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PREFACE

As I completed the final version of the third edition of this textbook, a hot new
movie had just hit the theaters. The Truman Show features Jim Carrey as a
man whose entire life has been a television show, filmed constantly under a
huge bubble that is his whole world. His gradual discovery of this fact is per-
sonally devastating, and Truman knows he can never be the same again.Ina
sense, Truman is a very exaggerated but apt metaphor for this entire book. Our
lives and all that we know are far more heavily influenced by the media than
most of us realize, even if our entire lives are not completely reducible to a TV
show. Although you will not, like Truman, find out in reading this book that you
have no identity except as an entertainment figure, you may discover that an
amazing amount of what you know and how you behave is a direct product of
your interaction with television, radio, print, and computer-mediated commu-
nications. In any event, you will probably never look at media the same again!
At least, that is my hope.

In a way some real people are as much media creations as Carrey’s Tru-
man. Mourners around the world cried over the death of Britain’s young Prin-
cess Diana in late summer 1997. These were not fake tears; the loss was real.
Diana’s death was a true personal loss for millions of people who had never
mether but knew her through the media as a friend. A few years earlier, people
were stunned at the arrest and trial of football great and actor O.J. Simpson for
the murder of his ex-wife. Many people were truly shocked and disbelieving
that he could have done what he was charged with. Simpson argued that the
saturation tabloid-like coverage of his trial painted a false media picture of him
with no relation to reality. Even though he was acquitted, many refused to ac-
cept that he had not done the crime. The irony, however, was that the “brutal
O.J.” picture created by the prosecution was no less a media creation that the
original, positive image of the football hero, which was also entirely a media
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xvi PREFACE

image. Where was the real O.J. Simpson? Was there even areal O.J. Simpson?
Does anybody know? The media picture became the reality.

This book initially evolved from developing and teaching a course, “The
Psychology of Mass Communication,” at Kansas State University in the early
1980s. I am grateful to the many students who participated in this class for
their enthusiasm, inspiration, and challenge; their ideas and dialogue with
my material have positively affected the book throughout. More and more, |
am convinced that the area of mass communication is a marvelous area in
which to apply theory and research methodology from experimental psy-
chology and other fields. Media research deals with some of the major ac-
tivities that occupy our time and addresses problems that people are vitally
interested in, such as media violence, values in media, and images of differ-
ent groups.

Trained in the 1970s as a rigorous experimental psychologist studying lan-
guage, [ became interested in applying what I knew about text processing to
studying the sort of language that people encounter every day. Sorme research
on the cognition of deceptive advertising in the late 1970s first challenged me
to think seriously and more broadly about mass media consumption as infor-
mation processing. It is through this work that the current cognitive perspec-
tive on the media came to influence my thinking.

This is the third edition of this text, and, as in the last edition, much has
changed. Seldom does the content of a textbook become obsolete so fast
as when it deals with the media. Of course there are the predictable
changes in what television shows are popular and what changes the latest
telecommunications technology has brought. Readers familiar with the last
edition will here notice more references to computer-mediated communi-
cations like the Internet and World Wide Web. Throughout the book, [ have
introduced new boxes with updated material, and reference to many new
research studies. If I have omitted some of your favorites, forgive me; the
amount of literature on the media is staggering. Based on comments from
adopters of the second edition, I have tried to integrate theoretical perspec-
tives more strongly throughout the entire book, particularly improving the
articulation of the cognitive perspective. Although that point of view has
driven my own thinking most strongly, I think you will find the book quite
eclectic in theoretical perspective, as I think one needs to be. All theories
have something of use to offer.

