meanings. If the individual has
learned to initiate a symbol that he responds to himself in the same
way that he knows others will respond, he has acquired the technique
of human communication, In fact, the communicative act at the level
of the human being involves exactly these elements. Where in the case
of animals, communication proceeded on the basis of coordinated but
unlike internal meanings for natural signs, [man’s communication takes
place because of isomorphism, that is, a certain identity between the
internal meaning responses that sep ividuals have learned to
make toward a given symbol. A symbol that arouses the same general

ser of “internal responses (Mmeanings) within the individual initiating
the stimulus as are arogd._ud:.bikthi individual who perceives the
stimulus is called si’gniﬁc‘ant symbol Mt is through the significant
symbol that the human being learns to manipulate meanings within
himself (thought) and in exchanges with others (interpersonal com-
munication). Such sgmbolic interactiop sharply separates the human
being from other animals.

+ Much has been made of the symbolic interaction process. The na-
ture and structure of the language and the symbolic habits and signifi-

cant symbols of a given people provide important keys to their social
organization. Individual personality formation is also in large part
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a product of the communicative exchanges that the individual has
engaged in.®

It is no exaggeration to say that the human communicative act, pro-
ceeding on the basis of the significant symbol, is a prerequisite ability
without which it would not be possible for man to have developed his
societies and cultures to the elaborate degree that he has. In fact, it is
not possible to imagine any form of human society that could exist
without this facility. The communicative act is the means by which a
group’s norms are expressed, by means of which social control is
exerted, roles are allocated, coordination of effort is achieved, expecta-
tions are made manifest, and the entire social process is carried on.
Without such exchanges of influence human society would simply
collapse.

It is equally true that the involvement of the individual in the com-
munity of language is the key to his psychological nature. Without
learning to use symbols and their associated internal meanings, he
would be unable to manipulate meanings, form beliefs about himself,
ponder a problem, have human emotions, grasp a principle, plan ahead,
learn in retrospect from the lessons of the past, and perform other
human acts. He would be about at the level of an intelligent chicken
or at best at the level of a super-ape. He would be able to acquire
unique meaning responses to natural signs, and if these happened to
interlock with different meanings that other individuals had acquired
to the same signs, some limited coordination of behavior could take
place. But his mind and his conception of himself and his society would
remain at the animal level.

_-}( It is thus that the arbitrary and conventlonallzed sign—the significant

symbol—is the ele which shar, i other
fgrms of life.

HuMAN SYSTEMS FOR ACHIEVING
ISsoMORPHISM IN MEANING

But how does the human being use this unique facility to carry out
the communicative act? We know that the significant symbol is the key
element distinguishing man from other creatures; but how does this
element operate in the communicative exchange that results in one
individual understanding the initiated communication stimuli of an-
other? To answer this question, we need to develop a theoretical con-
struct, an abstract model of the system within which the communica-
tive act takes place. If the construct is made sufficiently general, it can
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encompass mass communication as well as more simple interpersonal
communication.

The problem of communication is not actually a “transfer” of mean-
ing. In the communicative act, there is no ess= S Spirit, or 1mvisible
“something” that leaves the central nervous system of one person and
travels to that of another. Such a concept is unnecessary and muddies
the water of Jegitimate inquiry into the nature of human communica-
tion with questions about “thought transference,” “clairvoyance,” “mind
reading” and other such inanities.

But if the communicative act is not a “transfcr” of meaning, then
how does communication occur? A convenient way of answering this
qQuestion is that it takes place through the operation of a particular set
of components in a theoretical system, the consequence of which is
that there is isomorphism between the internal responses (meanings)
to a given set of symbols on the part of both sender and receiver. Many
attempts have been made to conceptualize the theoretical system that
is basic to the communication process. The system analyzed in the
paragraphs below makes no claim of being original. It is an extension
cf the ideas of a number of previous writers.? It does show, however,
how the use of the significant symbol makes possible the achievement
of a certain identity of meaning between a communicator and the per-
son or persons toward whom he addresses his messages.

Figure 8 presents in schematic form the basic components of a
theoretical system for the achievement of isomorphism of meaning be-
tween individuals engaged in the communicative act, that is, for “get-
ting the meaning coordinated” between communicator and audience.
The first general component in this system is . It is the function
of the source to formulate “meaning” into “message.” That is, to select
appropriate significant symbols (message) with which to express the
internal responses (meanings) the communicator wishes to present
to his audience. The transformation of meaning to message makesﬁ)k—-
the former externaW@Mn
the case of a two-person communication system, the source would be
the individual person’s cognitive processes, what he uses to experience
the internal responses we have called meaning8 In the case of mass
communication, the source might be some organized group that has
formulated its collective meanings into some message the group as a
whole wishes to convey through a single spokesman.

The second component in the abstract scheme is tlé transmittEb. Its
function is to encode—to transform the “message” into “information.”
Information will be defined as some type of event in the physical
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FIGURE 8. The Components of a General System for Achieving Iso-
morphism of Meaning

world which will permit movement over space. Electrical impulses
traveling along a wire, electromagnetic radiations in the air, printed
visual stimuli on paper, and agitations of the air molecules are all
examples of @9 It is these events in the physical world that
conquer distance between dlstlnMamua
movement of meaning from the mind of one person to that of an-
other. e

Generally speaking, source and transmitter are but different phases
of the communicative act carried out by the originator of the com-
munication. They are analytically separable functions of the single
human being. When a person talks, he selects symbols to express his
denotative and connotative meanings (formulates meaning into mes-
sage) and then enunciates verbally or writes these symbols (encodes
message to information) in such a way that they are converted into
either auditory or visual events that can be perceived as stimuli by his
audience.

A third component in this system is some form ofhannel In the
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case of one person talking to another, this is simply the air through
which information (agitations of the air molecules) moves. For tech-
niques of communication other than verbal, e.g., written, telegraphic,
etc., other types of channels would move the information across space.
Mass communication requires more complex channels, which will be
discussed below.

Linked with the channel in this system is the. This com-
ponent has the function of receiving the information and “decoding”
it—transforming the physical events of the information back into a
message (system of significant symbols). In the case of ordinary talk-
ing, this would be done by the auditory apparatus of the human being,
receiving air vibrations and transforming them into neural impulses,
so they can become recognizable verbal symbols. In the case of written
communication, visual mechanisms would perform parallel functions.

Once the message (set of symbols) has been perceived, the final
component, namely the estination) responds to these with the denota-
tive and connotative internal experiences we are calling meaning. Thus,
the function of the destination is to interpret “message” into “meaning.”

After these components have functioned, if the meaning of the
destination is isomorphic with the meaning of the source which orig-
inated the act, then communication can be said to have taken place.
Thus, communication amounts to achieving a parallel in the structure
of the internal meaning responses of both a source and a destination.
The meanings remain in the behavioral systems (cognitive structures)
of the respective parties, and it is their similarity that constitutes com-
munication and nof Their "movement.”
~Obviously, the achievement of perfect correspondence between every
element of the denotative and connotative meaning responses of both
source and destination is seldom achieved, because human communica-
tion is almost always in some degree less than perfect. There are a
number of reasons for this, some psychological, some cultural, and
some simply mechanical.? But whatever the source of this lack of iso-
morphism of meanings, the e degree to which they are less than abso-
lutely identical, ﬂcm:mmw e called(noise>This may be
an undesirable feature of the communication system, but nonetheless,
it is almost always present. For this reason, noise must be recognized
as an additional component of the theoretical system of the communi-
cative act. Its function (consequence) is to reduce to some degree the
correspondence between the pattern of response elements constituting
the meaning of the source and the counterpart meaning of the destina-
tion.

v

——

¥ 2d
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To this set of theoretical components, which function between source
and destination, we need add another set functioning in the other direc-
tion. Nearly always, when one individual engages in the communicative
act with another, there is some sort of percepti@ originating
in the communicatee which the communicator uses as data for modify-
ing his message. For example, if the communicatee winces, grins, raises
an eyebrow, or just looks blank as the communicator enunciates his
words, this constitutes a kind of message returning to the communi-
cator. He may choose to illustrate further, use a less complex vocab-
ulary, or otherwise alter his presentation because of this feedback.
In short, during the communicative act, the destination also operates as
a source of feedback and the source as destination for feedback mes-
sages. Whether this feedback is unwitting, in the form of culturall: ly
defined gestures, for example the raised eyebrow, or is given in care-
fully chosen significant symbols is unimportant for our theoretical
analysis. It simply implies that the system we are developing does
require a reverse set of components.

The reverse components are also afflicted by noise. Gestures can
be misunderstood, facial expressions or other data can be misinter-

preted just as words can be incorrectly understood. A classic example

is the case of Abraham Lincoln, whose audience failed to cheer or
applaud after his Gettysburg address. He concluded that it had been
an inadequate speech, while his audience was actually so moved by it
that they felt applause would have been inappropriate

This two-way set of components operates as 3¢ Systemi>then, with
information moving first one way and then another or both ways at
the same time. It can operate with extreme rapidity in an ongoing
conversation, or more slowly if the two parties are using written or
other forms of communication.

To accommodate the mass communication process, this elementary
theoretical system must be somewhat elaborated. Essentially, this is
an elaboration of the channel in both the major and the feedback set
of components. The channel conveys information to some mechanical
device, such as a radio broadcasting transmitter, which is essentially
a process for transforming one kind of information into another which
is somewhat more effective in spanning distance. The speaker’s voice
causes air vibrations (information) that are transformed into another
form of mformatlon (electric impulses) and are further transformed
into electromagnetlc waves. These in turn are picked up by the home
radio set, transformed back into electrical impulses, and converted
back into agitations of the air. Parallel accounts can easily be con-
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structed for the words of the newspaper reporter, who first places his
message on his typewriter by the hunt-and-peck system. These are then
set into linotype, sent to the press, delivered to the home, etc., by an
elaborate process that substantially multiplies the number of persons
who can be exposed at a given time to his messages. These elaborations
are additional complexities of detail, however, and do not alter the
communicative act in principle. The reporter is still the source and
transmitter that converts meanings to information. Any given reader
is still a receiver and destination which decodes visual information to
message and responds to the stimuli with meaning responses. The fact
that the channel has become cansiderably elaborated does not change
the fugdamcmal_c_a,_[ac_twmls communicative act. There also
is a clear feedback set of components, althoung the details of these are
likely to vary considerably from one mass medium to another. Letters
to the editor are different in detail from the results of an audience
rating system, where a sample of the audience can give its preference
rankings for given television programs. In spite of these differences of
technique, there are still the components of source, noise, destination,
etc.

It is also true that mass communication is likely to involve large
numbers of people in addition to complex mechanical or electronic
elaborations of the channels. However, this is a difference of quantity
rather than of principle. The relationship between a given mass com-
municator and a given member of his audience still takes place with
significant symbols; the nature of meaning remains the same; and the
communicative act still occurs through the various components that
have been outlined above.

While these differences between mass communication and simpler
forms of interpersonal communication_do not involve differences in
fumw ‘mean that they are unimportant.
The degree to which isomorphism of meaning or perhaps to which
overt compliance to messages occurs when a given communication
involves a mass medium as compared to direct face-to-face communica-
tion is a proper object of research. There is a voluminous literature
which suggests that such differences do occur, and for this reason, mass
communication can differ considerably in its consequences—its effect
on conduct as compared to communication by other means. While the

communicative act follows thesame theoretical principlesn all forms

of human communication, the consequences of the act may differ sub-

stantially as different techniques for moving information are employed.

Having seen something of the underlying principles that occur in
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human communication, mass and otherwise, we need next to ask how
the communicative act can have some impact upon the individuals
who engage in it. In particular, how does mass communication in-
fluence the audiences of the media? As will be seen in the next chapter,
the answer to this question involves some of the most complex theories
of the social and behavioral sciences.




Chapter VI

MASS SOCIETY
AND THE MASS MEDIA

To TRY to explain the consequences of the mass media of com-
munication for the audiences whose attentions are turned toward
them, a wide variety of ideas, assumptions, theories, and hypotheses
has been advanced over a considerable number of years. In their
theoretical thinking about the impact of the mass media of communica-
tion, scholars, critics, and enthusiasts have all been influenced in greater
or lesser degree by the conceptions of the fundamental nature of man
and his society that have been current in their time. Such conceptions
of the social order and of individual psychological organization have
undergone considerable change during the century that saw the rise
of the media. An increasingly pressing need rose to understand how
they operate within that social order and the manner in which they
influence individual members of society as well as the social process.
Although the lines of influence between general behavioral science
theory and conceptualizations of the mass communication process have
by no means been perfectly clear, it is important to show some of the
ways in which students of communication have been influenced by
general theorists. This can clarify in part why media scholars, or others
who have commented on the nature of the mass communication proc-
ess, have come up with the particular notions that they have. Effective
contributions to mass communication theory have been made by the
various behavioral sciences. However, the present chapter will treat in
somewhat greater detail those from some of the earlier sociological
theories of the general nature of society. This is not to minimize other
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contributions; our purpose is to give a reasonably detailed account of
the historical influence of sociologists on mass communication theory.

The task of showing these lines of influence involves two basic diffi-
culties. First, theories of the nature of society have never been uni-
form at any given point in time. In fact, sociologists of different theoret-
ical persuasions have seen the organization of societal processes and
changing patterns in societal relations from very different perspectives
all through the history of sociological thought. Theories of society in
the 19th century were ceveloped on the basis of complex organic
models. Later, the rise of quantitative research procedures introduced
new ideas that substantially influenced the analysis of the nature of
society and brought additional schisms into sociological theory. More
recently, the introduction of “functionalism” and the growth of inter-
est in “social systems” has produced still further divisions, but it has
tended to return the thinking of many theorists to organic type con-
ceptualizations. Secondly, on the other side of the coin, there have
really never been any rigorously articulated sets of theories concerning
mass communication. As we shall see even at the present time, there

is no body of relatively consistent, agreed u 1zed asser-
tionsYhatr—cam truly be callea “mass communication theory,”yTo be
sure, there hias been a great deal of speculation about the way in which
mass communication takes place; much energy has been spent on
charges and countercharges concerning the manner in which the media
may influence individuals and groups; and from time to time var-
ious conceptual schemes or even broad hypotheses have been widely
discussed with respect to some phase of mass communication or some
aspect of the media. There has also been a substantial accumulation
of empirical data that illuminates particular communication processes
or specific effects. But as yet, even though we use the phrase “mass
communication theory,” the field has not been unified by the develop-
ment of a standard set of concepts, an interrelated body of hypotheses,
or an overall explanatory framework. In fact, it is fair to say that there
is no real agreement in this interdisciplinary area of study as to
exactly what constitutes the subject matter of the field of “mass com-
munication.” One contemporary writer has even proclaimed the field
to be dead.! About the best one can do is to reconstruct in retrospect
the types of theoretical assumptions that seem to underly the analyses
of problems associated with mass communication at particular times.

Given the above-mentioned lack of coordination, the task of tracing
relationships between general thought concerning the nature of society
and more specific interpretations of the nature and effects of mass
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communication may seem hopeless. Yet, it is a necessary task; think-
ing about mass communication has changed, and this change has not
been random. There has been something like a progressive develop-
ment and increasing sophistication of ideas concerning the media and
their impact, in spite of the fact that this development has often been,
and remains, halting and disorderly. Clearly, we now know more about
mass communication than we did in 1920; we also know more about
it than we did in 1940 or even 1960. But, we must account for the
direction of this change and formulate some idea of where it has fed
us. Only when we understand clearly what have been the underlying
postulates concerning the nature of societal processes in general can
we begin to understand why hypotheses related to mass communica-
tion have been formulated in the way they have. The importance of
establishing such linkages between general theory and mass communi-
cation theory is not so much that we may more clearly view in retro-
spect the factors that have influenced thinking about the media in the
past, but that we may formulate more adequate theories in the future
and fully understand their bases. With this perspective in mind, we
turn to an overview of sociological thought insofar as it has influenced
students of the mass media during the early part of the communication
revolution.

THE RISE OF THE IMAGE OF THE MASS SOCIETY

Society is large and organized. It also seems to grow more complex.
These two elementary observations were the foundations upon which
the systems of thought of the founding fathers of sociology were
developed. Speculation about the nature of the social order—the man-
ner in which it is changing or how it might be improved—had been the
subject of philosophical writing since the beginning of recorded human
experience. However, the founding of sociology as a systematic disci-
pline devoted specifically to the study of societal processes did not take
place until the first half of the 19th century, at about the same time
that Benjamin Day started selling his newspaper on the streets of New
York for a penny a copy.

@ is usually credited with giving the new field its name,
and he also advocated the application of the Positive (Scientific)
Method to the study of society. Comte’s major contributions to the
task of studying social phenomena scientifically were more philosophical
than substantive. However, he did include in his voluminous writings
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anmeption of societya theoretical model that was widely

used by pioneer sociologists.

The concept of society as anism was not original with Comte,
but he made it (fm The significance of this idea
is that important consequences follow from it. In simple terms, society
can be thought of as a particular type of organism, namely a collective
organism. This did not mean for Comte that there is just a rough
analogy between the organization of some individual biological organ-
ism, such as a particular plant or animal, and a human society. Comte
assumed that society was an organism in its own right. He saw that
it had structure, that specialized parts functioned together, that the
whole was something more than the sum of its parts, and that it under-
went evolutionary change. These Characteristics were those of organ-
isms in general, and so society could be properly classified as such,
recognizing that it clearly differed from other specific varieties of
organisms.

Comte marveled at the great diversity of tasks, goals, and functions
that characterized a society and commented on how each individual
and group can seem to be pursuing private ends and yet the overall
result is that of a harmoniously functioning system. One of the basic
principles of the organization of society (as organism) which accounts
for this interested him greatly. That principle was spécializations The
division of functions that men voluntarily assume, he felt, was the key
not only to the continued stability of society, but also to its possible
disorganization.

