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Mass Media and
Information Age

Pre-reading Activities

d Lead-in Questions
Discuss the following questions with your partner.

1. Have you ever imagined what people would do in their spare time without the mass media
such as the Internet or TV? What about without electricity or light? Please describe what
you imagine.

2. What are the differences between a piece of chocolate and a piece of music both as
commodities? What makes more money, a piece of delicious chocolate or a piece of

popular music? Give your reasons.

3. When and why do you turn to the mass media in your life? In what ways do you use the

mass media?




Text Reading

Try to understand the meaning of words and expressions in bold face in the texts by looking
them up in a dictionary.

Medium Is Message — McLuhan’s Understanding Media

- Marshall McLuhan'startled the entire world in 1964 with

WMWW“‘ his statement that “the medium is the message.” McLuhan’s

: writings and speeches were filled with puns and aphorisms to

the point of being cryptic, but his classic Understanding Media

is really fairly clear about what he meant by “the medium is the
2p

message.”” He wrote: “The effects of technology do not occur at
the level of opinions or concepts, but alter sense ratios or patterns

of perception steadily and without resistance.” McLuhan is saying

! that the most important effect of communication media is that they

affect our habits of perception and thinking.

The concept of “sense ratios” refers to the balance of our senses. Primitive people
emphasized all five senses — smell, touch, hearing, sight, taste — but technology, and
especially the communication media, have caused people to emphasize one sense over
others.

Print, McLuhan says, emphasized vision. In turn, it influenced our thinking, making
it linear, sequential, regular, repeated, and logical. It allowed human beings to separate
thought from feeling. It led to specialization, and technology, but it also led to a sense of
alienation and individualism. On the societal level, print led to the possibility of nations and
the rise of nationalism.

Television, in contrast to print, emphasized more of the senses. McLuhan described
television as visual, aural, and tactile medium. It is more involving and participatory than
print. McLuhan proposed that television would restore the balance of the sense ratios
that print destroyed. On a grander scale, McLuhan said, television is going to retribalize
us. We will move away from individual nation states and become a “global village.>” One
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of the things that bothered many communication theorists and people working in mass
communication is that McLuhan was saying that the content of mass communication does
not matter. McLuhan put it this way: “The ‘content’ of the medium is like the juicy piece of
meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind” . That is, the important
effects of the medium come from its form, not its content.

McLuhan said that the television generation is the first post-literature generation. He
suggested that parents today are watching their children becoming “Third World”, and
that due to television and other new media, children do not think the same way that their
parents did. “If Homer was wiped out by literacy, literacy can be wiped out by rock,”
McLuhan said on a public television program dealing with his life and work.

Researchers have attempted to test some of McLuhan'’s ideas, but one of the problems
is that his notions involve such far-reaching and pervasive effects that it is difficult to
test them. Some of the studies were flawed in that they dealt with extremely short-term
effects, when McLuhan was obviously talking about effects that would take a long time to
show up.

Some of McLuhan'’s ideas are being taken more seriously now than they were when
they were first proposed. For instance, the National Assessment of Educational Progress,
attempting to explain why the writing skills of young Americans were deteriorating, cited
the role of television watching by young people and stated that “the culture is increasingly
less print-oriented.”
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The Media Ase American — Media #s Crilture Tadustries

In his book The Media Are American (1977), Jeremy Tunstall' provided a cogent |
description of how American media entrepreneurs developed their strategy for creating |
universally attractive cultural commodities. He also traced how they succeeded internationally
against strong competition from France and Britain. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, American entrepreneurs had access to powerful new communications technology 1
but no clear notion of how it could be used to make profits. Most big industrialists regarded |
media as no more minor and highly speculative enterprises. Few were willing to invest the
money necessary to create viable industries. How could messages broadcast through the |
air or crude, black and white, moving images on a movie screen be used to earn profits? |
Would people really pay to see or hear these things? How should industries be organized to
manufacture and market cultural products? Most early attempts to answer these questions |
failed. But through trial and effort, a successful strategy was developed.

According to Tunstall, Tin Pan Alley’ in New York City provided the model that was |
later emulated by other U.S. media industries. The authors of popular music specialized in ‘
taking melodies from folk music and transforming them into short, attractive songs. These
were easily marketed to mass audiences who did not have the time or the aesthetic training
to appreciate longer, more sophisticated forms of music. In its early days, Tin Pan Alley |
was a musical sweat shop in which song writers were ill-paid and overworked while sheet |
music and recording company entrepreneurs reaped huge profits. By keeping production |
and distribution costs quite low, rapid expansion was possible and profits grew accordingly. |
Inevitably, expansion carried the entrepreneurs beyond the United Sates. Because many
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were first generation European immigrants, they knew how to return and gain a foothold
in Europe. The Second World War provided an ideal opportunity to additionally subvert
European culture. The American military demanded and received permission to import
massive quantities of U.S.-style popular culture into Europe where it proved popular.
American Armed Forces Radio was especially influential in its broadcasts of popular music
and entertainment shows.
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Classic Four Functions of the Media

Horold Lasswell', a political scientist who has done pioneering research in mass
communications, once noted three activities of communication specialists: (A) surveillance
of the environment, (B) correlation of the parts of society in responding to the
environment, and (C) transmission of the social heritage from one generation to the next.
To these Charles Wrigh added a fourth, entertainment. These have become known as the
Classic Four Functions of the Media.

Surveillance of the environment refers to the media’s collection and distribution
of information. We know who was elected governor of Illinois because it was in the
newspaper, and we know whether or not to wear a sweater to school because the radio
weatherperson said that it would be chilly today. Correlation of the parts of society refers
to the media’s interpretive or analytical activities. We know that the failure of the highway
bond proposition means that gasoline taxes will rise to cover necessary road repair because
of the editorial in the Sunday paper. Transmission of the social heritage relates to the
media’s ability to communicate values, norms, and styles across time and between groups.
What were typical attitudes toward women in the 1930s? What did a normal American
home look like in the 1950s? Any of two hundred old movies can answer the former
question, and Leave It to Beaver and Father Knows Best® answer the latter. What's happening
in French fashion today? Pick up a recent copy of Paris Match. Finally, entertainment means
media’s ability to entertain or amuse.
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