Beyond that, however, public events in the world have changed our ways of
thinking. The end of the Soviet Empire and the Cold War in 1989-1991 initiated
a massive realignment of nations and a revolution in the way we all need to
learn to think of the world. No longer can the world be divided into communist
and “free” nations, and some world leaders have struggled to figure out how to
navigate this new world without such well-defined “bad guys.” In 1992 we saw
the election of the first U.S. president (Bill Clinton) born after World War II; per-
haps even more significantly, he is the first U.S. president to grow up with tele-
vision from his childhood. Clinton looks at the world differently than any of his
predecessors. Some of that is due to the fact that his young adult formative ex-
perience was the Vietnam War (not World War II), but some is also due to the
fact that TV has always been a part of his life.
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My hope is that reading this book is both a great pleasure and the source of
much learning. It will amuse you in places and probably disturb you in others.
Students and teachers, please let me have your comments about reading this
book. You can reach me by e-mail at rjharris@ksu.edu. Your reactions are al-
ways helpful in improving future editions of the book . Also, please feel free to
send me interesting examples to illustrate the principles discussed; maybe |
can use them in the fourth edition.
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Although countless students have influenced the ideas on these pages, par-
ticular thanks are due to Steven Hoekstra, J. Andrew Karafa, and Sherry Wright
for their helpful reactions and conversations about this material. Also, I thank
my parents, Dick and Helen Harris, for modeling incredibly effective media
use in the home I grew up in, long before people were talking about media lit-
eracy. Our family media use was often very positive family time. My own me-
dia literacy started early with my parents’ questioning of what we saw on
television and encouraging me to do the same. Many conversations over the
television or the evening newspaper provided some intellectual seeds that
have borne fruit in this book. I remember them commenting on negative val-
ues, unfair stereotyping, and excessive violence from my earliest days of
watching TV. Although TV was a part of our household, so were print media,
whose use my parents faithfully modeled.
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CHAPTER

1

MASS COMMUNICATION IN SOCIETY:
THE TEXTBOOK FOR OUR LIVES

What is the most popular leisure activity in the world?

Watching television. Every week residents of the United States spend
15 out of their average 39 hours of free time watching television, mak-
ing it by far the most popular leisure activity. Only work and sleeping
take more of our time, and we spend only 2.8 hours reading. Every day
people worldwide spend over 3.5 billion hours watching television
(Kubey & Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; “Numbers,” 1997)

What event led to massive protests in the troubled city of Banja Luka,
Bosnia, in the fall of 1997?

The most popular TV show in Bosnia, the Venezuelan soap opera
Kassandra, was taken off the air. It took the intervention of the United
Nations and the U.S. State Department to bring Kassandra back to the
airwaves. In so doing, it was discovered that the Banja Luka TV station
was showing pirated copies that they had never purchased. However,
everyone took pity on the residents of that war-torn nation, and the Mi-
ami-based distributor donated copies of all 150-plus episodes (CNN
Headline News, 11/10/97).

What was the most popular U.S. television export of the mid-1990s?
Baywatch, seen by about 1 billion people in 150 countries every week!
(“Most Famous Canadian,” 1996). Although culturally irrelevant, or
even considered offensive in many places, such exports do come



2 CHAPTER 1

cheap. According to one estimate, one episode of syndicated
Baywatch costs $450 to the Namibian Broadcasting Company, com-
pared to $1,200 for a local soccer match and over $2,000 for a locally
produced drama (Wresch, 1996).

In 1993 a 5-year-old set fire to a bed with a cigarette lighter, killing his
2 -year-old sister, allegedly after watching an episode of “Beavis and Butthead,”
where the irreverent cartoon teens said that “fire is cool” (J. R. Wilson & S. L. R.
Wilson, 1998).

People very frequently take portable radios, or even televisions, to the sta-
dium with them when they attend a sports event. When asked why they listen
to the play-by-play when the game is going on right in front of them, a common
response is, “So I can know what’s really happening.”

A young news reporter from the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC)
was sent to cover the Vietnam War in 1969. Not being very experienced or
knowledgeable about what he was observing, he led off his first televised re-
port of an American attack of a Vietcong stronghold with “My God! It’s just like
watching television” (Bogart, 1980).

Sandy Charles, a 14-year-old boy, killed and skinned a 7-year-old friend and
then boiled the victim’s flesh. In the subsequent murder trial, the teen’s attor-
ney argued that Sandy believed that he would be able to fly if he drank boiled
fat from his victim. He apparently had been influenced by the horror film War-
lock, which he had seen at least 10 times (“Canadian Case,” 1996).

In different ways, these four examples suggest the major theme of this
book: that our experience with media is a major basis for acquiring our
knowledge about the world. We may call this a cognitive approach to mass
communication because the emphasis is on the way that our minds create
knowledge—indeed, even a mental reality—about the world based on our
experience with the media. This mental reality then becomes the basis for all
sorts of attitudes and behaviors and has numerous effects on our lives. In-
stead of television being a more or less accurate reflection of some external
reality, it has become the reality against which the real world is compared.
The media view of the world has become more real to many people than the
real world itself.