The main cause of the superiority of the social to the individual
organism is, according to an established law, the more marked specialty
of the various functions fulfilled by organs more and more distinct,
but interconnected; so that the unity of aim is more and more com-
bined with diversity of means. We cannot, of course, fully appreciate
a phenomenon which is forever proceeding before our eyes, and in
which we bear a part; but if we withdraw ourselves in thought from the
social system, and contemplate it as from afar, can we conceive of a
more marvellous spectacle, in the whole range of natural phenomena,
than the regular and constant convergence of an innumerable multi-
tude of human beings, each possessing a distinct and, in a certain de-
gree, independent existence, and yet incessantly disposed, amidst all
their discordance of talent and character, to concur in many ways in
the same general development, without concert, and even consciousness
on the part of most of them, who belicve that they are merely follow-
ing their personal impulses?. .. This reconciliation of the individuality
of labour with cooperation of endeavors, which becomes more remark-
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able as society grows more complex and extended, constitutes the
radical character of human operations [at the societal level].2

Comte saw great harmony and stability, then, arising from the
assumption of specialized functions by individuals. He felt that inevit-
ably these specialized activities would all contribute to the general
equilibrium of society in that, *. .. all individual organizations, even
the most vicious and imperfect (short of monstrosity), may finally
be made use of for the general good.” 3

But Comte also saw danger in too much specialization. It should
be added that this point is of considerable significance for the student
of mass communication, because the same idea was used by later
theorists to develop the concept of the mass society. The mass society
concept was of central importance for early thinking about the media.
The most important element of this idea was that ineffective social
organization failed to provide adequate linkages between individuals
to maintain an integrated and stable system of social control. This
theme is clearly stated by Comte:

Some economists have pointed out, but in a very inadequate way,
the evils of an exaggerated division of material labour, and I have in-
dicated, in regard to the more important field of scientific labour, the
mischievous intellectual consequences of the spirit of specialty which
at present prevails. It is necessary to estimate directly the principle of
such an influence, in order to understand the object of the spontaneous
system of requisites for the continuous preservation of society. In de-
composing, we always disperse; and the distribution of human labours
must occasion individual divergencies, both intellectual and moral,
which require a permanent discipline to keep them within bounds. 1f
the separation of the social functions develops a useful spirit of detail,
on the one hand, it tends, on the other, to extinguish or restrict what
we call the aggregate or general spirit.4

Comte went on to discuss extensively and critically the possible con-
sequences of an overexpansion of the division of labor. He felt that
the more individuals were unlike each other in their position in the
social system, the greater would be their reduction of understanding of
their fellow citizens. He saw that people with the same specialty would
develop ties with each other, but would become alienated from other
such groupings. “Thus it is that the principle by which alone general
society could be developed and extended, threatens, in another view,
to decompose it into a multitude of unconnected corporations, which
almost seem not to belong to the same species....” 8
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As the societal organism evolves (according to this type of theory),
it develops harmony and stability through its division of labor. At
the same time, there is the possibility that overdevelopment can lead
to disorganization and decline by disrupting the basis for effective
communication between individual parts of the organism. Given the
postulate of the organic nature of society, the concept of specializa-
tion of function follows by definition. But an increasing degree of such
specialization leads to increased social differentiation. If such differ-
entiation reaches the point where effective linkages between parts of
the system are threatened, then the equilibrium and harmony of the
organism is also threatened. This theme recurs in the writings of later
theorists, and is one of the basic beginning points for discussing “mass”
society. The relationship between this idea and “mass” communica-
tion will be made clear.

It should be recalled that Comte worked out his views of the nature
of society during the 1830’s. This was before the industrial revolution
had achieved a wide impact on Europe. Comte felt somewhat threatened
by the possibility of an increasing level of specialization in the society
he saw before him. But social theorists who came later were confronted
with the reality of a great increase in the division of labor which the
new industrialization was bringing. It is little wonder they were deeply
impressed with its implications.

Speculation about the organic nature of society and its consequences
constituted only a minor part of the work of Comte. However, the
sccond founder of modern sociology, Herbert Spencer, pursued the
organic concept with great vigor and in great depth. Spencer, like
Comte, was primarily a philosopher and was concerned about science
as a means for obtaining valid knowledge. This concern led him to
formulate what he thought were the most important principles that
seemed to him to pervade all the sciences. His famous laws of evolu-
tion (from which Darwin drew inspiration) were given complete
development in his work, First Principles, published in 1863, more
than twenty years after Comte had completed his Positive Philosophy.

Spencer applied his evolutionary concepts to the study of society
and wrote The Principles of Sociology in four volumes between 1876
and 1896. There are many parallels between the two writers, but
Spencer claims that his own ideas were worked out independently of
those of Comte. In any case, the theory of society which Spencer elab-
orated in great detail was a purely organic one. After defining society
as a functioning system, he discussed the social order at length in
terms of its growth, structures, functions, systems of organs, etc., de-
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veloping an extremely elaborate (outright) analogy between society and
an individual organism.

The division of labor was a very important part of this analysis, and
was regarded as the basic unifying factor which held the organism
together:

The division of labour, first dwelt upon by political economists as
a social phenomenon, and thereupon recognized by biologists as a
phenomenon of living bodies, which they called the “physiological
division of labour,” is that which in the society, as in the animal, makes
it a living whole. Scarcely can I emphasize enough the truth that in
respect of this fundamental trait, a social organism and an individual
organism are entirely alike. ...

[Society] undergoes continuous growth. As it grows, its parts be-
come unlike: it exhibits increase of structure. The unlike parts simul-
taneously assume activities of unlike kinds. These activities are not
simply different, but their differences are so related as to make one
another possible. The reciprocal aid thus given causes mutual depend-
ence of the parts. And the mutually-dependent parts, living by and
for one another, form an aggregate constituted on the same general
principle as an individual organism.$

But Spencer did not go to the next step and contemplate the pos-
sible difficulties for society that might occur if specialization went
too far. He was convinced that the most fundamental process of nature
was evolution, and that evolution was natural and therefore good. The
great changes that he observed in English society, as the industrial
order came, he regarded as an unfolding of society according to natural
evolutionary laws. To suggest that social changes brought by natural
evolution might be undesirable was unthinkable. So deeply did he
hold these views that he became convinced that any interference in the
natural development of society was completely unwarranted and was
bound to have disastrous consequences. He bitterly opposed legisla-
tion aimed at any form of social improvement on the grounds that
nature meant the fittest to survive, and in the long run this would
benefit society. While Comte advocated planned social change, Spencer
argued vigorously for a policy of almost complete laissez faire.

Even so, it can be seen that the two major founders of sociology
developed similar organic evolutionary models of the social order and
both postulated a process leading to increasing social differentiation.
The one had grave reservations as to the possible consequences of over-
specialization, and the other had grave reservations over any attempt
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to interfere in what he regarded as the natural evolution of the society.
Neither had any full appreciation of the fundamental changes in the
structure of the social order that were to come with the 20th century.
Comte, writing on the eve of the industrial revolution, and Spencer,
writing during its early phases, could not foresee that the very fabric
of society would be changed by the upheaval in the economic institu-
tion that the factory system and the new economic order would bring.
The same acceleration in science that brought the mass media of
communication, and indeed that prompted these two philosophers to
found a science of society, also fashioned the forces of society’s new
industrial organization. The impact of this new order was to be felt
in every corner of the world.

Another theoretical formulation came from the province of Schles-
wig-Holstein in Germany. In 1887, a young man of that region by the
name of Ferdinand Ténnies produced a theoretical sociological analysis
entitled Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft. In this work, he posed two
contrasting theoretical types of societal organization—one preindus-
trial and the other largely a product of industrialization. In his analysis
of the nature of society, Ténnies concentrated less upon organic anal-
ogies, or the possible consequences of specialization, but focused his
attention upon the kinds of social bonds that exist between the mem-
bers of societies and groups in two very distinct types of social organ-
ization.

Gemeinschaft does not translate easily into English. The word “com-
munity” is often offered as its equivalent, but the complexity of
Tonnies’ meaning is not well captured by such a simple translation.
The idea of Gemeinschaft is best illustrated by suggesting some of the
kinds of interpersonal ties that are included within it. The bonds and
feelings that exist between the members of a normal family offer one
example. But the idea goes beyond the bounds of family. The mem-
bers of a particular village or even of a given small society can be
said to be characterized by Gemeinschaft. This type of relationship
can develop because people are related to each other by blood, and
hold each other in mutual respect; it can be produced because people
are tied by tradition to a particular place where they lead a deeply
integrated life; there can even be a Gemeinschaft of the mind, as where
members of a religious order share a deep commitment to a given set
of beliefs that become a basis for a strong social organization. The
Gemeinschaft type of organization, in short, is one where people are
deeply bound to each other through tradition, through kinship, through
friendship, or because of some other deeply uniting factor. Such a
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social organization places the individual within the nexus of exceed-
ingly strong systems of informal social control. In short, Gemeinschaft
refers to a “reciprocal, binding sentiment...which keeps human
beings together as members of a totality.” 7 That totality may be a
family, a clan, a village, a religious order, or even an entire society,
but if so, it has as a basis for its common unity this particular kind
of social relationship between its members.

It is clear that there probably have been few societies whose social
fabric was characterized completely by such intense feeling of “com-
munity” in the sense of Gemeinschaft. However, even as an abstract
construction, this “ideal type” can serve as a framework for discussing
changes in social organization and new kinds of linkages between
members that take place if the society evolves into some other form.
For example, under the impact of industrialization, when the division
of labor becomes vastly more complex through increasing specializa-
tion, is there a decline in Gemeinschaft? Ténnies saw his own homeland
undergo a transition from a basically peasant society to one that was
increasingly urban and industrial. While he did not suggest that societal
evolution was simply a movement from Gemeinschaft in social rela-
tions to some other form, it was clear to him that another constructed
polar type was going to be increasingly important to describe ade-
quately an entirely different system of social relationships between the
members of the newer society. The second of his theoretical constructs
was Gesellschaft.

The essential condition of the social relationship in the Gesellschaft
is the contract. The contract in its broadest sense is a rationally agreed
upon voluntary social relationship where the two parties involved
promise to fulfill specific obligations to each other or to forfeit specific
commodities if the contract is breached. The contract is a formal
relationship (often written, and always backed by impersonal mecha-
nisms of social control) whereas the social relationship of the Gemein-
schaft is informal. In the new society of complex credit, world markets,
large formal associations, and a vast division of labor, the contractual
type of relationship is widely found between members. The buyer and
seller relate themselves in this way as do the employer and employee.
In fact, throughout all the major social institutions, the economic order,
the political structure, the educational system, religion, and even in
some instances the family, the older Gemeinschaft bond, based upon
“reciprocal, binding sentiment,” is being replaced by relationships of
the contractual type. In certain spheres of societal exchange, it is
almost the exclusive kind of relationship that can exist between two
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parties, for example, buying or renting a dwelling. In some spheres
it may seldom be found (e.g., within the family).

While no society has been or probably ever will be exclusively Ge-
sellschaft, it is clear that this type of social bond has become ubiqui-
tous and pervasive. It is also clear that Gesellschaft implies a very
different outlook for the individual as he contemplates his fellow so-
cietal members than is the case in the Gemeinschaft.

In the Gesellschaft. .. everybody is by himself and isolated, and
there exists a condition of tension against all others. Their spheres of
activity are sharply separated, so that everybody refuses to everyone
else contact with and admittance to his sphere; i.e., intrusions are re-
garded as hostile acts. Such a negative attitude toward one another
becomes the normal and always underlying relation of those power-
endowed individuals, and it characterizes the Gesellschaft in the condi-
tion of the rest; nobody wants to grant and produce anything for
another individual, nor will he be inclined to give ungrudgingly to
another individual, if it be not in exchange for a gift or labor equivalent
that he considers at least equal to what he has given.8

The Gesellschaft, then, places the individual within a social system
that is impersonal and anonymous. It is a situation where the individ-
ual is not treated or valued for himself or his personal qualities, but
where he is appreciated to the degree that he can carry out his end
of the contractual obligations that he assumes. The Gesellschaft is a
system of competitive relationships, where each individual seeks to
maximize what he gets from exchanges and minimize what he gives,
and at the same time he learns to be wary of the others.

The reader will recognize that these two pictures of societal organ-
ization have been deliberately overdrawn for theoretical purposes. How-
ever, the Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft polarity does provide a very
useful framework for interpreting the impact of changing social condi-
tions upon the citizen of the emerging industrial order. The Gemein-
schaft could easily be idealized as psychologically comforting and sup-
porting, while the Gesellschaft could easily be condemned as psycholog-
ically distressing and tension producing. Such interpretations abound
in literature, in popular thought, and even in social science, where the
simpler Gemeinschaft life of an earlier or more rural society is identi-
fied as “good,” while the impersonal Gesellschaft of the urban area is
defined as “evil.” But while many have speculated in these directions,
our present task is to extract from such 19th century writers as
Tonnies ideas that were to influence those who turned their attentions



MASS SOCIETY AND THE MASS MEDIA 107

to assessing the impact of the new media of communication on society.
Just as an accumulation of theories and inventions in the natural sci-
ences led to the physical basis upon which the media themselves were
developed, the accumulation of sociological thought concerning the
nature of the contemporary social order provided the basis of ideas
upon which interpretations of the media were first attempted when
they became realities.

Before pulling together the various concepts which we have exam-
ined into some kind of composite theoretical image of society as it
was viewed by the end of the 19th century, there is one additional
writer whose ideas were of particular significance. Near the end of
the period (1893) Emile Durkheim published The Division of Labor
in Society. In this important work, he brought together the several
related themes which we have noted above from the writings of Comte,
Spencer, and Tonnies.?

The overall purpose of Durkheim’s extended analysis was to show
how the division of labor of a society was the principal source of
social solidarity in that society, and that as the division of labor was
altered (as for example through social evolution), the unifying forces
of the society underwent corresponding change. Solidarity refers to
the kinds of social psychological bonds that unite the members, and
although Durkheim used a very different terminology, he was address-
ing himself roughly toward the same general problem as Tonnies. By
division of labor, Durkheim meant more than simply the degree of
specialization in the economic institution:

[{We must ask] if the division of labor...in contemporary societies
where it has developed as we know . . . would not have as its function
the integration of the social body to assure unity. It is quite legitimate
to suppose . . . that great political societies can maintain themselves in
equilibrium only thanks to the specialization of tasks, that the division
of labor is the source, if not unique, at least principal, of social soli-
darity. Comte took this point of view. Of all sociologists, to our knowl-
edge, he is the first to have recognized in the division of labor some-
thing other than a purely economic phenomenon. He saw in it “the
most essential condition of social life,” provided that one conceives
it “in all its rational extent; that is to say, that one applies it to the
totality of all our diverse operations of whatever kind, instead of at-
tributing it, as is ordinarily done, to simple material usages.” 1°

To show the social implications of the division of labor, Durkheim
contrasted mechanical and organic solidarity. Mechanical solidarity is
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that which unites a people who are essentially alike. Through their
common life, and in the presence of only a rudimentary division of
labor, the members of a given population work out a set of beliefs,
values, and other orientations to which they are deeply, commonly,
and uniformly committed. To the extent that these orientations are
truly characteristic of every member, there is little basis for the devel-
opment of extensive individuality. Where there is little or no division
of labor, people not only act in like ways, Durkheim suggested, but
think and feel in like ways. In this kind of society, “solidarity can
grow only in inverse ratio to personality,” because personality is what
distinguishes one person from another. “If we have a strong and lively
desire to think and act for ourselves, we cannot be strongly inclined
to think and act as others do.” 1! In the extreme case, all individuality
would be submerged, and the members of the society would be com-
pletely homogeneous in their personal psychic organization. In such
an admittedly theoretical case, the members of the society would be
completely uniform in their action.

The social molecules which can be coherent in this way can act to-
gether only in the measure that they have no actions of their own, as
the molecules of inorganic bodies. That is why we propose to call this
type of solidarity mechanical. The term does not signify that it is
produced by mechanical and artificial means. We call it that only by
analogy to the cohesion which unites the elements of an inanimate
body, as opposed to that which makes a unity out of the elements of
a living body.12

It is perfectly obvious that no society was ever characterized com-
pletely by this kind of social organization. The idea of mechanical
solidarity as a basis for binding members of a collectivity to the whole
is posed in this way as an abstract construct rather than a description
that is supposed to portray reality with complete accuracy. The same
can be said of Durkheim’s second major concept, organic solidarity.
The two taken together, however, offer a third useful interpretive
framework in understanding the emergence of modern society.

If mechanical solidarity is based upon homogeneity, then organic
solidarity is based upon heterogeneity. In a society with a well-devel-
oped division of labor, each individual performing his specialized task
is dependent upon others whose activities are coordinated with his.
Spencer had elaborated in extraordinary detail the parallels between or-
ganisms and society as unified systems of reciprocally functioning parts.
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Durkheim saw the mutual dependency which specialization produced,
and he recognized this as a kind of social force that bound the member
of society to his fellow members to form a more or less harmonious
functioning whole. But the important factor is that the division of
labur, which produces organic solidarity, also increases greatly the
degree of individuality and social differentiation within the society:

Whereas the previous type [of solidarity] implies that individuals
resemble each other, this type presumes their difference. The first is
possible only insofar as the individual personality is absorbed into the
collective personality; the second is possible only if each one has a
sphere of action which is peculiar to him; that is a personality. It is
necessary, then, that the collective conscience leave open a part of the
individual conscience in order that special functions may be established
there, functions which it cannot regulate. The more this region is ex-
tended, the stronger is the cohesion which results from this solidarity.!3

Durkheim went on to show how the growth of the division of labor
increases the dependence of each specialized person on the rest, but
this does not mean that such increasing heterogeneity leads to con-
sensus of thought. On the contrary: “Each individual is more and more
acquiring his own way of thinking and acting, and submits less com-
pletely to the common corporate union.” 14 Thus, while in one sense
the highly specialized person is locked into a web of functional de-
pendency upon others, he is at the same time isolated from them in
a psychological sense as his specializations lead him to develop greater
and greater individuality.

Durkheim also noted that the evolution of society to a more com-
plex form leads to an increase in social relationships of much the
same type that Tonnies called Gesellschaft: “It is quite true that con-
tractual relations, which were originally rare or completely absent,
multiply as social labor becomes divided.” 1® Thus, an increase in the
division of labor has the result not only of increasing individual heter-
ogeneity, but of introducing an increasing number of more formal and
segmental relationships between people.

Finally, Durkheim saw that under some circumstances the division
of labor could result in what he called “pathological forms.” “Though
normally,” he said, “the division of labor produces social solidarity, it
sometimes happens that it has different, and even contrary results.” 18
If social functions, that is parts of the organic structure, are not well
articulated with each other, organic solidarity can break down. Com-
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mercial crises, depressions, strife between labor and management, civil
upheavals, riots, demonstrations, and protests by subgroups offer vari-
ous kinds of examples.

Thus, the very division of labor that produces harmony up to a
point contains the seeds of social disharmony if pushed beyond a cer-
tain point. This, of course, was (as Durkheim noted) the thesis of
Auguste Comte. Such a state of disharmony Durkheim called anomie.
This is a kind of pathology of the social organism that results when
the division of labor becomes elaborated to a point where individuals
are not capable of effectively relating themselves to others.

Functional diversity induces a moral diversity that nothing can
prevent, and it is inevitable that one should grow as the other does.
We know, moreover, why these two phenomena develop in parallel
fashion. Collective sentiments become more and more impotent in
holding together the centrifugal tendencies that the division of labor is
said to engender, for these tendencies increase as labor is more divided,
and, at the same time, collective sentiments are weakened.17

In short, as society becomes more and more complex—as the mem-
bers of the society become more and more preoccupied with their own
individual pursuits and development—they lose ability to identify
with and feel themselves in community with others. Eventually, they
become a collectivity of psychologically isolated individuals, interact-
ing with each other but oriented inward, and bound together primarily
through contractual ties.

As the 19th century came to a close, this was in general the image
of society that had emerged. The developing and accumulating body
of sociological theory, uncoordinated and even conflicting though it
was, seemed in one way or another to stress these themes. Society
was a large and complex system. It was also growing much more
complex. To some this represented Progress via natural laws of evolu-
tion to a more desirable and ultimately more harmonious system than
before. To others, it represented an insidious movement to a bleak
and isolated existence for the individual, narrowly concerned with his
special pursuits, and incapable of intense identification with his fellows.
Great debates arose concerning the advisability of interfering with the
evolution of society through legislation. Other arguments arose con-
cerning the best possible strategy for proceeding with the further
development of theories about these vast changes. But in spite of these
divergent points of view over strategies and consequences, it seemed
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clear to most students of the social order that the Western world was
experiencing an increase in heterogeneity and individuality, a reduc-
tion in the degree to which society could effectively control its members
through informal means, an increasing alienation of the individual
from strong identification with his community as a whole, a growth
of segmental, contractual social relationships, and a great increase in
the psychological isolation of the human being.

These general social trends were said to be leading to the mass
society. The idea of mass society is not equivalent to massive society,
that is, to large numbers. There are many societies in the world, for ex-
ample, India, that have astronomical numbers of people, but are still
more or less traditional in their organization. Mass society refers to
the relationship that exists between an individual member and the
social order around him. In mass society, as has been emphasized in
the theories we have examined, the individual is presumed to be in a
situation of psychological isolation from others, impersonality is said
to prevail in his interactions with others, and he is said to be relatively
free from the demands of binding social obligations. These ideas have
been carried by some sociologists well into the 20th century, and are
still important considerations, along with a number of modifications
and countertrends.’® In discussing the organization of the urban in-
dustrial social order of the contemporary Western world, Broom and
Selznick have recently summarized the principal outlines of the idea
of mass society very succinctly in the following terms:

Modern society is made up of masses in the sense that “there has
emerged a vast mass of segregated, isolated individuals, interdependent
in all sorts of specialized ways yet lacking in any central unifying value
or purpose.” The weakening of traditional bonds, the growth of ra-
tionality, and the division of labor, have created societies made up
of individuals who are only loosely bound together. In this sense the
word “mass” suggests something closer to an aggregate than to a
tightly knit social group.1?

This view of the social nature of man was coupled with an equally
developed general theory of his psychological nature. Briefly, man’s
conduct was thought to be largely a product of his genetic endowment.
That is, the causes of behavior were sought within his biological struc-
ture. This line of thought was to have important implications for the
early interpretation of the new mass media. The nature of general
psychological theory and its importance in interpreting the mass media
will be made clear in later sections.
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WORLD WAR I AND THE MECHANISTIC S-R THEORY

It was against this intellectual backdrop that the mass media of
communication diffused through the major Western societies during
their early years. To assess the influence that such general theories of
the nature of man had upon some of the early thinking about the
media, we need to look briefly to the period when mass communica-
tion was still a relatively new social phenomenon with which the world
had to contend.

The first decade of the 20th century had barely passed before Eu-
rope and later the United States were plunged into the Great War. The
very division of labor and the resulting heterogeneity and individuality
that had made the new industrial societies possible now became a
problem. World War I was really the first of the global struggles in
which entire populations played active and coordinated roles in the
effort against their enemies. In most previous wars, the opposing mili-
tary forces carried on their struggles somewhat independently of
civilian populations. Unless combat happened to take place in their
immediate area, the people left at home were not deeply and per-
sonally involved. This had been particularly true of England, which
had not been occupied by an enemy since the Norman invasion. It was
also true of the United States, which had last known foreign soldiers
on its shores during Revolutionary times, although the Civil War had
brought great hardships in some areas.

But the new kind of war was, in effect, a pitting of the manufactur-
ing capacity of one nation against that of the other, and the armies
in the field were backed by and totally dependent upon vast industrial
complexes at home. These huge industrial efforts required the whole-
hearted cooperation and enthusiasm of the civilian populations who
manned them. Total war required total commitment of the entire
resources of the nation. Material amenities had to be sacrificed; morale
had to be maintained; young men had to be persuaded away from their
families and into the ranks; the work in the factories had to be done
with unflagging vigor; and not the least important, money had to be
obtained to finance the war.

But the diverse, heterogeneous, and differentiated populations of the
industrial societies were not bound together by that “reciprocal, bind-
ing sentiment ... which keeps human beings together as members of
a totality.” 20 They were not Gemeinschaft societies, but were in fact
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more like mass societies, which lacked such effective bonds. Yet, it
was just such bonds of sentiment that were needed to unite these peo-
ple into effective solidarity behind their respective war efforts. As each
country became politically committed to the war, there arose a most
critical and urgent need to forge stronger links between the individual
and his society. It became essential to mobilize his sentiments an

loyalties, to instill in him a hatred and fear of the enemy, to maintain
his morale in the face of privation, and to capture his energies int

'_an effective contribution to his nation.
The means for achieving these urgent goals was pro@ Care-~,

fully designed propaganda messages engulfed the nafion in news
stories, pictures, films, phonograph records, speeches, books, sermons,
posters, wireless signals, rumors, billboard advertisements, and hand-
bills. Top level policy makers decided the stakes were so high and
the ends were so important, that they justified almost any means. The
citizen had to hate the enemy, love his country, and maximize his
commitment to the war effort. He could not be depended upon to do
so on his own. The mass media of communication available at the
time became the principal tools for persuading him to do so.

Following the war, a number of persons who had been importantly
involved in the manufacturing of propaganda were ridden with guilt
about the gross deceptions which they had practiced. Outrageous lies
/g_{%_ﬂsndealmuathe other, anﬂhen placed before the
populations of the time via the mass media, they were often wﬁ
Stch large scale persuasion of entirépopulations with the use of mass
media had never been seen before, and it was conducted in a skillful
and highly coordinated manner. Also, those were apparently more
innocent times; even the word “propaganda” was not understood by
the man in the street. After the war, when former propagandists pub-
lished a rash of sensational exposés about their wartime deceptions,
the general public became more sophisticated.

But to illustrate briefly the kinds of material the propagandists found
effective and the kinds of responses to their stimuli that they were
seeking, the following is quoted from one widely read postwar exposé:

The Atrocity Story was one big factor in English propaganda. Most

.. were greedily swallowed by an unsuspecting public. They would
have been less ready to accept the stories of German frightfulness if
they had witnessed the birth of the most lugubrious atrocity story at
the headquarters of the British Intelligence Department in the Spring
of 1917.
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Brigadier General J.V. Charteris. . . was comparing two pictures
captured from the Germans. The first was a vivid reproduction of a
harrowing scene, showing the dead bodies of German soldiers being
hauled away for burial behind the lines. The second picture depicted
dead horses on their way to the factory where German ingenuity ex-
tracted soap and oil from the carcasses. The inspiration to change the
captions of the two pictures came to General Charteris like a flash.

- . . the General dexterously used the shears and pasted the inscrip-
tion “German Cadavers on Their Way to the Soap Factory” under the
icad German soldiers. Within twenty-four hours the picture was in
the mail-pouch for Shanghai.

General Charteris dispatched the picture to China to revolt public
opinion against the Germans. The reverence of the Chinese for the
dead amounts to worship. The profanation of the dead ascribed to the
Germans was one of the factors responsible for the Chifiese decliration

of war against the central powers.*T

- avhu T ¢

Whether this particular propagandist was correct in his assessment
of the impact of this falsified newspaper picture need not concern us.
The example and the claimed effect give a classic illustration of the
kind of theory of mass communication upon which such propaganda
efforts were premised. It was a relatively simple theory and it was con-
sistent with the image of mass society that was the intellectual heritage
from the 19th century. It assumed that cleverly designed stimuli would
reach every individual member of the mass society via the media, that
each would perceive it in the same general manner as his fellows, and
that this would provoke a more or less uniform response from all.

In the aftermath of the war, there emerged a quite general belief
in the great power of mass communication. The media were thought
to be able to shape public opinion and to sway the masses toward
almost any point of view desired by the communicator. An American
political scientist who tried to analyze objectively the impact of war-
time propaganda and the role of the media in the mass society came
to these conclusions:

But when all allowances have been made, and all extravagant esti-
mates pared to the bone, the fact remains that propaganda is one of
the most powerful instrumentalities in the modern world. It has arisen
to its present eminence in response to a complex of changed circum-
stances which have altered the nature of society. Small primitive tribes
can weld their heterogeneous members into a fighting whole by the
beat of the tom-tom and the tempestuous rhythm of the dance. It is in
orgies of physical exuberance that young men are brought to the boil-
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ing point of war, and that old and young, men and women, are caught
in the suction of tribal purpose.

In the Great Sociebit is no longer possible to fuse the waywardness
of individuals-intHe furnace of the war dance; a newer and subtler
instrument must weld thousands and even millions of human beings
into one amalgamated mass of hate and will and hope. A new flame
must burn out the canker of dissent and temper the steel of bellicose
enthusiasm. The name of thls new hammer and anvil of social soli-

dan‘tx is Lop?éa?aﬁ

The basic theory of mass communication that is implied by such
conclusions is not quite as simple as it might appear. To be sure, it is
relatively straightforward S-R theory, but it is also one that presumes
a particular set of unspoken assumptions concerning not only the
social organization of society, but the psychological structure of the
human beings who are being stimulated and who are responding to the
mass communicated message. It_is important_to understand the full
range of these implicit assumptlons because it has ‘been through their
systemalic replacement or modtﬁcatzon that more modern theorles “of
the mass _communication progess have “been developeg As new con-
CcEPs Concerning the nature of man as an'individual and the nature
of his society became available, these were used to modify the basic
theory of mass communication by introducing different sets of inter-
vening variables between the stimulus side of the S-R equation and the
response side.

We may refer to the first mass communication theory as a “mecha-
nistic S-R theory ) It has been given other more colorful name§ Stich

s “hypodermic needle theory,” “transmission belt theory,” etc., but
these seem to overlook its more basic underlying assumptions. While
it may appear to be unrealistic in view of today’s more adequate per-
spectives, it is not true that it was simply a direct S-R theory. There
was more to its structure than what such writers as Katz and Lazars-
feld have suggested, namely, . .. the omnipotent media, on the one
hand, sending forth the message, and the atomized masses, on the
other, waiting to receive it—and nothing in between [italics added].” 2*
There were very definite assumptions about what was going on in
between. These assumptions may not have been explicitly formulated
at the time, but they were drawn from fairly elaborate theories of
human nature, as well as the nature of the social order (which we
have already examined). It was these theories that guided the thinking
of those who saw the media as powerful.

World War I was a period when instinct psychology was at its peak.
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It was not until the end of the 1920’s that the facts of human individ-
ual modifiability and variability began to be demonstrable with the use
of new mental tests and other research techniques. As a consequence,
the image of man represented by the writings of Wllham MacDouga
and his contemporaries was called into serious question. Prior to that
time, it was assumed that a given individual’s behavior was governed
to a considerable extent by inherited biological mechanisms of some
complexity that intervened between the stimuli and his responses. Be-
cause of this, basic human nature was thought to be fairly uniform
from one human being to another. Each person inherited (according
to the theories) more or less the same elaborate set of built-in biological
mechanisms, which supplied him with motivations and energies to
respond to given stimuli in given ways. Much was made of the non-
rational or emotional nature of such mechanisms, particularly among
theorists of psychoanalytic bent. But even these were, in the final
analysis, inherited forces (e.g., libido), which each person received
at birth in more or less uniform degrees. The psychology of individual
diffcrences had not progressed to the point where a consuming inter-
est in learning would develop among academic psychologists as a
means of accounting for such differences.

Given a view of a uniform basic human nature, with a stress upon
nonrational processes, plus a view of the social order as mass society,
the mechanistic S-R theory of the media as powerful devices seemed
entirely valid: It stated that powerful stimuli were uniformly brought
to the attention of the individual members of the mass. These stimuli
tapped inner urges, emotions, or other processes over which the in-
dividual had little voluntary control. Because of the inherited nature
of these mechanisms, each person responded more or less uniformly.
Furthermore, there were few strong social ties 10 aTSruprYhe influence
of these mechanisms because he was psychologically isolated from
strong social ties and informal social con‘fi"‘T “The result was that | the
memgqg of _the mass c?)'l:ld be, swayed and influenced by those in pos-
session of the media especially with the use of emotional ngeals

Such a mechanistic theory was completely consistent with general
theory in both sociology and psychology as it had been developed up
to that time. In addition, there was the example of the tremendous
impact of wartime propaganda. This seemed to offer valid proof that
the media were powerful in precisely the manner so dramatically de-
scribed by Lasswell when he concluded that they were the “new ham-

mer and anvil of social solidarity.” 2¢ There were also the seemingl
undisputable facts from the mass advertising of the time that the
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mjglq were capable of persuading people to buy goods in degrees and
viTiety hitherto undreamed of, This added to the conviction of great
power and it Teinforced ‘the seeming validity of the mechanistic S-R
theory.25

There is no doubt that World War I propaganda was effective. How-
ever, this does not mean that only one theory is capable of accounting
for those effects. If scholars of the day had been in possession of the
results of research and thought on mass communication which have
accumulated since that time, they might have chosen very different ex-
planations indeed to account for the fact that the population of the
United States entered the war with enthusiasm, entertained a series of
unrealistic beliefs about the enemy, etc., and that the media played a
part in shaping their behavior and belieis.

But theories of man, both in terms of his social order and his per-
sonal organization, did not remain static. In the United States, both
psychology and sociology had become more firmly established and
were increasingly escaping the domination of the thoughtways of their
European origins. Both fields became heavily concerned with em-
pirical research. As a result, their theories were forced to be more
closely checked against reality. In consequence, many earlier ideas were
abandoned and many new ideas were advanced. Inevitably, these new
theoretical directions had their impact on those who were attempting
to understand the effects of mass communication. The me
S-R theory had been built upon assumptions that were no longer re-
garded as tenable by general theorists, and consequently the theory
had 5 be rather reluctantly abandoned by students of the mass media.
In the meantime, there was very little to take its place. However, even
as newer general theories were being devised to describe man’s nature
and the nature of his social order more adequately, the field of mass
communication itself was acquiring an empirical base. During the
1930's scholars developed an interest in the media as objects of re-
search, and were beginning to turn away from mere speculation about
their effects to systematic studies of the impact of particular communi-
cation content upon particular kinds of people. As an increasing
variety of research tools became available to them, their ideas about
mass communication could be more adequately checked against their
findings. Thus, the field of mass communication began to accumulate
a body of data from which concepts and propositions could be in-
ductively formulated. Even so, the field continued to be greatly in-
fluenced by trends in more general behavioral science, as the following
chapter will attempt to show.




Chapter VII

CONTEMPORARY THEORIES
OF MASS COMMUNICATION

HE ALL-CONSUMING question that has dominated research and the
Tdevelopment of contemporary theory in the study of the mass
media can be summed up in simple terms—namely, “what has been
their effect?” That is, how have the media influenced us as individuals
in terms of persuading us to believe in new political ideologies, to
vote for a particular party, to purchase more goods, to alter or aban-
don our cultural tastes, to reduce or strengthen our prejudices, to com-
mit acts of delinquency or crime, to lower our standards of sexual
morality, to alter our patterns of family recreation, to adopt an in-
novation, or to change our patterns of behavior in some other signifi-
cant way as a result of attention to the content of mass communica-
tion? If from time to time attention has been given to some other
aspect of the media, for example, to the nature of the communicator,
the structure of media content, or the nature of audiences, the ultimate
purpose was to see how variations in these factors have influenced the
kinds of responses that have resulted from exposure to the media.! In
a recent overview of research in the field, Larsen has stated the issue
in the following terms:

All over the world more and more people are spending more and
more time in exposure to the media of mass communication. The
present task is to inquire into how sociologists have come to grips
with the social consequences of this fact. The goal is to review what
has been done and to suggest what might be done to understand the
social effects of mass communication.2

118
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For scveral decades, sociologists and other social scientists have at-
tcmpted to “come to grips with this fact” by seeking theoretical frame-
works aimed at ordering in some systematic way a tremendous diver-
sity of observations about the effects of mass communication and the
variables that modify them. As was suggested in the previous chapter,
the formulations offered to date have been more or less consistent with
trends in general behavioral science theory: The goal of the present
chapter is to indicate in overview how theoreticai propositions con-
cerning mass communication have become mcmosmgly' elahorated as
interest' in the ‘field has growtt and as developments in more geheral
theory and research have made available an increasing variety of con-
ceptual tools and techniques of investigation.

At the same time, the overwhelming concentration on effect, which
has characterized mass communication as an object of research, can-
not be passed over lightly. There are other theoretical and research
questions of significance that can be asked about the media. This was
indicated in detail in earlier chapters where attention was focused
upon the nature of the communication process and some of the ways
in which the media themselves were influenced by the nature of the
society within which they developed. Until adequate formulations have
been advanced concerning the impact of societies with given charac-
teristics on their developing media, and upon the manner in which
media operate within particular societal systems, theories of mass
communication will be hopclessly one-sided.”

But meanwhile, thmkmg concerning the impact of the media on in-
dividuals and groups has undergone progressive change. This change
has for the most part been a continuous and cumulative discovery of
important intervening processes between media and mass, that is be-
tween the stimulus and the response sides of the S-R equation. There
has also been an increasing development of more elaborate classifica-
tions of different types of mass communication stimuli and different
types of responses that the media can evoke. These assertions can be
elaborated in the form of four specific formulations that summarize
contemporary thinking about the effects of mass communications.

THE INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES THEORY

When psychological theorists seeking basic understanding of human
conduct turned away from explanations of complex behavior based
primarily upon inherited mechanisms, they sought new explanations
built upon very different principles. If nature failed to endow the hu-
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man individual with the automatic ability to guide his behavior, then
he surely had to acquire it from the environment around him. Great
interest was to develop am ogists in the process of human
learning. By th¢”end of ar I, academic psychology was in-
tellectually prepared for new. directions., One new direction was pro-
vided by the concept of condzqonuw

From English emp1na§ﬁ, psychologists had inherited a persistent
interest in “association” and “habit” as important aspects of learning.
Laws of association had been repeatedly formulated and even as early
as 1890 William James had suggested that habits that were formed
through association.might have a physiological basis.2 "John WatSon
introduced a further significant element to modern™ ‘psychology with
his objective emphasis on behaviorism.5 But more than anything else,
it was the classical conditioning experiments that fired the imagination
of the psychologists of the late 1920’s and the early 1930’s.6 Thus,
there was a renewed interest in habit formation through learning, a
new stress upon objective experiments as an aid in the development
of theories of learning, and a broad new concept that promised to link
the learning process to physiology. The result of these intellectual
trends was a great expansion of interest in the learning process and a
host of experiments with animals and human subjects. A number of
competing theories of learning were formulated.

Along with this intellectual movement came an associated intercst
in such processes gs “motivation,? The study of incentives in labora-
tory experiments conviniced psychologists that some motivational urges
can be acquired through learning and that not all individuals can be
motivated by precisely the same incentives. Adding to this trend in the
increasing recognition of individual motivation and learning differ-
ences were the findings of students of human personality. Variations
among individuals in their personality traits became increasingly recog-
nized, and the mental testers began to construct sophisticated devices
to quantify those differences.?

New concepts were also formulated in social psychology to replace
the idea of instinct. In particular, the term “attitude” grew in impor-
tance as a means of explaining differing directions of‘glmnpre'rc'r-
cnce and action. Introduced as a systematic concept in the writings of
( 'Thomas and. Znanjecki, at the end of World War I, this concept be-
came the most basic and central theoretical tool of social psychology.8
The invention of several rather elaborate and mathematically sophisti-
cated techniques for attitude measurement added to its importance as
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a research tool and gave additional emphasis to the study of individual
differences and their correlates.?