Mass communication in the form of print media has been with us almost
since Gutenberg’s invention of movable type and the printing press in 1456.
However, the nature of mass communication—indeed, of life in general—has
been radically changed in the 20th century by the advent of electronic media,
especially television. Television has transformed the day-to-day life of more
people in the last 60 years than has perhaps any invention in human history.
Radio and print media have been greatly changed by TV as well, although they
have by no means been replaced. Watching television is most often reported
as people’s main source of pleasure, followed only distantly by spending time
with friends, helping others, and taking vacations. Besides changing the way
that we spend our time, television has also revolutionized the way that we
think and the way that we view the world. These effects on our perception and
our cognition are particular emphases of this book. The media are not only the
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“magic window” through which we view the world, but also the “door”
through which ideas enter our minds.

Media are far more than mere conduits of knowledge, although theirrole as
such is not trivial. The act of transmitting that knowledge may itself become
the event of note. When the U.S. and Saudi Arabian governments and military
forces blocked press access to the war front during the Persian Gulf War of
1991, the nature of the war coverage became one of the major news stories of
the war. The media were not merely communicating the news; they had be-
come the news. In the case of the Vietnam War, scholars, heads of state, and
the general public are still debating the role of the media in the declining pub-
lic acceptance of that war between 1965 and 1973.

We have come a long way from Gutenberg to the thousands of daily news-
bapers, magazines, television stations, and radio stations in the world today.
(See Box 1.1 for further background on print and electronic media.) In this
chapter we introduce the concept of mass communication and our use of the
media from a cognitive psychological perspective. We conclude with an over-
view of the rest of the book.

BOX I.1
A PRIMER ON ELECTRONIC
AND PRINT MEDIA

Mass media have traditionally been divided into two basic types: printand electronic
(or broadcast). Print media (newspapers and magazines) provide information
through the production and distribution of copies. In contrast to electronic media,
print media tend to be more permanent (at least before the advent of widespread
video- and audiotaping) and depend on the literacy of the audience. There are also
no channel limits in print media, whereas there has traditionally been a finite num-
ber of possible radio frequencies and television channels (today, rapidly increasing in
number). There is no inherent limit to the number of newspapers or magazines that
may be published. In general, print media lend themselves better to a detailed treat-
ment of subjects than do electronic media.

In contrast to print media, electronic media are technologically more recent, less
permanent, and less dependent on formal literacy or accessibility to urban infra-
structure. This last point becomes especially crucial in more isolated regions of the
world. One can have a portable radio without any access to electricity, schooling, or
urban life. Because of their limited channel capacity, radio and television typically are
more tightly regulated by governments than are print media (e.g., assignment of
television channels by the U.S. Federal Communications Commission [FCC]). The
more authoritarian the society, the easier it is for the government to control radio
and (especially) television in times that it deems to be unduly threatening. Although
television networks, both private and government owned, tend to be national in
scope, they often have influence far beyond their country’s borders. One of the ma-
jor influences in the 1989 democratic revolutions in Eastern Europe was exposure
to Western television.
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WHAT IS MASS COMMUNICATION?

What makes mass communication mass? First, the audience is large and
anonymous, and often very heterogeneous (C. R. Wright, 1986). Individual
viewers, listeners, readers, or even groups of individuals can be targeted, but
only with limited precision. Second, the sources of the communication are in-
stitutional and organizational (C. R. Wright, 1986). Some, such as television
networks, newspaper chains, wire services, or the conglomerates that own
such businesses, are among the largest and richest private corporations.
Third, and perhaps most important, the basic economic function of most me-
dia in most nations is to attract and hold as large an audience as possible for
the advertisers. In one way or another, advertising pays a high percentage of
the costs of newspapers, magazines, local TV and radio stations, and commer-
cial television networks like CBS, NBC, ABC, and Fox in the United States; even
public television and government-subsidized networks like the Public Broad-
casting Service (PBS), Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), or the BBC
are not immune from commercial pressures.