As these basic ideas concerning the psychological organization of
the human individual were successively clarified, certain fundamental
postulates became rather wi.dely held. In brief summary, these were
more or less as followsx Fll‘St human_beings varied greatly in their
personal psychological orgamzatlon n. These vanations in part began
with differential biological endowment, but they were due in greater
measure to differential learning. Human beings raised under widely
differing circumstances were exposed to widely differing points of
view. From these learning environments they acquired a set of atti-
tudes, values, and beliefs that constituted their personal psychological
make-up and set each somewhat apart from his fellows. Even twins of
almost_identical biological make-up became_rather different in per-
sonahty structure when raised in different social environments,

Added to this increasing recognition of human psychological modifi-
ability and differentiation was the recognition that personality variables
acquired from the social milieu provided a basis for viewing or per-
ceiving particular events from quite different perspectives from one
person to another. The experimental study of human perception had
revealed that the individual’s values, needs, beliefs, and attitudes
played an influential role in determining how he selected stimuli from
the environment and the way he attributed meaning to those stimuli
within his acquired frames of reference once they came to his atten-
tion. Thus, one important product of human learning was. the acquisi-
tion of stable predispositions or habits concerning the perception of
events around him. Perception differed systematically from one per-
son to another according to the nature of his personality structure.

With these new theories in the background, students of mass com-
munication had to alter their thinking about the media. It became
clear that the audience of a given medium was not a monolithic col-
lectivity whose members attended uniformly to whatever content was
directed toward them. The principle of selective_attention “and percep-
tion was formulated as a fundamental proposition regarding the com-
munication behavior of the ordinary person. General psychological
theory had established the concept of selective perception based upon
individual differences in personality characteristics. It was not difficult
to show that different types of people in an audience selected and
interpreted mass communication content in wndely varymg ways'm

Although never specificaily formulated as a theory, it can be sug-




122 THEORIES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

gested that selective attention and perception had become intervening
psychological mechanisms that were entered into the S-R schema of
mass communication theory in an attempt to explain differential re-
sponse. From a multiplicity of available content, the member of the
audience selectively attended to messages, particularly if they were
related to his interests, consistent with his attitudes, congruent with
his beliefs, and supportive of his values. His response to such mes-
sages was modified by his psychological make-up. At the risk of at-
tributing to it a more systematic nature than it may in fact have had,
this general idea may be called the individual difjerences theory of
mass communication effects,, Rather than bemg uniform among the
mass audience, the effects of the media could now be seen as varying
from person to person because of individual differences in psychologi-
cal structure.

When communication “effects” are a focus of research attention,
the assumption that the media are in some way “causes” of those
effects is a natural one. Even if it is granted that intervening processes
of some sort can soften or otherwise modify this relationship, the un-
derlying cause-effect conceptualization is not different, only more
complicated. The individual differences theory of mass communication
implies that media messages contain particular stimulus attributes
that have differential interaction with personality characteristics of
members of the audience. Since there are individual differences in per-
sonality characteristics among such members, it is natural to assume
that there will be variations in effect which correspond to such in-
dividual differences. However, by holding constant the mediating in-
fluence of personality variables (that is by considering people with
similar personality characteristics), such a theory would still predict
uniformity of response to a given message (if the intervening variables
operate uniformly). Thus, the logical structure.of. the individual dif-
ferences theory is a ‘cause-( infervening processes)\.ffect ') structure,
just as was the mechanistic S-R theory before it. However, the inter-
vening processes are the result of learning rather than inheritance.

THE SoCIAL CATEGORIES THEORY

Sometimes overlapping the individual differences theory, but stem-
ming from completely different disciplinary sources, is the social cate-
gories theory. The latter assumes that there are broad collectivities,
aggregates, or social categories in urban-industrial societies whose
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behayior in the face of a glven set of stimuli is more or less uniform.
Such characteristics a8 age, (ex, income. level; educational attainment;

<Jural-urban residence, or feligious affiliation provide examples. Simple
illustrations concerning mass communication are the facts that fash-
ion magazines are not often bought by males; fishing magazines are
seldom read by females. In fact, knowledge of several very simple vari-
ables—age, sex, and educational attainment—provides a reasonably
accurate guide to the type of communication content a given individ-
ual will or will not select from available media. A highly educated
older male would probably never read “true confession” type maga-
zines, while a poorly educated young woman probably would with
some frequency.

An early research trend in mass media studies made such category
membership a central focus. It sought to establish the ways in which
such behaviors as newspaper reading, the selection of books, radio
listening, and motion picture attendance were related to a variety of
simple characteristics by which people could be grouped into aggre-
gates. 1!

The basic assumption of the social categories theory is a sociological
onc—namely, that in spite of the heterogeneity of modern society,
people who have a number of similar characteristics will have similar
folkways. These similar modes of orientation and behavior will relate
them to such phenomena as the mass media in a fairly uniform man-
ner. The members of a particular category will select more or less
the same communication content and will respond to it in roughly
equal ways. The social -eategories-theary is less an explanatory formu-
lation than a kigd of descriptive formula} but insofar as it can serve
as a basis for roug'ﬁ prediction and as a guide for research, it has
functioned as a simplistic theory in the study of th¢ mass media.

Actually, it has a more complex theoretical basis than is apparent
on the surface. It will be recalled that the sociological theorists of the
19th century stressed the increasing degree of social differentiation
that was taking place in the developing industrial society. In the so-
ciety with a rudimentary division of labor, Durkheim had suggested,
people would be very much alike. But in a society with a complex divi-
sion of labor, there would be much greater development of personality.
However, most such theorists had stressed the idea that people located
at similar positions in this social structure would be attracted .to each
other and form categories that were somewhat homogeneous. Comte
had suggested that these people who formed groupings on the basis of
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s'milar characteristics would become a “multitude of unconnected cor-
rorations, which almost seem not to belong to the same species” 12
(i.e., subcultures).

While the individual differences theory presented a view of the
communication process more consistent with findings in general psy-
chology, the social categories theory was consistent with and seemingly
derived from general sociological theories of the nature of the mass
society. Taken together, they brought contemporary mass communica-
tion theory to a point where both the social differentiation of the early
sociological theorists, and the individual differences of the personality
theorists were taken into account. Both of these theories represent
modifications of the original mechanistic S-R theory, substituting on
the one hand latent psychological processes and on the other uniformi-
ties within social categories as intervening variables between communi-
cation stimuli and responses. Both take into account the idea that
variations in stimulus factors, in media, in content, as well as in audi-
ence, can have a far-reaching influence on the effects achieved by mass
communication. In fact, in 1948 Lasswell summed up precisely these
two theories and the situational variables related to them, when he
stated that “A convenient way to describe an act of communication is
to answer the following questions:13

Who

Says What

In Which Channel
To Whom

With What Effect?

While these two theories of mass communication remain useful and
contemporary, there have been further additions to the set of variables
intervening between media stimuli and audience response. This addi-
tional elaboration of the S-R formula represents a somewhat belated
recognition of the role of patterns of interaction between audience
members.

THE SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS THEORY

Like many other significant discoveries in science, the role of group
relationships in the mass communication process seems to have been
discovered almost by accident. Also, like many other important ideas,
it appears to have been independently discovered at about the same
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time by more than one researcher working independently. From the
standpoint of mass communication research on “effects,” one study
stands out as the context within which the important role of group ties,

as a complex of intervening variables betwgen ia and audience
i ccognized forcefully. Early{g_194@NL azarste crel-
son, and Gaudct) developed an elaborate rcsearch design to study the

impact upon voters of that year’s mass communicated Presidential
election campaign. At first, they were interested in how the members
of given social categories selectcd material related to the election from
the media, and how this matecrial played a part in influencing their
voting intentions.!*

Erie County, Ohio, a rather typical American area, had voted as
the nation voted in every prior Presidential election, and this county
was chosen as a site for the research. The mass communications of
the Presidential election campaign of Wendell Willkie vs. Franklin D.
Roosevelt constituted the stimulus material, and several representative
samples of residents of the area were the subjects. The study used an
imaginative procedure that permitted repeated interviewing of a 600-
member panel with suitable controls to check for possible effects of
the seven independent monthly visits of the interviewers. The effects
under study were several. Participation in the campaign, that is, pay-
ing attention to it and seeking out information about the candidates
and the issues, was one effect. Formulating a decision for whom to
vote was another. Finally, of course, actually going to the polls to
vote was still another. As it turned out, there were still other kinds of
effects that could be attributed to the campaign. Some respondents
were activated by the mass communicated material. That is, they had
latent predispositions to vote in a given direction, but these predisposi-
tions needed to be crystallized to the point where they would become
manifest. Others among the electorate had pretty much made up their
minds early in the campaign, and these decisions were reinforced by
a continuous and partisan selection of additional material from the
media. Finally, for only a handful, early vote intentions were reversed,
and the campaign succeeded in converting the individual from one
party to another.

The influence of the social categories theory as a guide to this re-
search was clear:

. . . The most interested pecople were better-educated, better-off,
older, urban men. These same characteristics are associated with high
exposure to political communications. There are good cultural reasons
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to explain this. The better educated have more intellectual equipment
and more civic training. The better-off have a greater awareness about
politics and think they have a larger stake in it. The older also think
they have a bigger stake in politics; in addition, the younger people
in this country, unlike the youth of Europe, are not particularly
politically conscious. The urban find it easier to expose to comifm-
nications, especially print, because there are more opportunities to do
0 in the city than in the country. And finally, men are compelled by
the mores to pay attention to politics and women are not.18

Age, Sexy residence, economic status, and eflucation were the key
varigbles. These socidl category -memberships -determined “interest”
and led to an early or late decision. Acting in concert, this complex of
variables influenced the individual’s degree and direction of exposure
to the mass communicated campaign material, on the one hand, and
the kinds of effects that such material would have upon him, on the
other hand.

As has been suggested, designing the study around this kind of
search for the important intervening social categories was perfectly
consistent with the mass society concepts that communication re-
scarchers had inherited from European sociological theorists. Little at-
tention was given to the possible role of informal social relationships
and such factors as primary group ties, because these were presumed to
be declining in the emerging Gesellschaft society. Elilti Katz-bas stated
this argument cogently in the following terms:

Until very recently, the image of society in the minds of most stu-
dents of communication was of atomized individuals, connected with
the mass media, but not with one another. Society—the “audience”—
was conceived of as aggregates of age, sex, social class, and the like,
but little thought was given to the relationships implied thereby to
more informal relationships. The point is not that the student of mass
communication was unaware that members of the audience have fam-
ilies and friends but that he did not believe that they might affect the
outcome of a campaign; informal interpersonal relations, thus, were
considered irrelevant to the institutions of modern society.!¢

But when the interviewers talked with the people of Erie County,
they kept getting somewhat unanticipated answers to one of their major
lines of questioning. “Whenever the respondents were asked to report
on their recent exposures to campaign communications of all kinds,
political discussions [italics added] were mentioned more frequently
than exposure to radio or print.” 17 As a matter of fact, on an average
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day during the election campaign period, about 10 percent more peo-
ple engaged in some sort of informal exchange of ideas with other
persons than were exposed to campaign material directly from the
mass media. About midway through the series of interviews, the re-
searchers began to probe systematically into this kind of personal in-
fluence in an attempt to unravel the role of informal contacts with
other people as an important set of variables in determining the effects
of the media.

The end result of this somewhat unanticipated turn of events was
the recognition that(informal social relationships play a significant
role in modifying the manner in which a given individual will act upon
a message which comes to his attention via the mass media. In fact,
it was discovered that therc were many persons whose firsthand expo-
sure to the media was quite limited. In large part, such people obtained
their information about the election campaign from other people who
had gotten it firsthand. Thus, the research began to suggest that there
was-a kind of movement of information through two basic stages,
Eirs?--informmation meved. from the anedia to relatively well-informed
individuals who attended to mass communiﬁtions firsthand. Second,
it moved from those pqrsnns.lhl()llﬁh-@lgrpersonal channels to in-
dividuals who ha@}irect exposure to the media and who de-
pended upon others for their information, This kind of communica-
tion process was termed the (“two-step flow -of -communication.™ 8

Those individuals who were more in contact with the media were
called Vopinion leades#” because it was soon discovered that they
were playing #n important role in helping to shape the vote intentions
of those to hom they were passing on information. They were not
only passing-on information, of course, but they were passing on
their .jnterpretations of the commumicatien.content they had been
exposed “to.THIS kind of »personal influence” became immediately
recognized as an important ttervening fechanism, which operated
between the mass communication message (campaign) and the kind
of responses (voting behavior) made to that message.

Subsequent studies were aimed more directly at studying the
mechanisms of interpersonal influence, and the part played by social
relationships in mediating the movement of information from the
media to the masses. In fact, a rich literature has accumulated in-
dicating that informal social relationships operate as important in-
tervening variables between the stimulus and the response in the mass
communication process.

It was suggested earlier that the role of informal social relationships
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in the communication process was independently discovered by more
than one researcher at about the same time. Students of rural sociology
had long recognized that a farmer’s informal social relationships
played an important part in determining his propensity to adopt a
given agricultural innovation. The rural society is one where the in-
dividual farm family normally has strong social ties with its neigh-
bors. When new ideas come from the outside, the interpretations
made by neighbors in such a setting can be of critical importance in
determining the likelihood of adoption. The adoption of new farm
technology is a process closely related to the mass communication
process. New ideas are first presented to farm operators via com-
munication media of one kind or another. These may be mass com-
munication media, or they may be other formal channels of com-
munication such as county agents, agricultural experiment station
bulletins, or others. The question is whether or not the individual
farmer will respond to such communications in ways advocated by
the communicator, namely by adopting the recommended practice.
Thus, conceptually speaking, there is a considerable similarity be-
tween the case of a farmer being advised to adopt a new form of
weed spray via a radio program devoted to farm problems and the
case of a housewife being advised to adopt a new household detergent
via a radio commercial designed to sell soap. Both can adopt the in-
novation in accordance with the communicated suggestion or they
can resist it. The mechanisms that operate to mediate the decision to
adopt or not to adopt may be quite similar in each case.1?

The recognition of the convergence of theory between the students
of mass communication and students of rural sociology who were
studying the diffusion of farm technology stimulated a surge of in-
terest in the diffusion and adoption process insofar as it was linked to
mass communication. Intensive studies were undertaken concerning
the nature of opinion leadership, the way it functioned in various con-
texts, and the part played by interpersonal relationships. In general
it has been feund-that -epinion leaders who are influential in.ithe
adoption-process. are in some respects very much like those whom
they influence, They tend to conform closely to the norms of their
groups and they tend to be leaders in one area but not necessarily in
others.20 Opinion leadership does not scem to travel down the social
structure, but is‘more likely to be horizontgl It appears to take place
primarily between persons of somewhat similar status, although this
is not always true. In some respects opinion leaders differ from their
followers, but this can be complicated by the type of object or issue
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with respect to which they are exerting their leadership. Katz and
Lazarsfeld found that position in the “life cycle” was a key variable
in determining who would influence whom in areas such as marketing,
fashions, and public issues.2! Young working girls, in closer contact
with fashion magazines and other_media” of information about such
issues, were _sought by the less informed for advice about hair styles,
clothing, etc. Matrons with larger families, who were well informed
from appropriate media sources about household products, were
sought as advisers on marketing, trying out new products, etc. Thus,
a woman’s age, marital status, and number of children predisposed
her to acquire information about issues related to her roles. These in
turn were the criteria used by those needing advice on particular
subjects when they turned to an opinion leader for information and
inflgene.

The exact conditions under which a given person emerges as an
opinion leader need further study. Also, the conditions that lead to
his institutionalization—his relatively permanent establishment—as
an opinion leader also need additional research. De Fleur has sug-
gested a number of conditions of social structure and of social func-
tioning that will lead to the emergence and functioning of an opinion
leader.22 A number of hypotheses concerning this issue have been
studied in imaginative experimental small-groups studies by El-Assal.2?
Such experiments may eventually lead to rigorous theories of opinion
leadership.

THE CULTURAL NORMS THEORY

A fourth and more controversial set of hypotheses concerning the
way in which mass communications may influence behavior can be
called the cultural norms theory. While this idea has received little in
the way of explicit formulation in the communications research litera-
ture, it has been implicit in thinking and writing about the media for a
long time. It appears to be the basis for much criticism of the media
for their purported “harmful” effects. Essentially, the cultural norms
theory postulates that the mass media, fhrough selective presentations
and the emphasis of certain themes, create impressions.among their
audiences_that common_cultural _norms concerning. the . emphasized
topics are structured or defined in some specific way. Since individual
behavior is usuaily guided by cultural norms (or the actor’s impres-
sions of what the norms are) with respect to a given topic or situation,
the media would then serve indirectly to influence conduct. Stated in
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social psychological terms, the media are said to provide a “definition
of the situation” which the actor believes to be real. This definition
provides guides for action which appear to be approved and supported
by society. Therefore, conduct is indirectly shaped by exposure to
communications,

There are at least-threg ways in which the media can (potentially)
influence norms and definitions of the situation for individuals. First,
mass communication content can reinforce existing patterns and lead
people to believe that given social forms are being maintained by the
society. Second, the media can create_new shared convictions with re-
spect to topics with which the public has had little prior experience.
Third, they can ‘change existing norms and thereby convert people
from one form of behavior to another.

But do the media actually do these things? What are the ways in
which mass communication content has been shown to influence social
and cultural norms—thereby altering people’s behavior with respect
to the objects of those norms? Also, what are some of the factors and
situations which either facilitate or inhibit the achievement of such
effects? As will be seen, the answers to these questions are by no
means simple, Furthermore, relevant research addressed specifically to
these issues has as yet provided few trustworthy answers.

Concerning the first potential media-norm relationship, an older
but frequently cited essay by, Lazarsfeld and Merton made much of
the reinforcing function of the media.?* These authors_maintained
that the media operate conservatively and follow public norm$yin such
matters as tastes and values, rather than lead them to new forms. Thus,
they said that the media reinforce the status quo rather than create
new norms of significance or change deeply institutionalized patterns,
This view has obvious merit, at least in part. It can be granted that
certain of the media appear to be at the forefront of some kinds of
changes (e.g., fashion magazines). It can also be granted that there
are media which sometimes transgress conservative standards by em-
phasizing controversial themes (e.g., movies with frank sex portrayals).

“By and large, however, the media do appear to be quite conservative.
Television programs, for example, have not yet openly advocated re-
ligious blasphemy, free love, political anarchy, or a de-emphasis on
education. No major medium has come out strongly for dropping
English in favor of Esperanto or some other language. Thus, while the
media continuously attempt to influence us to change in esseniially
trivial matters—to buy new products, wear new clothing styles, or
danice in different ways—they generally avoid posing serious chal-



CONTEMPORARY THEORIES 131

lenges to fundamental values or deeply established ways of doing
things in our society.

At the same time, the media sometimes stimulate new forms of be-
havior that receive widespread social approval. Under certain circum-
stances, in other words, they create new cultural norms. In earlier
chapters we have indicated how widespread habits such as newspaper-
reading, movie-attendance, and radio-listening were quickly established
when the media became available. The appearance of the TV brought
Néw norms concerning mass communication behavior. The media col-
lectively brought many new forms of recreation and even family inter-
action. There have also been other innovations in normative behavior
which have been brought about by the media. Numerous illustrations
could be cited. When sound movies were relatively new, for example,
a favorite weekly serial featured Tarzan and assorted jungle compan-
ions. Boys of every neighborhood became proficient in thumping
their chests and emitting loud shrieks in the manner of the fictional
hero who behaved similarly while swinging from vine to vine. In the
1950’s, after TV had been widely adopted, no red-blooded youngster
in our society would have been caught without a “Davy Crockett” hat.
This furry garment probably set the raccoon population of the United
States back fifty years when a television program featuring a version
of an historical figure made such hats enormously popular. Many
readers will recall the now venerable *hula hoop,” which America’s
chiropractors no doubt remember warmly. That incredible fad was
also touched off by TV. Then there was the period of the “mousc-
keteers.” Perhaps the less said about that the better: children in all
walks of life insisted upon appearing in public wearing a ridiculous
black Tap Supporting two very large and protruding mouse ears. In
any case, these widely adopted behaviors are examples of (rather
transitory) norms created almost wholly by the media. Other norms
of a less transitory nature, and more relevant to adults, would not be
difficult to identify (e.g., widespread viewing of televised professional
football and baseball games on weekends during certain seasons of the
year). Thus, in some instances at least, the media can create new
norms.

The issue of whether or not the media can convert people from one
established form of behavior to another through altering their defini-
tion of the situation remains a thorny one. One school of thought on
the matter denies that the media have much power to convert in well-
established behavioral areas.2’ However, the research mind should not
yet be closed on this issue. For example, current media campaigns
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sponsored by such groups as the American Cancer Society are in-
tended to discourage the public from smoking cigarettes—to convert
them from smoking to abstinence. There is one unmistakable sign that
deeply established norms concerning this widespread habit are begin-
ning to change slightly. For the first time in history, fewer cigarettes
were smoked by the American population in a given year (1968) than
in the previous year. While this is far from conversion, one can specu-
late that given a long time, intensive media campaigns might make
substanfial inroads on the normative system that underlies smoking
behavior. Complicating the interpretation, of course, is the fact that
smoking has some @spects of addictioms-which can make elimination
of the habit quite difficult. On the other hand, i% medical threa? would
appear to make the task of persuasion easier.

Also complicating efforts to unravel the role of the media as such
in this issue is the fact that mass communications are by no means
the only efforts directed toward achieving this change. Various groups,
including the medical profession and even Congress, have undertaken
to discourage the habit. Furthermore, the efforts of individuals at-
tempting to dissuade their friends and relatives may be a potent factor.
Meanwhile, the vast majority of those who smoked prior to the cam-
paigns still do so, and unknown numbers of new smokers have been
added to the ranks of tobacco consumers, replacing those who have
presumably expired from the effects of their habit. Thus, a concerted
effort on the part of the media to convert.a population away from an
irtational, expensive, and unhealthy habit has actually had very little
real success.

Another phenomenon that provides observations on the potential
conversion power of the media is prejudice. At one time the media
continuously reinforced the culture of prejudice by stereotyped por-
trayals of racial and ethnic types and by specific emphases on content.
For example, in earlier years it was common for the media to portray
members of certain minority groups in very unflattering terms. Re-
search on magazine fiction during the 1940’s showed clearly that
minority members were portrayed relatively unsympathetically while
members of the dominant segment of our society were treated much
more favorably.28 During the 1930’s and 1940’s, the movies routinely
portrayed black people in humble or even degrading roles, They were
cast as servants, field hands, shoe-shing boys, or even convicts. If a
black person did obtain a leading part, it was almost always as some
sort of gtownlike character=-often with an amusing drawl, an exag-
gerated fear of ghosts, a singular disability to use big words correctly,
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and with a noticeably lazy or shiftless manner. On radio, the portrayal !
of black people did little to disrupt the culture of prejudice. One well-
known personality featured a supporting performer in the role of valct
and chauffeur. Although the portrayal was sympathetic, it was scarcely |
flattering to Negroes. At least one radio play remained popular among ?\
whites for years by mimicking two black persons and a group of their
associates. These characterizations were actually performed by whites.
This series, in effect, defined the black community as peopled mainly

by knaves, simpletons, and ne’er-do-wells. It was all very funny—ex-
cept if you happened to be black. T

Organized agitation eventually forced removal of such offensive
material from the content of mass communication. Before long, the
purge extended to a number of ethnic and nationality groups. Thus,
the villains of today are a remarkably Americanized lot. We no longer
see Italian gangsters on our screens, or Poles, or Jews, or anyone else
with identifiable racial or ethnic characteristics cast in unsympathetic
roles. Anyone who plays a “heavy” these days is given a Midwestern
accent and a name no more sinister than Smith. No cruel Fu Manchu
sends shivers down the backs of contemporary audiences; no Charlie
Chan solves crimes with fractured English and quaint Oriental sayings. W
Even the Nazis have been made into warm and lovable characters in
‘at least one current TV play about a German prison camp! Only the
Russians seem to_remain the “dirty guys.” If international relations
improve, presumably even they will join fhe side of the angels.

Recognizing the grossly discriminating employment practices in the
communications industry prevailing until the last year or so, the in-
dustry is now bringing black announcers, actors, models, and other
personnel into the nation’s mass communications. Perhaps at some |
future time the continued appearance of such people on our television '
screens and in our magazines and movies will suggest to white people |
that black people are really part of our society. Such communications,
in other words, may alter the definition of the situation so that skin
color will become a less significant variable in human interaction than
it 1s at present,

On the other hand, these efforts on the part of the mass media are
rather minor elements in the complex equation which governs the re-
lationship between dominant and minority segments of the society.
Prejudice and discrimination, after all, have been part of our society
since its beginning. It may be entirely too simplistic to expect that thz
presence or absence of black faces or Italian accents on our TV screcns
will have much to do with the reduction of racial or ethnic discrimit.a-
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tion on the part of the majority. The culture of prejudice and norms
of discrimination remain in full force among the dominant group.
They are as much a part of the lessons the ordinary citizen learns
while growing up as how to button his clothes and eat with a knife
and fork. Prejudice and discrimination, in other words, are supported
by deeply institutionalized folkways, mores, and values. They are a
de facto and central part of the American way of life, like Mother-
hoodand the Flag. Therefore, there is a powerful argument against
those who would have us believe that the media can convert us into
correcting these shortcomings in our democratic system. This begins
with the simple fact that the American public is intensely preoccupied
with its media. The argument goes on to note that these media stress
democratic lessons daily and nightly. But in spite of this schooling, we
remain essentially a nation in which socially approved bigotry is com-
mon. If the media were that powerful, we would be practicing brother-
hood instead of only preaching it for others.

Overall, this somewhat confusing normative theory of mass com-
munication influence seems to sum up in something like the following
terms: The media can reinforce cultural norms, as they do every day,
and thus indirectly play a part in shaping conduct along established
lines. They can undoubtedly activate a considerable amount of be-
havior, providing it is consistent with the needs of the individual and
socially approved within the existing structure of cultural norms. (The
classic case here is the Kate Smith marathon radio broadcasts which
sold TS mdftion dollars’ worth of war bonds in a single day.)2” The
media can even creafe new norms in areas of behavior which are not
currently controlled by strong sociocultural constraints. It remains

4much in doubt, however, that the media alone have any effective

power to convert populations from one form of conduct to another by
changing definitions of the situation among the relevant actors. It
seems clear, in other words, that the media do not cliasge d‘é@’piy
institufionalized norms and thereby significantly alter conduct.  These
conclusions, like most others about the media, are tentative and subject
to change on the basis of convincing data.

The cultural norms theory has in recent years assumed a rather
curious role in international politics. American involvment in Vietnam
has touched off some of the most vigorous debate the country has seen
in recent years. Protest groups have attempted to gain the limelight,
which a news-hungry communications industry has eagerly granted
them, through a variety of demonstrations of every kind. Underlying
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these efforts seems to be the conviction on the part of the demonstra-
tors that the public at large will somehow be persuaded to take the
point of view of the demonstrators. The exact linkage between the
publicity given to the acts of militant or other dissident groups and
potential changes in normative public attitudes is not at all clear. One
could just as easily hypothesize that such publicity would creat nega-
tive reactions as well as positive. In fact, the “boomerang” effect is a
well-understood phenomenon in mass communications research. Never-
theless, the idea that they are achieving persuasion toward their point
of view appears to be popular among those who stage public demon-
strations to gain media coverage.

Another role of unknown but potentially great significance that the
cultural norms theory plays in international politics is the possible
creation of a “definition of the situation” among groups with whom
the country currently happens to be at odds. At certain points in the
Paris negotiations the North Vietnamese, for example, were said to
have been guided in their interpretations of what public opinion was
doing in the United States by the content of the news media concern-
ing objections to the war. When protest groups gained media coverage,
goes one interpretation, this made it appear as if the majority of peo-
ple in the United States supported the view presented by the dissenters.
Whether this charge was true, or whether the North Vietnamese based
policy on such data, will only be revealed by future historians who
analyze the records of these events. At present all we can say is that
if someone who knew. very little about the American society attempted
to develop an understanding of its people on the basis of news media
alone, he would reach some rather_bizarre conclusions. For example,
he Would be led to believe that we spent our time mainly in killing
each other with automobiles, setting fire to each other’s buildings,
committing crimes, showing adulation to sports and entertainment
figures, and arguing about politics. In other words, there is much
popular mythology surrounding the social norms theory. In general
it appears to be accorded a much more powerful role in manipulating
publics than it probably deserves.

Another area in which the cultural norms theory has become central
to current controversies is the impact of the high levels of violence in
the content of our movies, television, and other media. Even the most
casual observations would lead one to suspect that these media are
portraying violence with great frequency. These suspicions have been
repeatedly confirmed by systematic research. Recently, for example,
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Gerbner has undertaken for the President’s Commission on the Causes
and Prevention of Violence to assess the level of violence appearing in
ordinary television drama. To do this, he analyzed all_of the content

 of two typical weeks of TV fare from the three major networks. Of
{all programs presented, more than 80 percent contained violence in

\some form! 28 Turning to dramatic plays, such as spy thrillers, west-
prns, and detective stories, he found that 455 leading characters had
pppeared on the screen in these broadcasts during the time period
Studied. “By the end of the plays, 241 committed some violence, 54
killed an opponent and 24 died violent deaths . . . A count of vis-
fible casualties revealed an average of five per play injured or dead.” 22

This adds up to a lot of violence in two weeks. Over a number of

years, these figures would be astronomical. “One report to the Federal
Communications Commission stated that between the ages of 5 and 14
the average American child has witnessed the violent destruction of
13,000 human beings on television alone ™ 50

Bur What do all of these scary statistics mean? What is all of this
violence doing to us—if anything? Expert opinion is totally deadlocked
as to whether exposure to such violent portrayals is harmful or bene-
ficial. A number of laboratory experiments imply that a subject who
has been frustrated prior to seeing portrayed violence has a higher
probability of engaging in violence himself if the opportunity arises.3!
Other research, seemingly equally valid, indicates that viewing por-
trayed violence results in a cathartic effect; it actually reduces the
subsequent probability that the subject will perform violent acts.32 As
yet, this issue is very much an open one, and it is not possible to draw
final conclusions from the available research.

One thing is certain, however, and that is that in spite of their en-
joyment of vicarious violence, Americans continue to disapprove
overwhelmingly of serious violence in reality. They do this in spite of
the massive doses of mayhem that they have been receiving for years
via their media. Their norms in reality, in other words, are quite at
odds with those implied by media content. Even the use of violence
by the police is not sanctioned indiscriminately by the public: “The
majority of Americans approve of police use of violence only vym
the provocation is illegal and potentially threatening to the life of the
policeman or directly hindering law enforcement.” 33

“Thus, American norms concerning yiolence, like those of smoking
and prejudice, remain virtually Qg:‘sturbed, even in the face of intense
media preoccupation with this ty f-content. How long this will re-

(A7
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main a stable situation is hard to say. Anti-violence norms are at least
as deeply rooted in the American culture as those of any other form
of behavior. Furthermore, unlike smoking and discriminating. they
are given almost universal social approval, both by the overwhelming
majority of ordinary people and by official‘institutions of the society.
Because of this, there is probably far less danger that we arc all going
to become violent toward each other because we watch TV than many
alarmists would have us believe. Frightening statistics about what
appears on the screen, or impressive numbers about how many million
people watch how many zillion hours of television, do not necessarily
translate into actual changes in deeply established cultural norms.
Therefore, it need not follow that TV is slowly converting our nor-
mally law-abiding citizenry into a weakly controlled mob ready at any
moment to fly into a rage of aggression and violence. Elementary
historical observation indicates that the overwhelming majority of
citizens are not now any more violent than they were at an earlicr
time. In fact, if one reviews the general social conditions that prevailed
in the society from which contemporary American life has emerged,
there is a good case to be made that we are much less violent today
than we were earlier. Television obviously played no part in such af-
fairs as the Whiskey Rebellion, the New York draft riots during the
Civil War, the shoot-out at the O.K. Corral, the reign of John Dil-
linger, the thousands of lynchings in the South, and so on. Even the
troublesome upheavals of ghetto and campus violence that have plagued

us recently have stemmed from more basic causes than what their

participants have scen on TV, in the movies, or in Time magazine.
Onc of the problems in reviewing this issue objectively is that cach
generation of intellectual critics scems determined to use the media as
scapegoats for trends which they find disquicting in their society. The
newspapers of the 19th century were roundly condemned for ‘“‘causing
crime” when they reported crime news. Later, the movies of the early
1930's were said to “cause delinquency.” 3¢+ Comics were bitterly at-
tacked in the 1950’s as a direct stimulant to.youthful misconduct.35
Television now seems to be bearing the brunt of the attack.”
Another problem in discussing the issue of media violence is that
many critics of the media arc apparently unable to separate their per-
sonal opinions about the esthetic merits of media content from ob-
jective conclusions rcached from relevant data. Many highly edu-
cated persons, including social scientists involved in the debate over
media effects, find much media content to be offensive to their tastcs
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and a disappointment to their hopes for a better mankind. Thomas
P. F. Hoving, Director of New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art,
puts it this way:

There is in man, most of us would like to think, the capacity or at
least the aspiration for bettering himself, his family, his community,
his nation, his world. How often, rising in disgust after the hours
wasted in front of the TV, have we thought of any such hopes or
goals.36

Such comments are typical of the “frustrated hopeful,” as El-Assal
has called. the critic who believes that the media really do have the
power to better the world. but who also believes that the bad men in
charge are deliberately withholding their benefits from us.57 Such con-
clusions lead the critic to think of those in charge of the media in such
terms as (to quote Mr. Hoving) “. . . ghouls who prey on the Amer-
ican spirit in the hopes of increasing their soapsud and dog food
sales.” 38 Usually, the message of the critic contains the implicit
prescription that if the media would only adopt the esthetic norms and
humanitarian values that they, the critics, hold, then the world would
be all right. Violence, for example, seems especially objectionable in
any form. Because of such feelings, it seems to follow that portrayals
of violence are bound to be doing harmful things to the people who
view them. Certainly, as one critic has recently posed the issue, the
media cannot readily demonstrate that this is not happening. There-
fore, the argument runs, the media must be condemned.3?

The fact that such arguments beg the question and confuse feelings
with evidence leads some students of the media to object to them, just
as they object to confused logic and polemics leading to any other
conclusion. However, such objections run the risk of being labeled as
from persons who are either gullible or in the pay of the media. This
debate, in short, is one carried on at a high level of emotional tension,
and one where pleas for objectivity are largely ignored. One may
generally upbraid the media for pandering to the tastes of the least
common denominator, and object strenuously to the use of media time
for presenting frivolous or offensive material when there are so many
important things that they could do. However, to_conclude that such
outcries constitute reliable evidence on the relationship between mass
communication and some t/pe of effect is simply nonsense. If any
individual enters the arena of this debate and wishes o be taken
seriously, he must make his case on the basis of evidence about which
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independent analysts can agree. Thus far, such evidence is not avail-
able. In all likelihood, therefore, intellectual critics will continue to
try, condemn, and (attempt to) execute the media on the basis of
their own values. An obvious, but perhaps less attractive, alternative
for them would be to do the difficult research that would yield the
needed facts.

Overall, then, the cultural norms theory remains as one of the least
tested, most controversial, and potentially most significant of con-
tem _thearies of mass communication. A monumentai task fies
aﬁead for communications speciaiists and other social scientists in dlS-
covering the factors, limitations, and conditions under which the media
have the power to shape norms and, in turn, indirectly mediate in-
dividual human conduct. As these become increasingly clear, the
intensity of the debate over the cultural norms theory will undoubtedly
decline.

MODELS OF THE PERSUASION PROCESS

The foregoing theories of the way in which mass communication
content influences individual conduct have led to numerous attempts b'
to capitalize on these conceptualizations for the purpose of deliberately \‘V
manipulating human behavior by mass communicated messages. The \ L)?\
massive efforts of the advertising world are one obvious example. N
Perhaps equally obvious are public-service campaigns that attempt to '). Y\
persuade people to engage in a variety of socially approved behaviors. QG
Again obvious is the case of political persuasion, where the voting 3
act is the object of continuing efforts to manipulate behavior with
communication content.

The relationship between contemporary theories of mass communi-

cation and conceptualizations of how persuasion can be achieved is
not a straightforward one. The world of advertising is perhaps more
of an art than an activity based upon scientifically formulated theories.
The same is true of other forms of persuasion. However, analyses of
contemporary persuasion campaigns reveal certain regularities, certain
significant similarities, in their apparent underlying assumptions about
how the persuasion process works. These assumptions can be for-
malized into two rather broad “models” of the persuasion process
which are described below.

In attempting to describe the nature of these formulations, two
things will be quite clear. First, these models of the persuasion process
(which is simply another way of talking about a “theory” of how it
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works) are'extensions and utilizations of the contemporary theories
of mass communication that have been reviewed in the preseit ¢hapter.
Second, these models are roughly formulated at the present time. Per-
haps even a third point will suggest itself; there are undoubtedly a
number of other models of the persuasion process that could be
formulated as alternatives. - —

‘The first of these two conceptualizations can be called ttxt)_/sﬂ)&i;:~
Jiamic_model of the persuasion process. It is based almost exclusively
upon what we have termed the “1hdividual differences theory” of mass
communication effect. Although one of the first theories of mass
communication to be recognized, the individual differences theory re-
mains an important one. This is revealed by the impact that it has
had upon the advertising and public relations world. It has also pro-
vided the principal set of assumptions underlying much social-psycho-
logical research on persuasion in recent years.

The essence of the idea is that an effective persuasive message is
said to be one which has properties capable of altering the psychologi-
cal functioning of the individual in such a way that he wiii respond
overtly (toward the item that is the object of persuasion) with modes
of behavior desired or suggested by the communicator. In other words,
it has been assumed that the key to efiective persuasion lies in modify-
ing the internal psychological structure of the individual so that the
psychodynamic relationship between latent internal processes (motiva-
tion, attitudes, etc.) and manifest overt behavior will lead to acts
intended by the persuader.0

There have been many specific forms or variants of this persuasion
model, depending upon the particular psychological phenomena under
study, and upon the presumed dynamic relationships thought to pre-
vail between the psychological process and the overt behavior patterns
that they supposedly activate. Extensive use has been made of persua-
sive messages aimed at individual attitudes or opinions under the as-
sumption that there is a close relationship between a person’s atti-
tudinal structure and the way he behaves in overt social situations.*!
A common example would be the type of mass communication cam-
paign aimed at reducing ethnic discrimination (overt beéhavior) by
attempting to reduce ethnic prejudice (psychological process purported
to lead to discrimination). Another example would be an attempt to
promote the purchase of a patent medicine (overt action) by instill-
ing a fear of poor health or continued suffering (psychological proc-
ess). The general idea could be illustrated with examples ranging
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from chest X-ray drives and charity appeals to anti-litterbug cam-
paigns and political oratory. Among the many psychological con-
cepts that have been used intervening variables are sexual urges,
status drives, desires for social approval, anxieties, fears, vanity, and
a host of others. In simple graphic terms, the psychodynamic model
of the persuasion process would be as follows:

Persnasive Alters latent Achieves change
[message —"—9 psychological ——% in overt action
process

As has already been implied, this persuasion model is backed by
impressive experimental evidence. An extensive social-psychological
literature has accumulated with respect to many variables thought
to be potentially useful as modifiers of overt action.> One major re-
search group has even concluded that there are some people who come
already structured as ‘:peﬂﬁsible t?p?s'\so that their resistance to
psychological manipulation is iower Tlian that of M‘nz‘u—y PSLSON,
rgar@l]gss of the item of‘%uasion or the psychological basis of the
appeals.48

The psychodynamic model rests upon an extensive theoretical as
well as empirical base. Important theories of motivation, perception,
learning, and even psychoanalysis have suggested ways in which at-
titudes, opinions, fears, self-conceptions, perceptions of source credi-
bility, reinforcement, and many other variables are related to persua-
sion. In fact, some studies among this accumulated literature have
been so widely quoted and reprinted that the rather tentative nature of
the original conclusions is in danger of being forgotten. But wide
quotation or reprinting is not equivalent to wide replication. Further
evidence is needed to support the psychodynamic model of persuasion.
Systematic and valid assertions are needed as to which variables under
what circumstances can be used to manipulate what kind of people
toward what patterns of action when messages incorporating those
variables are brought to their attention. Not only is the evidence as
yet incomplete concerning the utility of this approach to persuasion,
but those who employ this strategy sometimes make unrealistic as-
sumptions. For example, some experimentalists have been willing to
assume that if their communication was demonstrably able to change
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attitudes Or_opinions,_then-patterns of overt behavior would be cor-
respondingly changed. Such an assumption is unwarranted. Festinger
has reviewed relevant literature on this problem. 4

But the fact that the validity of the psychodynamic model of the
persuasion process has as yet not been fully verified does not mean
that it is incorrect. It does scem to work some of the time. For ex-
ample, during a recent eclipse of the sun, the population of a Mid-
western town was repeatedly warned by local media to avoid viewing
the eclipse directly or through dark glasses. Fear-threat appeals that
described possible severe eye damage were used to persuade people
to obtain a recommended viewing apparatus or to avoid exposure al-
together by viewing the event on television. A study conducted im-
mediately following the eclipse indicated that there was a positive rela-
tionship between the amount of fear aroused in a given recipient of
those messages and his degrees of overt compliance.48

In contrast, an earlier experimental study of somewhat parallel fear-
threat messages directed toward groups of high school students showed
the reverse. Hlustrated lectures showing damage to teeth as a result of
improper dental hygiene were presented to several groups of subjects.
An inverse relationship between fear-threat compliance was found.
Those who received the strongest fear-threat showed the least com-
pliance with the preventive program advocated by the communicator,
Those experiencing the least fear-threat showed the most compliance.
The results of this well-controlled and frequently quoted study were
exactly the opposite of those from the study of the eclipse.t® Such
seemingly opposite findings in the case of two variants of a fear-threat-
health campaign point emphatically to the need to sort out the condi-
tions under which a given psychodynamic variable will lead to a
particular type of action and when it will “boomerang” and suppress it.

The same can be said of the individual differences theory in general.
There are many kinds of “effects” other than overt adoption of some
action advocated in persuasive messages. Children learn new ideas
and practices from the media through a process of incidental learn-
ing.“T " This may be totally unrelated to the intent of educators or per-
suaders. People may take up new habits, adopt new fads, change
their musical tastes, or bolster their loyalty to a political party without
complying in any sense to a persuasive message deliberately directed
toward them. While the individual differences theory suggests that
variations in their personality structures will play an important part in
determining the manner in which this happens, it would be incorrect
to say that a fully articulated theory is now available explaining the
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role of such factors. At the same time, an impressive array of re-
search findings show how some individual characteristics do play some
part in determining the kind of effect that a given message content
will have on a particular type of person. These studies along with
many others have recently been reviewed and imaginatively discussed
by Klapper:#® He points up vigorously the need to consider many
other variables besides individual personality characteristics in devel-
oping theories of the effects of the media, and the dangers inherent
in constructing simple cause-effect types of theory. This is a_ point
of view with which we heartily agree. The present chapter treats
'several theories in cause-effect terms because it is attempting to show
the development of mass communication theory over time as well as
its broad sco

In-1948," ard Berc.lson attempted to summarize the status of
the field of mass communication as it then existed. He noted that the
older theory of the all-powerful media had largely been abandoned,
and he identified five central factors that seemed to be the focus of
research at the time:

which provides some refined knowledge on the effect of communica-

tion on public opinion and promises to provide a good deal more in

the next years. f'
But what has such research contributed to the problem? . . . The

proper answer to the general question, the answer which constitutes W)T

Now, in the 1940’s, a body of empirical research is accumulating }‘

a useful formulation for research purposes, is this: Some kinds of
communication on some kinds of issues, brought to the attention of
some kinds of people under some kinds of conditions, haye some Kinds “
of effects.A?

This set of propositions may have been short of being a tightly
formulated theory of mass communication, but it clearly rested upon
the kinds of assumptions which we have called the individual dif-
ferences theory. If faced with the need to predict the probable impact
of a given type of communication on a given issue, and where the
“conditions” of communication (radio, print, etc.) are understood or
controlled, the major variables not manipulatable by the communicator
are the “kinds of people.” In other words, a communicator who was
able to select his message and his issue, and by-and-large structure the
conditions of communication as he wished, still had no direct control
over his audiences’ prejudices, predispositions, amount of prior infor-
mation, etc Thus, the independent variables (messages on a given
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issue presented under known conditions) are modified in their impact
on the dependent variables (effects) by the action of intervening
variables (“kinds of people,” i.e., individual differences in relevant
psychological variables).

The Berelson formulation quoted above did, however, elaborate on
the elementary form of the individual differences theory by calling
specific attention to the fact that variations in the stimulus material
and variations in the social setting or other related conditions as well
as in the psychological structures of members of the audience could
be expected to have an impact upon the kinds of effects produced. In
spite_of its. simplicity, it did serve as a guide for research, a kind of
general statement of the salient groups of factors and variables, which
along with individual differences, must be considered in trying to
understand the communication process.

While the individual differences theory of mass media effects led to
the formulation of the “psychodynamic model” of the persuasion proc-
ess in attempts to use the theory for practical purposes, this model
has by no means been the only one that has been tried. A somewhat
more complicated alternative stems from a combination of the social
relationships theory and the cultural norms theory. For the lack of a
better term, we will refer to this as the sociocultural model of the per-
suasion process. '

Little systematic theory has emerged from the experimental litera-
ture on persuasion regarding the use of sociocultural variables as a
basis for appeals in persuasive communication. Social and cultural
variables have been widely recognized by communications researchers
and other social scientists as playing an important part in determining
the way in which people adopt new ideas and things. But the way in
which such variables can be deliberately incorporated into messages to
facilitate persuasion has not received much attention. In fact, existing
theories of persuasion, and of the adoption of innovation, see group,
interactional, and cultural VAIABIES miamly in ferms of obstacles to
achieving persuasion or adoption. 50 The reason for this may have
been the almost overwhelming preoccupation with the psychodynamic
model that has already been discussed.??

Much basic research in behavioral science indicates that what we
are terming sociocultural variables are very important sources from
which individuals gain definitions of appropriate behavior in a group
context. They are, as we will indicate in greater detail, important
sources from which the individual derives interpFétations of realzty as
well as being significant froms of social confrol.® The body of basic
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research on such issues spans the social sciences from anthropology to
sociology. In addition to studies of culture such as_those of Ruth' \4}
- Benedict, laboratory experiments such as those of Asch and_Sherif. \0 {
%w how even in the simplest and most artificial setting, the influence \ \N.L
of norms plays a powerful role in guiding, defining, and modifying the (7‘1 {
behavior of the individual, somewhat independently of the state of his Qo ¢
internal predispositions.53 Sociological studies have supported this ,_\
generalization. The work of Lohman and Reitzes,5¢ Minard,5% New- &0\' l)b
comb,% De Fleur and Westie,57 Gorden,58 Merton and Kitt,3® and % X
Mead,8 indicate the way in which such variables as organizational e
membership, work roles, ralgrence gggups, cultural norms, and primary \
group norms cap play a part in shaping and channeling overt action X
“In ways that are to some extent uninfluenced by internal psychological
predispositions. At the very least, it must be recognized that the be-
havior patterns of a given individual can seldom be accurately inter-
preted on the basis of individual psychological variable€ alons, pattic-
ularly when the individual is acting within a socal context. To ex-
plain, predict, or manipulate such behavior, reference must be made
to the social norms, roles, social controls, and culturally defined or
shared values, expectations, and beliefs, which surround action, in
order that it can be effectively understood.
The sociocultural processes present in a given individual’s situation
of action, then, are important determiners of the directions that such
action will take, or indeed whether action will occur at all. These
actions can even be contrary to individual predisposition, although
certainly this is not the general case. The more frequently occurring
situation would be where sociocultural variables modify the w n
which psychologigal processes give. rise o overt.action.
The sociocultural model of the persuasion process suggested from
these considerations is based upon the assumption that mass com-
municated messages can be used to provide an individual with new
and seemingly group-supported interpretations of some phenomenon
toward which the individual is acting. By so doing, it may be possible
to mediate the conduct of the individual as he derives definitions of
appropriate behavior and belief from such suggested interpretations.
Even in cases where individual predispositions run contrary to the
suggested action, it may be possible to obtain compliance by suggest-
ing to the individual a set of social and cultural constraints to which
he feels compelled to conform. An even simpler situation would be
where the individual has not yet formulated strong psychological
predispositions one way or the other toward the object of persuasion.
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In such a case, he would hold few group-derived definitions of ap-
propriate action toward it. Under such conditions, suggested defini-
tions would pose little social or psychological conflict in following the
modes of action prescribed by the communicator. Represented sche-
matically, such a model of the persuasion process looks something like
this:

Persuasive Defines (or Forming or alter- Achieves
message "'} redefines) ing definitions change in
sociocultural for socially ap- direction of
processes of proved behavior overt
group(s) for group behavior
members

But what are the meary by which groups provide the individual
with “sanctionad” ef ™%pproved” modes of conduct toward objects,
events, or issues which are brought to the individual’s attention? This
apparently takes place in many ways. Such concepts as roles, norms,
shared values, status, and social control are some of the clements in
the “definitions of situations” that are culturally provided for individ-
uals acting in social settings. These group-derived definitions of
situations specify modes of orientation toward a wide variety of ob-
jects and events toward which responses must habitually be made.
These modes of orientation constitute an important part of the insti-
tutionalized subcultural patterns of groups. With respect to innova-
tions, or new ideas, beliefs, or things of any kind, groups and societies
vary widely in the degree to which stable, institutionalized rules exist
“ready-made” for orienting the individual toward new phenomena.
Margaret Mead has described socicties having rigid and deeply in-
stitutionalized cultures that provide the individual with a ready-made
“reality” against which to interpret any new phenomenon. Other so-
cieties are at the other extreme, where the individual is on his own to
construct modes of reaction to new events on the basis of his own
internal processes.®! The American society apparently lies somewhere
between these two extremes. Each individual is a member of groups
that are of significance t6 him, but at the same time the culture is suf-
ficiently complex, contradictory, and heterogeneous so that modes of
reaction to new issues are not uniformly prescribed.

We may suggest, then, that anthropological, psychiatric, social-
psychological, and sociological evidence indicates clearly that onc of
the main functions of groups is to provide shared orientations for
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members by means of which they can interpret realities to which they, \p) A
as individuals have only limited direct access at best. Realities are
defined and interpreted within social frameworks. This generalization
has often been called the:reality principle, and the interactional proc- (
ess by means of which such ‘definitions are achieved has been. re-
ferred to as consensual validation. \
These two concepts have bearing on the present conceptualization
in that it is suggested the persuasive messages presented via the mass
media may provide the appearance of consensus with respect to a ;
given object or goal of persuasion. That is, such messages can present
definitions to audiences with respect to innovations in such a way that
the listener is led to believe that these are the socially sanctioned modes
of orientation toward such objects in groups that are of slgmﬁcance p) \
to him., The communicator provides social realities, shortcutting the
process of consensual validation, particularly with respect to objects
or practices concerning which groups do not yet have fully institu-
tionalized cultural interpretations, or in the case where such interpre-
tations are not contrary to the goals of the persuasion.
In specific terms it can be su ed that the communicator can
stress the way in which a speciﬁc@}é's defined (so as to include the \
use of the object of persuasion). Such messages can demonstrate how
adoption of the communicator’s goal i normatiye in the group within *
which this role lies. The communicat ow how the nonadopter \
is a deviant and a nonconformist (in the negative sens¢). The way in \
which negatlve e social sanctions are brought to bear upon such devnants
and nonconformists may be clarified. At the same time, the manner
in which social rewards and social approval are given to the adopte'r
of the communicator’s goals may be stressed. Finally, the manner in
which adoption Achieves group integration,’and how such behavior is
consistent with group approved vaiues;can be brought out.
To illustrate in concrete terms the actual use of the sociocultural
model as a strategy for persuasion, we may examine the tactics used
by certain types of charity drives, commonly called “United Ap-
peals,” “Community Funds,” and so forth. Such persuasive campaigns
make use of both the psychodynamic and the sociocultural models of
the persuasive process. As will be seen, they not only use mass com-
munications as part of their tactics but other types of messages as well.
For the sake of emphasis, we will assume a hypothetical individual
who is not particularly sympathetic to this form of campaign, prefer-
ring to make his donations to his favorite charity instead. As we will
see, however, in spite of his contrary internal predisposition, he has

-
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little chance of resisting. For reasons which will be made clear, it is
very likely that he will be persuaded to make a donation.

The first step in the campaign is an announcement (via the mass
media) that the community has a specific guota which must be met by
the drive. Thus, a goal is defined with the suggestion that this has
widespread approval in the community. This goal has been arbitrarily
formulated by the organizers of the drive, of course, and not neces-
sarily from grass-roots sentiment on the part of the community mem-
bers. However, it is very likely to go unchallenged. Goals have a
rather compelling quality in themselves if it is believed that they have
group support (consensus). Such an impression can be created by
getting gocially eminent persons’in the community to participate in the
announcement of the quota. The mass medizwill always obligingly
give full coverage to such an event and thereby confer status upon it.

Another significant step is to announce to the community that the
“fair share” of each citizen is some specified percent of his weekly
earnings. This congept will also be given ample coverage by the media.
The'idea of a “fair share” is sociologically meaningful. It is compelli
to the individual because it seems o be an approved and shared norm,’
Who wants to be identified as “unfair,” and thus_deviant from ap-
proved values? If our imaginary individual is led to believe that others
are giving according to this norm, he will at least feel some pressure
toward. conformity.

-*/ At the heart of the persuasion campaign is the task of creating role
systems that are linked to the fund drive within work groups in the
community. In stores, factories, schools, and as many other organiza-
tions as possible, a “chairman” for the drive is appointed with attend-
ant publicity. Leaders of such organizations feel compelled to cooper-
ate in this because of the need to maintain appearances that the organi-
zation operates in the interest of the public. The chairman usually ap-
points sub-chairmen for various divisions of the organization if it is
at all large. The rank and file member of the group must play a
counter-role to the roles of these collectors within their work setting.

* When asked personally by a fellow worker—especially the boss’s
secretary—it is difficult to refusé a donation.

Another tactic in this sociocultural strategy is to prepare and distrib-
ute to each member an IBM card with his name on it and with a
place to mark how much he is “pledging” (to be collected later). The
person who chooses not to pledge anything must publicly signify his

) deviancy by signing the card to_indicate refusal, or by telling the
~*Y chairman of his group personally that he will not make a donation.
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If our hapless individual, who really wanted to give his funds to
another worthy cause, has not been persuaded by these strategies, he
will be confronted with an even more compelling situation when he

ets home. The organizers of the campaign appoint “volunteer col-

fe_ctors; who will call on residents in their immediate aréa and request
a donation. Here we have the role of neighbor and that of good citizen
(which includes chanty} locked int6 4 reciprocal system in miniature.
It is socially embarrassing to refuse a neighbor a reasonable and
socially approved request. Potential negative sanctions underlie such
refusal. Who wants to be known to his neighbor as such a tightwad
that he would refuse to donate a modest sum to an important chari-
table cause. Therefore, our friend at this point reaches into his pocket
for some folding money, and possibly grits his teeth a little while he,
smilingly conforms. However, for his capitulation to social pressure
he will be given positive reinforcement. He will get a little button.to
wear in_his lapel, which will help indicafé to others the nature of the
approved norms.

With the skillful use of the media, therefore, plus the use of social
norms, roles, and social controls in real ways, such campaigns can be
very successful. The variables utilized give the potential donor an un-
mistakable “definition_of the situation™ and place him within a set
of sociocultural constraints that are nearly impossible to ignore.
While this rather complex illustration of sociocultural strategy does
not use mass communications exclusively, they occupy a central place
in the activities of the persuaders. In other adaptations of this strategy,
the entire persuasive effort might be handled by the media alone. If
there is any doubt that this strategy is widely used, the reader is in-
vited to spend an evening before his TV set viewing commercials
happy people who act out their little dramas concerning cigarettes,
beer, laxatives, deodorants; and dénture paste are offering a ‘most
fascinating variety of “definitions of the situation.”

There are undoubtedly numerous other ways in which persuasion
processes could be conceptualized. The psychodynamic and the socio-
cultural strategies, however, seem to have rather clear links to the
theories of mass communication effects that have been discussed in
the present chapter.

THE FUTURE OF MASS COMMUNICATION THEORY

One of the most pressing problems in the interdisciplinary study of
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mass communication is the strengthening of its theoretical base. There
has been an unfortunate tendency among students of the media to
equate the idea of “theory” with relatively unsophisticated matters
such as classification schemes, the preparation of abstract diagrams
that purport to symbolize the communication process, or the mere
listing of factors that somehow “make a difference” in the way some
communication effect takes place. Criteria of what constitutes a theory
in more sophisticated fields are considerably more demanding. In a
very real way, the four contemporary theories of mass communication
that have been discussed in the present chapter reflect these limita-
tions. For reasons that will be discussed, they are not truly theories at
all. They are relatively Simple formulations that have been given easy-
to-remember names for, purposes of convenience. In reality, theSe
conceptualizations did not emerge full-blown from research in pre-
cisely the way they have been discussed, but they have been implicit
in debates, writing, and research for years.

In terms of implications for the future, there remain two major
problems associated with the four theories that have been reviewed.
First, they are in certain respects “dead ends.” Mass media researchers
seem to have lost interest in some of these conceptualizations alto-
gether and they are at a complete standstill as far as further develop-
ment is concerned. The individual differences theory, for example,
remains as valid now as it was at any time when its essential proposi-
tions were being drawn from research. Yet, with minor exceptions,
no one is noy attempting to uncover furtheér generalizations about
hoW‘ﬁ:Falsggal variables such as needs, attitudes, cognitive habifs,
etc., play a part in produging given effects among media audiences.
Much of the same can be said about the social categories theory.
Interest subsided some time ago in discovering how broad uniformi-
ties among people, in terms of age, sex, ethnicity, or other variables,
lead to certain uniformities of response to mass communicated mes-
sages. The idea that interest has declined because we know all
there is to know about such matters can be dismissed at once. We
have barely begun to assemble truly reliable, systematized, and com:
plete knowledge on such issues.

In the case of the social relationships theory, the discovery that
variables related to mass communication effects were also related to
the adoption of innovation and social change in a broader sense has
apparently worked to the detriment of mass communication theory.
The social scientists that did the basic work on the social relationships
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theory became so enamored with more general issues bearing on the
diffusion of innovation that they dropped further work on the media
and concentrated their efforts on the adoption process itself.

The cultural norms theory is a slightly different matter. Only now
is real interest being shown in the idea, and that largely because cer-
tain political figures discovered that violence and delinquency made
excellent political issues. The cultural norms theory has been with us
for many years, but as yet no one has attempted to formalize it, test
it thoroughly, and set forth its areas of applicability or limitation in a
systematic manner. In other words, the development of mass com-2
munication theory has been at the mercy of fads and fashions as these
have waned and waxed among students of the media, critics, or politi-
cal Tigures. 1here has been more waning than waxing in recent years
with respect to some theories. To some extent the lack of continued
dedication to fundamental theoretical problems related to the media
may be a product of the history of mass communication as a field of
research and study. Until recently, it has been little more than a kind
of intellectual way-station—a kind of unclaimed territory where
people from all kinds of disciplinary backgrounds have come in,
picked up research problems, worked through them for a while, and
then dropped them in favor of more pressing interests or pursued
their implications back into the main stream of their own discipline.
Perhaps as communication continues to develop into a discipline in its
own right, with its own research training and a growing conceptual
apparatus, it will increasingly be able to concentrate on the systematic
accumulation of theories of mass communication.

A second major problem related to these contemporary theories has
already been suggested; namely that if considered within a framework
of more rigorous criteria they are scarcely theories at all. This is not
to discount their validity—an issue that will be settled in the arena
of research—but to point to the fact that they are oversimplifications,
and vaguely stated ones at that. They need to be completely revamped
and rewritten as systematic sets of propositions that show in straighi-
forward terms just what is supposed to be related to what in terms of
idependent and dependent variables. To do this, some very difficult
definitional work will have to be undertaken so that the exact phe-
nomena to which the concepts in the theories refer can be identified.
Relationships between concepts within given propositions will have to
be identified by means of some logical calculus—some set of rec-
ognized rules for reasoning—so that orders of dependencey between
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proposmons Mstabhshed If this is done, such theories will yield
derived propositions.that c.n be tested empirically. Oniy then can
their validity be adequately assessed.

This does not mean that all of mass communication theory must be
reduced to algebraic equations. These steps are possible without re-
sorting to mathematics. However, it is one thing to state propositions
like this: “ideas often flow from the media to opinion leaders and
from them to less active populations.” It is quite another thing to
specify precisely what quantitative relationships are meant by such
terms as “often” and “less,” and to note exact empirical referents for
other terms in such a statement, such as “ideas,” “flow,” “leaders,”
etc. In other words, we_must more rigorously specify the conditions
under which these events will occur, in what quantify or with what
probability, and with what step-by-step theoretical implications for
related media behavior.

This call for raising scientific standards in media research implies
that students of mass communication have a great deal of homework
to do before they can increase the sophistication of their theoretical
formulations to the level of other disciplines. There is a serious gap
between what we think we know about how mass communication ef-
fects take place and a rigorous set of theoretical formulations that
specify how they actually do take place. In other words, there is a
need to establish increased confidence that these basic theories are true
(or else replace them) and thereby increase the degree to which we
can discuss cause-effect sequences in mass communication in precise
terms. Until the formulations identified in the present chapter have
been studied, restudied, reformulatui, and restudied again many times
over, they will remain forever a eories”—interesting and seem-
ingly plausible speculations that appear to be more or less consistent
with our limited amount of research on the effects of mass communi-
cation but about which we really are not sure.

As our research technology becomes more effective, for example,
as such tools as the computer make it easier to handle larger and
larger complexes of variables, the probability that we will come up
with true theories of mass communication effects seems increasingly
high. One obvious approach would be to combine the four theories
that have been discussed in the present chapter. Such an integrated
theory would recognize that the effects of a given mass communicated
message sent over a given channel will depend upon a large number
of psychological characteristics and social category similarities among
the members of the audience; these effects will depend upon the kind

gt b

Y



CONTEMPORARY THEORIES 153
of social groups within which these people are acting and, the . relation-

ships_that_they have with specifiC | t%Ees of persons within them; they
will depend upon the social norms tha prevall ambng such gr6ups in
reahtz as well as upon thé “definitions of. the s;matlon” “which the
communicated™ mgssages are to.suggest. Perhaps when it is possible to
pin down some of these variables in specific detail, we can truly de-
velop theories of mass communication.

In overview, the present chapter has attempted to show the depend-
ent relationship between general theoretical development in the basic
social and behavioral sciences and the more specific formulations that
have emerged from mass communication research concerning the ef-
fects of the media. As psychologists increasingly recognized individual
variations in learning, perception, motivation, and other psychological
processes, the older mechanistic theory of mass communication (which
postulated uniform response to communication stimuli) became unten-
able. The idea of individual differences in response to the mass media
was quickly incorporated into communications research. At the same
time, sociologists continued to identify behavioral uniformities among
significant social categories in the urban-industrial society, and this
idea was applied to the study of mass communication audiences. Later,
the continuous “rediscovery” of the primary group in the midst of
what was thought to be a strictly “mass” society finally led to the dis-
covery of the significance of social relationships in the mass com-
munication process. These relationships became the focus of intense
interest by students of the media. Finally, the recognition of the place
of social norms in human life has been central to sociological and
anthropological theory since the 19th century. Such norms have long
been a rather controversial part of thoughtways concerning mass
communication.

In general, then, it appears that there is a relationship of depend-
ency between the basic social and behavioral sciences and more
specialized fields such as the study of mass communication. This
should come as no surprise. However, there is one final comment
that can be made concerning this relationship. The linkage be-
tween such fields in terms of theoretical development is not a simple
and straightforward one. The specialized field can move forward on
its own without waiting for broader developments; similarly, the
specialized field can lag badly behind basic theory. In fact, it is
quite possible that the order of dependency could be reversed in some
cases. For example, sociologists have had to rethink their basic theories
of the structure of contemporary society because of findings concern-
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ing the significant presence of primary groups—findings that have
emerged from just such areas as mass communications research. In
any case, the theories (or “pre-theories”) and their limitations, which
have been discussed in the present chapter, represent our present point
of development in the task of understanding how mass communica-
tions affect the members of populations who attend to them.



Chapter VIII

MASS MEDIA AS SOCIAL SYSTEMS

WH!LE THE mass communication research and theory of the recent
past and of the contemporary period has almost uniformly
stressed “effects” as the major object of explanation, it has been re-
peatedly suggested in the present volume that there are other, and
possibly equally important, aspects of the media that deserve theoretical
and empirical attention. One of the most challenging of such issues
concerning these media is their ability to survive and for long periods
of time provide their audiences with content which the more artisti-
cally sensitive elite has regularly condemned as being in bad taste or
even downright dangerous. There has been a continuous dialogue
carried on between the more educated and conservative elements of
society and those who are either in control of the media or who serve
as their spokesmen. This issue of “elite culture” vs. “mass culture” has
on some occasions stirred debate in the highest political, educational,
religious, and legal circles of the nation. A long series of court battles
has been fought over books, magazines, and other forms of print which
their publishers claim are “artistic” but which public prosecutors main-
tain are “pornographic.” Attempts to censor motion pictures at the
community and state levels have also provided occasions for extensive
legal actions. The freedom of speech principle vs. statutory prohibi-
tions of lewd, lascivious, or salacious portrayals provide ample grounds
for lively discussion. Even the Congress of the United States period-
ically enters this controversy when it investigates television content,
comic books, or other media to determine if they are causally related
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to juvenile delinquency or cause some other form of deviant conduct.

In these encounters, the media seldom or never emerge unscathed.
At the very least, they nearly always evoke strong criticism. Whether
the situation is a formal hearing before a congressional committee, or
simply the reflections of some well-known literary figure giving his
views on the worth of media content, the ordinary fare of the mass
media of communication has been universally and roundly condemned
by society’s political, educational, and moral leaders.

Such hostility has deep historical foundations. Plato may have pro-
vided the opening round in the controversy long before the mass media
themselves were ever invented. In his commentary on the training of
the children who were to become the leaders of his ideal Republic, he
saw the mass culture of his day as posing a threat to the minds of the
young:

Then shall we simply allow our children to listen to any stories that
anyone happens to make up, and so receive into their minds ideas often
the very opposite of those we shall think they ought to have when
they are grown up?

No, certainly not [replies Glaucon].

It seems, then, our first business will be to supervise the making of
fables and legends, rejecting all which are unsatisfactory; and we shall
induce nurses and mothers to tell their children only those which we
have approved. . . . Most of the stories now in use must be discarded.!

This theme—popular entertainment is harmful to the minds of the
young—has been a consistent one from the very beginnings of mass
communication. It has been claimed from time to time that such
charges can be validated by scientific evidence, but repeatedly this evi-
dence has turned out to be less than convincing.2 Social scientists insist
that any important conclusions about the effects of the media be sup-
ported by solid evidence. Because of such insistence upon data rather
than emotion, they sometimes find themselves in the awkward position
of seeming to defend the media when actually they are simply refusing
to accept the inadequately supported claims of critics. Most social
scientists today are quite wary of any simple answers or unverified con-
clusions concerning causal relations between media content and
undesirable conduct.

However, the insistence that conclusions be based upon adequate
evidence has never deterred the literary critic from charging the media
with a deep responsibility for society’s problems. Most 19th century
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American writers at some point in their careers took time to criticize
and condemn the newspaper for superficiality and distortion. The fol-
lowing excerpts from the pens of well-known and influential literary
figures are samples of the climate of opinion prevailing among the
literati during the time when the mass newspaper was diffusing through
the American society:

Henry David Thoreau (written just prior to 1850):

The penny-post is, commonly, an institution through which you seri-
ously offer a man that penny for his thoughts which is so safely offered
in jest. And I am sure that I have never read any memorable news in
a newspaper. If we read of one man robbed, or murdered, or killed
by accident, or one house burned, or one vessel wrecked, or one steam-
boat blown up, or one cow run over on the Western Railroad, or one
mad dog killed, or one lot of grasshoppers in the winter—we never
need read of another. If you are acquainted with the principle, what do
you care for a myriad instances and applications? To a philosopher
all news, as it is called, is gossip, and they who read it and edit it are
old women over their tea.3

Thomas Carlyle (written about 1860):

But indeed the most unaccountable ready-writer of all is, probably,
the common editor of a Daily Newspaper. Consider his leading articles;
...straw that has been thrashed a hundred times without wheat;
ephemeral sound of a sound;...how a man buckles himself nightly
with new vigor and interest to this thrashed straw, nightly thrashes it
anew . .. this is a fact remaining still to be accounted for in human
physiology.4

Samuel Clemens (written in 1873):

That awful power, the public opinion of this nation, is formed and
molded by a horde of ignorant self-complacent simpletons who failed
at ditching and shoemaking and fetched up in journalism on their way
to the poorhouse.b

Stephen Crane (written about 1895):

A newspaper is a collection of half-injustices
Which, bawled by boys from mile to mile,
Spreads its curious opinion

To a million merciful and sneering men,
While families cuddle the joys of the fireside
When spurred by tale of lone agony.
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A newspaper is a court
Where everyone is kindly and unfairly tried
By a squalor of honest men.

A newspaper is a market
Where wisdom sells its freedom
And melons are crowned by the crowd.

A newspaper is a game
Where his error scores the player victory,
While another’s skill wins death.

A newspaper is a symbol;

It is a feckless life’s chronicle,

A collection of loud tales
Concentrating eternal stupidities,
That in remote ages lived unhaltered,
Roaming through a fenceless world.®

As each of the remaining media arrived on the American scene,
they too were denounced for their assault on the morals and intel-
ligence of the nation, or at least for bringing about a deterioration of
public taste. The motion picture, popular music on radio, comic books,
and of course violence on television have all been the subject of accusa-
tion, claim, and counterclaim.

But in spite of the intensity of this exchange, and in spite of thc
respectability, power, and authority of those who have been most vocal
in their criticisms, the media continue year after year to deliver to their
audiences the same popular and superficial fare! There may be minor
fluctuations in the acceptability to the elite of the content of a partic-
ular medium during any given period, but in the long run, from their
point of view, media content is showing no impressive indications that
it is raising its cultural level.

The tenacity and stability of the mass media generally in the face of
such a long history of criticism by powerful voices needs explanation.
The problem at first seems deceptively simple. One tempting answer is
that the media appeal to the masses and the masses want the kind of
content they get and so the media continue to give it to them. Such a
conclusion is, of course, correct as far as it goes, but it does not
account for the relative ineffectiveness of the critics, who are often, in
fact, persons of substantial influence. Unfortunately, also, it is tauto-
logical as well as superficial, and it is more a description than an
explanation.
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A promising approach to understanding the relationship between
mass media content and public taste, and for accounting in part for the
remarkable continuity in the (low) cultural level of media content is
provided by viewing the media as social systems which operate within
a specific external system—the set of social and cultural conditions
that is the American society itself.

General sociological theory has become increasingly preoccupied
with the nature of social systems. Of particular interest are the func-
tional relationships prevailing between parts of such systems, and the
consequences that particular items occurring within the system have
in maintaining the stability of the system as a whole. In certain respects,
this rise of interest in the analysis of social phenomena as occurring
within the boundaries of social systems represents a renewal of interest
in the theoretical strategies of the past. A more complex terminology
has replaced the outmoded organic lexicons of Spencer and Ward, but
there remain many similarities between the sociological analyses of
the two periods.

One of the major dissimilarities, however, is that the analysis of
social systems concerns itself with the patterns of action exhibited by
individuals or subgroups who relate themselves to each other within
such systems. (The older organic analogies were less specific.) A social
system is, for this reason, an abstraction—but one not too far removed
from the observable and empirically verifiable behaviors of the persons
who are doing the acting.

The actions of any given human being generally follow the expecta-
tions imposed upon him by the cultural norms of his society and of
those who interact with him. Cultural norms, then, in the form of the
expectations regarding conduct that people in a group have of each
other, are an inseparable part of a social system in reality. Yet, by
concentrating not upon such expectations, but upon the visible conduct
of people attempting to fulfill these expectations, stable systems of
social action can be mapped out, various parts or components of such
systems can be identified, and the contributions toward stability made
by a given repetitive form of action in a system can be inferred, and
hopefully, verified.

We might add that it is clearly recognized that individual human
beings who are acting out their roles within a system (or any other
stimulus field) have internal feelings, thoughts, attitudes, and other
value-orientations that are in some part determinants of their action.
These internal psychological behaviors in reality play important parts
in shaping the manner in which individual actors in a given system of



160 THEORIES OF MASS COMMUNICATION

action play out their parts. However, within a particular social system
(a given family, community, factory, etc.) the range of variation of
these psychological influences cannot be too great or the system would
disintegrate. As one leading group of social scientists has put it:

Indeed, one of the most important functional imperatives of the main-
tenance of social systems is that the value-orientations of the different
actors in the same social system must be integrated in some measure
in a common system. All ongoing social systems do actually show a
tendency toward a general system of common cultural orientations.
The sharing of value-orientations is especially crucial, although con-
sensus with respect to systems of ideas and expressive symbols are also
very important determinants of stability in the social system.?

The social system, then, is a complex of stable, repetitive, and pat-
terned action that is in part a manifestation of the culture shared by
the actors, and in part a manifestation of the psychological orientations
of the actors (which are in turn derived from that culture). The cul-
tural system, the social system, and the personality systems (of the
individual actors) therefore, are different kinds of abstractions made
from the same basic data, namely, the overt and symbolic behaviors
of individual human beings. They are equally legitimate abstractions,
each providing in its own right a basis for various kinds of explana-
tions and predictions. Generally speaking, it may be difficult or nearly
impossible to analyze or to understand fully one such abstraction with-
out some reference to the others.

But, granted that the term “social system” is a legitimate scientific
abstraction, how does this general conceptual strategy help in under-
standing the mass media of communication? To answer this question,
we need to understand in greater detail exactly what is meant by the
term social system, and what type of analysis it provides. To aid in
providing such understanding we turn briefly to several ideas that are
important aspects of the study of social systems. One of the most
important of these ideas is the concept of the “function” of some
particular repetitive phenomenon (set of actions) within such a system.
For it was with questions about a particular repetitive phenomenon
(the continuous production and distribution of media content in “low”
cultural taste) that the present chapter began. The fact that such con-
tent has long survived the jibes of influential critics was said to require
explanation. One form of explanation will be provided by noting the
“function” of such a repetitive phenomenon within some stable system
of action. The term “function” in the present context means little more
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than “consequence.” To illustrate briefly, we might hypothesize that
the repetitive practice of wearing wedding rings on the part of a given
married couple has the function (consequence) of reminding them as
well as others that the two are bound together by the obligations and
ties that matrimony implies. This practice thereby contributes indirectly
to maintaining the permanance of the marriage—the stability of that
particular social system. The practice is in a sense “explained” by
noting its contribution to the context within which it occurs. A com-
parison of a number of such systems with and without this particular
item (but in other respects matched) would test the assertion.

In the above example, the social system is a relatively simple one.
There are only two “components,” and each of these happens to be
an individual. Their patterns of action are derived both from the in-
dividual psychological make-up of the partners and from the cultural
norms concerning marriage prevailing in their community, social class,
and society. It is a miniature system in equilibrium, although it would
not remain long in equilibrium unless the “needs” of the system re-
mained satisfied. For example, such a system requires that the partners
perform roles that meet the expectations each has of the other and
the expectations the community has of married couples. This can be
thought of as a “need” for adequate role performance, without which
the equilibrium of the system would be endangered. Other “needs,”
related to economic matters and emotional satisfactions, could be cited.

More complex illustrations of social systems can easily be pointed
to, where the “components” of the system are not individual persons,
but subsystems. A department store, for example, is a complex social
system consisting of the actions of managerial personnel, buyers, sales
persons, the clerical staff, customers, transportation workers, stock
boys, a janitorial team, and security employees. Each of these com-
ponents is a smaller system of action within the broader system of the
store itself, and it in turn is a complex system of action carried out
within the context of the external social conditions of the community.
In spite of the complexity, any given set of repetitive actions might be
analyzed in terms of their contribution to maintaining the system in
equilibrium, or even as contributing to its disequilibrium. The granting
to employees of the right to buy merchandise at cost could have the
function (consequence) of maintaining their morale and loyalty, and
thus such behavior would contribute fairly directly to the maintenance
of the system. Rigid insistence on the observance of petty rules, such
as docking the pay of an employee who on rare occasions was late for
work, might be disruptive of such morale and loyalty, and by con-
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tributing to labor turnover it could be dysfunctional. Instead of con-
tributing to the maintainance of the system, it could cause disruptions
and disequilibrium. Such inductively derived conclusions would be
subject to testing for validity, of course, but the functional analysis
would have generated the hypothesis to be tested (an important role
of theory).

A “functional analysis,” then, focuses upon some specific phenom-
enon occurring within a social system. It then attempts to show how
this phenomenon has consequences that contribute to the stability and
permanence of the system as a whole. The phenomenon may, of course,
have a negative influence, and if so, it would be said to have “dysfunc-
tions” rather than “functions.” The analysis is a strategy for inducing
or locating hypotheses that can be tested empirically by comparative
studies or other appropriate research methods.

The analysis of social systems is extremely difficult. In fact, this
strategy for the study of social phenomena is at the forefront of gen-
eral sociological theory. There are no infallible rules that specify pre-
cisely how to locate and define the exact boundaries of a given social
system, particularly if it is relatively complex. There are as yet no
completely agreed upon criteria for establishing the linkages between
the components of a system, and there are no standard formulae for
uncovering the precise contribution that a given repetitive form of
action makes to the equilibrium of a system. A functional analysis of
the contribution of some item to the stability of a system, then, is
a procedure that is somewhat less than completely rigorous. But in
spite of this source of potential criticism, this strategy for studying and
understanding complex social phenomena seems to hold a great deal
of promise.

The basic logic of functional analysis has been described by Hempel
with clarity and precision:

The object of the analysis is some “item” i, which is a relatively per-
sistent trait or disposition. .. occurring in a system s...;and the
analysis aims to show that s is in a state, or internal condition, ¢: and
in an environment presenting certain external conditions c. such that
under conditions ¢ and c. (jointly referred to as c) the trait i has
effects which satisfy some “need” or “functional requirement” of s,
i.e., a condition n which is necessary for the system’s remaining in ade-
quate, or effective, or proper, working order.8

How can this type of analysis be applied to the mass media? First,
as has been suggested in the previous paragraphs of the present chap-
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ter, the portion of the content of the mass media that is in “low”
cultural taste or provides gratifications to the mass audience in such
a manner that it is widely held to be potentially debasing can be
defined as “item i” (in Hempel’s terms, above). It is fully recognized
that there are very serious problems with such a conceptualization
right at the beginning. It would be difficult in practice to construct a
set of categories under which to analyze the content of the media so
that material of “low” cultural taste can readily be identified. It would
be difficult, but actually it would not be altogether impossible. Exces-
sive violence, the portrayal of criminal techniques, horror and monster
themes, open pornography, suggestive music, and dreary formula melo-
dramas are typical categories of content that arouse the ire of critics.
There would probably be considerable disagreement as to the exact
content that should be included in any given category. There would
also be debates over the number of categories to be used. Neverthe-
less, it is theoretically possible to identify the content of any given
medium that is most objected to by the largest number of critics.

We will not actually carry out the exercise for the purposes of the
present discussion. However, we will assume that given sufficient time
and resources, and using survey techniques, preference scales, attitude
measuring instruments, and other research procedures now available
that the content of any given medium could be divided roughly into
something like the following three categories:

low-taste content: This would be media content widely distributed and
attended to by the mass audience, but which has consistently aroused
the ire of critics. Examples would be crime drama on television which
emphasizes violence, openly pornographic motion pictures, daytime
serials, confession magazines, crime comics, suggestive music, or
other content that has been widely held to contribute to a lowering
of taste, disruption of morals, or stimulation toward socially unac-
ceptable conduct. (Whether or not such charges are true.)

nondebated content: This would be media content, widely distributed
and attended to, about which media critics have said very little. It
is not an issue in the debate over the impact of the media on the
masses. Examples would be television weather reports, some news
content, music that is neither symphonic nor popular, many maga-
zines devoted to specialized interests, motion pictures using “whole-
some” themes, and many others. Such content is not believed either
to elevate or lower tastes, and it is not seen as a threat to moral
standards.
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high-taste content: This would be media content sometimes widely dis-
tributed but not necessarily widely attended to. It is content that
media critics feel is in better taste, is morally uplifting, educational,
or is in some way inspiring. Examples would be serious music, sophis-
ticated drama, political discussions, art films, or magazines devoted
to political commentary. Such content is championed by critics as
the opposite of the low-taste material, which they see as distinctly
objectionable.

It is, of course, to the first of the above categories that we wish to
direct most of our attention. This will constitute the “item i” in the
logical scheme outlined by Hempel. It is the repetitive phenomenon
whose contribution to the media (as a social system) needs analysis.
However, it would also be possible to study the other two categories
with somewhat parallel perspectives, but this will receive relatively little
attention in the present discussion.

Having focused upon the repetitive “item i,” we need now to begin
to identify the boundaries of the social system within which this phe-
nomenon occurs, so that eventually the contribution it makes to the
system can be inductively hypothesized.

Rather than developing a purely descriptive scheme that will apply
only to a single medium, it will be more fruitful to attempt to de-
velop a general conceptual scheme into which any or all of the media
could be placed, with suitable minor modifications in details. Such a
general scheme will emphasize the similarities between media, partic-
ularly in terms of relationships between the components in the system.
If the same general regularities appear to prevail between the parallel
components of several media in much the same way, such a conclusion
would suggest that such regularities constitute a class of events that
follows patterns occurring naturally, given the conditions under which
they have been arranged. This, of course, opens the door for explana-
tory analyses——the inductive construction of hypotheses. The first step
in the development of explanatory theory is the location of classes of
events that seem to occur in much the same way, given the presence
of specified conditions. This, indeed, may point to the value of a func-
tional analysis, where events are viewed as occurring within social
systems. Such a functional analysis itself is not a theory, nor is the
description of an abstract social system a theory. This approach is a
strategy of investigation that hopefully will identify classes of events
and the ways they are related to each other in systematic linkages.
These can then become the explicanda of deductive nomological theo-
ries that are capable of “explanation” in the more rigorous sense.?
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The first major component of the social system of mass communica-
tion is the audience. As has been suggested in previous chapters and
as is perfectly clear from elementary observation, this is an exceedingly
complex component. The audience is stratified, differentiated, and inter-
related in the many ways which social scientists have studied for years.
The several theories, previously discussed, indicate some of the major
variables that play a part in determining how this component will
operate within the system.

The individual differences theory, the social categories theory, the
social relationships theory, and the cultural norms theory all point to
behavioral mechanisms that determine the patterns of attention, in-
terpretation, and response of an audience with respect to content of a
given type.

" The rough typology of content suggested earlier in the present chap-
ter is in some degree related to the characteristics of this audience.
Organizations devoted to research, to measuring the preferences of
media audiences, or to various forms of market research provide in-
formation to those responsible for selecting the categories of content
that will be distributed to the audience. There is a link, then, between
the audience as a component in the system and the market research-
rating service organizations as a second component. In purely theoreti-
cal terms, both components are role systems themselves, and are thus
actually subsystems. This is in a sense a one-way link. For very minor
(or usually no) personal reward, the audience member selected for
study provides information about himself to such an agency. Informa-
tion flows from the audience component to the research component,
but very little flows back. This linkage between components is by com-
parison relatively simple.

The content itself, of whatever type, flows from some form of dis-
tributor to the audience. The role system of the distributor component
varies in detail from one medium to another. In addition, there are
several somewhat distinct subsystems within this general component.
First, there are local outlets, which are likely to be in the most imme-
diate contact with the audience. The local newspaper, the local theater,
the local broadcasting station play the most immediate part in placing
messages before their respective audiences. But inseparably tied to
them are other subsystems of this general component. Newspaper syn-
dicates, broadcasting networks, or chains of movie theaters pass con-
tent on to their local outlets. The link between these two subsystems
is a two-way one. The local outlet provides money and the larger dis-
tributor supplies content. Or, the linkage may be that the local outlet
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provides a service, and the distributor (who is paid elsewhere) provides
money.

The relationship between audience and distributor seems at first to
be mostly a one-way link. The distributor provides entertainment con-
tent (and often advertising), but the audience provides little back in
a direct sense. However, it does provide its attention. In fact, it is
precisely the attention of the audience that the distributor is attempting
to solicit. He sells this “commodity” directly to his financial backer or
sponsor. In addition, as we have noted, the audience supplies informa-
tion to the research component and this is indirectly supplied to the
distributor in the form of feedback so that he may gauge the amount
of attention he is eliciting. The linkages between components grow
more complex as we seek the boundaries of the system.

To the audience, the research, and the distributing components, we
may add the role system of the producer of content. This component’s
primary link is with the financial backer (or sponsor) component and
with the distributor, from whom money is obtained and for whom
various forms of entertainment content are manufactured. There are
a host of subsystems included in this producer component, depending
upon the particular medium. Examples are actors, directors, television
producers, cameramen, technicians, foreign correspondents, wire serv-
ice editors, film producers, labor union leaders, publishers, copy editors,
clerical staff and many, many more.

Linking the sponsor, distributor, producer, and research organiza-
tion are the advertising agencies. Paid primarily by the sponsor, this
component provides (in return) certain ideas and services. For the
most part, it provides the distributor with advertising messages. It
may have links with the research component as well.

Over this complex set of interrelated components, there are other
subsystems that exert control. The legislative bodies, at both the state
and national level, which enact regulative statutes concerning the
media, constitute an important part of such a control component.
Another important part of this role subsystem is the official regulative
agencies, which implement the policies which have been legislated.
The link between the legislative body (control component) and the
audience is of course one of votes and public opinion, to which the
component is presumably sensitive and dependent. Information lines
between audience, legislative bodies, and regulatory agencies are more
or less open.

To the regulatory components whose role definitions are found in
legal statute can be added the private voluntary associations that de-
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velop “codes” and to some degree serve as a control over the distribu-
tors. Such distributors provide them with money, and they in turn
provide surveillance and other services.

The regulatory subsystems draw definitions of permissible and non-
permissible content from the general set of external conditions within
which this extremely complicated system operates. Surrounding the
entire structure as an external condition are our society’s general norms
concerning morality, and the expressions that these find in formal
law. Similar, although less likely to be incorporated into law, are our
general cultural norms and beliefs regarding what will be likely to
entertain or otherwise gratify Americans. Thus, we seldom see tradi-
tional Chinese opera, but frequently see western horse opera. We
seldom hear the strains of Hindu temple music, but frequently hear
the “strains” and other noises of the latest singer whom teen-agers
admire. If our interests run to more serious fare, we are likely to hear
the music of a relatively small list of European or American composers
who created their works within a span of about three centuries. Or, we
are likely to view ballet, opera, drama, etc., of a fairly limited number
of artists whose products are defined by our society as of lasting
interest.

Each of the several media will fit into this general model of a social
system in slightly different ways. A complete description of each of
the media separately would be tedious. Indeed, each could well occupy
the contents of an entire book. Opotowsky has attempted just such a
detailed analysis of the television industry, although he does not use
the social system concept.10

To add to the complexity of this conceptual scheme, it must be
remembered that although each medium constitutes a somewhat sep-
arate social system in itself, the media are also related to each other in
systematic ways. Thus, we may speak of the entire set of communica-
tion media, including those which have not been specifically analyzed
in the present volume, as the mass communication system of the
United States.

The structure of this mass communication system has been heavily
influenced by the general social, political, economic, and cultural con-
ditions that were current during the period when our mass media were
developing and remain as important sociocultural forces in the society
within which they operate. Due to their importance for understanding
our media as they are today, these conditions were analyzed in some
detail in earlier chapters. Our free enterprise beliefs, our views of the
legitimacy of the profit motive, the virtues of controlled capitalism,
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and our general values concerning freedom of speech constitute further
external conditions (in addition to those related to moral limits and
cultural tastes) within which the American mass communication
system operates.

Within the system itself, the principal internal condition is, of course,
a financial one. Most of the components in the system are occupational
role structures, which motivate their incumbent personnel primarily
through money. To obtain money, they are all ultimately dependent
upon the most central component of all—the audience. Unless its deci-
sions to give attention, to purchase, to vote, etc., are made in favorable
ways, the system would undergo severe strain and would eventually
collapse.

Almost any dramatic change in the behavior of the audience would
cause the most severe disruption in the system for any given medium.
In an earlier chapter, the swift acquisition of television sets by the
movie audience was plotted (Figure 4). The consequence of attention
loss to the motion picture theater as a mass medium was shown to be
severe (Figure 2).

Such disruptions are infrequent, but they do occur. The key to
heading off dramatic changes in audience behavior, of course, is to
provide entertainment content of a type that will satisfy and motivate
the largest possible number of audience members to carry out their
roles in accord with the needs of the system. Such content will, in
other words, maintain the equilibrium of the system. The ideal, from
the standpoint of the system, is content that will capture the audience
member’s attention, persuade him to purchase goods, and at the same
time be sufficiently within the bounds of moral norms and standards of
taste so that unfavorable actions by the regulatory components are not
provoked.

The type of entertainment content that seems most capable of elicit-
ing the attention of the largest number of audience members is the
more dramatic, low-taste content. Films, television plays, newspaper
accounts, or magazine stories that stress physical violence, brutality,
sexual gratification, earthy humor, slapstick, or simple melodrama
appeal most to those whose educational backgrounds are limited. Their
prior socialization has not provided them with sensitive standards for
appreciation of the arts or for judging the cultural, educational, or
moral merits of a given communication within complex frameworks.
In the affluent American society, it is this type of audience member
who is by far the most numerous. He has purchasing power in suffi-
cient abundance so that his combined influence on the market can be
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overwhelming. He is in full possession of the media. He subscribes to
a daily paper, has several radio receivers, and owns a television set.
He also goes to the movies occasionally. In fact, there are ample data
showing that he spends considerably more time with the media than
his more educated and possibly more affluent fellow citizen. While the
college graduate in the middle or upper-middle class is going to a
concert, having a bridge party, or attending a play, the family with
considerably less education and lower occupational status is happily
enjoying a popular comedian or a variety show on their television set.
Furthermore, there are about five times as many of the latter type of
family for every one of the former. Not only are they considerably
more numerous, but they all use laundry detergent, toothpaste, deodo-
rants, gasoline, cigarettes, and beer in the same amount or perhaps to
an even greater degree per family as the more well-to-do. In short,
they are the most numerous units in the market, units whose tastes
must be catered to if the system is to survive. The manufacturer of
razor blades who sells millions of his product per day to American
men does not care at all if his customer has a college degree or is
nearly illiterate. If he shaves and can be persuaded to buy the manu-
facturer’s blades via mass communicated advertisements, this is all
the manufacturer requires. If it takes a western melodrama filled with
blood and thunder to attract the consuming unit’s attention to the
advertisement, so be it. If that small segment of the population who
are highly educated or who have refined tastes do not find the end
result culturally uplifting, that is just too bad. If they want culture
let them go to the opera. If they turn on their television sets, they
had better be prepared to listen to advertisements about razor blades
and the vehicles that can bring them to the attention of the most
massive number of consuming units. No matter what the critics say,
these are the elementary facts of economic life within which the
American mass communication system operates.

What we have called low-taste content is the key element in the
social system of the media. It keeps the entire complex together. By
continuously catering to the tastes of those who constitute the largest
segment of the market, the financial stability of the system can be
maintained. The critic who provokes public attention by denouncing
media content or by proclaiming that there is a causal connection
between media content and socially undesirable behavior may tem-
porarily receive some recognition. He may also achieve some tem-
porary disturbance in the system, or if he is persistent enough he may
ultimately even displace some specific form of low-taste content from
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a given medium altogether. Thus, if quiz shows are found to be
“rigged,” or if popular “disc jockies” are discovered receiving “payola”
(a fee for repeatedly playing a song in order to make it popular) the
audience may be temporarily disaffected. However, low-taste content
comes in such a variety of forms that the temporary or even per-
manent absence of one minor form does not alter the major picture.
Critics have been complaining about newspaper concentration on
crime news for a century, and there has been no noticeable abatement
in the reporting of such stories. Critics of the soap opera may have
breathed a sigh of relief several years ago when these programs at last
disappeared from radio. However, their joy must bave been short-
lived when such day-time serials turned out to be quite popular with
television viewers, so popular in fact that one even occupied a place in
prime evening hours for several years,

When a formula is discovered for eliciting attention and influencing
purchasing decisions from any large segment of the audience, it will
be abandoned by the media only with great reluctance, if at all. The
broadcast ball game, the star comedian, the family situation comedy,
the western thriller, the detective story, the adventures of the private
investigator, the drama of the courtroom now are beginning to rank
with such time-honored formulae as the sob story, the funnies, the
sex-murder account, the sports page, and the disclosure of corruption
in high places, as attention-getting devices that can bring the eye or
ear of the consumer nearer to the advertising message.

In short, the social system of the mass media in the United States is
becoming more and more deeply established. Some future changes can
be expected in the kind of content which it will produce to maintain
its own equilibrium, but these will be slow in coming and minor in
nature. As the educational level of the average citizen slowly rises in
our society, there is some prospect that his tastes will change. On the
other hand, as standards of sexual morality become increasingly liberal,
the tastes of a slightly more educated mass audience may still demand
increasingly frank portrayals in film and television drama. Standards
of other types may change or fail to change in equally complex ways.

At present, however, the function of what we have called low-taste
content is to maintain the financial equilibrium of a deeply institu-
tionalized social system which is tightly integrated with the whole of
the American economic institution. The probability that our system of
mass communication in this respect can be drastically altered by the
occasional outbursts of critics seems small indeed.

In the present volume the mass media have been viewed from a
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considerable variety of theoretical perspectives, and in each case it was
suggested that there was a close link between the general theories of
the more basic social sciences and the interpretations students of com-
munication have given of the media. As these general images of man
have changed, so have theories of mass communication. To some it
may appear that a considerable inefficiency of effort is involved. This
may be true. But hopefully, these changes, revisions, and new direc-
tions have not been simple random variations. Bit by bit, the develop-
ment of theory in mass communication, with a corresponding accumu-
lation of supporting empirical evidence, will enable us to understand
better how societies influence their media, how the communicative act
takes place via the mass media, and how mass communication content
influences the members of society.
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