In spite of all the high-sounding rhetoric about serving the public, the bot-
tom line of commercial mass media is money, which comes from advertisers
at rates directly determined by the audience or readership size and composi-
tion, which in turn determines the content. Thus there are tremendous pres-
sures for media to be as entertaining as possible to as many people as
possible; this principle also holds for nonentertainment content like news. All
of this is not to say that editors and programmers are not concerned about re-
sponsibly meeting the needs of the public. They are, but such needs must nec-
essarily be considered within the constraints of the economic realities of the
media industry.

Often, economic pressures, and sometimes political and ideological ones,
influence the content of media. For example, magazines that accept tobacco
advertisements print fewer stories about the health risks of smoking than
those that have no cigarette ads (Lee & Solomon, 1991). See Box 1.2 for a fur-
ther discussion of blatant and subtle censorship.

In spite of its mass nature, there is also communication in mass communi-
cation. In all communication there is a reciprocity, some kind of response from
the audience. Although the media user, especially the TV viewer, is often char-
acterized as being extremely passive, mindlessly absorbing the program con-
tent, such a picture is far from accurate. Although the meaning a particular
program has certainly depends on the content of that program, it also depends
on what is in the mind and experience of the viewer. A TV movie dealing with
rape will have a very different effect on—indeed, a different meaning for—a
viewer who has herself been a rape victim than on someone with no such per-
sonal experience. A violent pornographic video may incite one man to sexual
violence because of the way his mind interprets and interacts with the content
of the video, whereas another man who sees the same video may be repulsed
by it and show no antisocial behavioral response.

The nature of the media consumption experience must also be consid-
ered. Watching television or listening to the radio may be done alone or in



MASS COMMUNICATION IN SOCIETY

BOX 1.2
THE ISSUE OF CENSORSHIP

A major philosophical and legal issue with regard to media is censorship, which
varies greatly across different societies. Prior censorship (i.e., requiring approval
of all content before broadcast or publication) occurs in some totalitarian
societies, but more subtle forms of censorship exist in all nations. Even in democ-
racies, press freedom has never been absolute, but rather operates within cer-
tain constraints. For example, one may not print or broadcast material that is
libelous, classified, or obscene, or which incites people to violence or infringes
on copyright laws.

In the United States, the FCC assigns channels and issues licenses. Although it has
the power to deny renewal of licenses, it has very seldom done so in over half a cen-
tury of operation. The FCC also enforces application of the Equal Time rule to in-
sure that opposing points of view on controversial issues and political campaigns are
aired.

There are pressures toward censorship, although it often is not called that, es-
pecially in the United States, where censorship is considered a very dirty word. The
National Association of Broadcasters (NAB), a professional organization of radio
and television stations, has a fairly rigorous ethical code that it expects its mem-
bers to adhere to, although court challenges and appeals, an atmosphere of dereg-
ulation, and changing social standards weakened adherence to the NAB code in
the 1980s. Some content that may not be illegal per se may nevertheless not ap-
pear on television because it is not in accord with NAB guidelines or because
broadcasters fear public outrage (e.g., graphic and explicit sex, violence, or sur-
gery). Also, certain words (e.g., “shit,” “fuck,” many racial epithets, and any reli-
gious expletives stronger than “Oh, my God!”) seldom occur on U.S. prime-time
network television. Incidentally, these standards change: Thirty years ago we did
not hear the words “damn,” “hell,” or “pregnant,” although we may have heard
“nigger” and other ethnic slurs in the early days of radio or TV.

Real or feared reaction from advertisers is another subtle source of
self-censorship. Television networks and stations are very loath to risk offending
those who pay the bills for their livelihood. Advertisers occasionally threaten to
withdraw their ads in protest. In 1979 General Electric was unhappy with ABC’s
Barbara Walters’ plans to interview Jane Fonda about her antinuclear activism and
pulled their ads in protest. However, ABC still aired the interview. Not so noble
have been magazines’ frequent failure to run articles on the health hazards of smok-
ing for fear of alienating their lucrative tobacco advertisers (M. A. Lee & Solomon,
1991).

A democratic government may exert influence even in cases where it has no for-
mal censoring authority. For example, the British government requested that the
BBC not run a scheduled documentary on Northern Ireland in August 1985. This
documentary included extensive interviews with IRA and Unionist extremists. The
government argued that this gave those whom it called “terrorists” an undeserved
platform and hearing. After extensive discussion, BBC management decided to
honor the government’s request, although this decision evoked a |-day strike by
BBC employees in protest.

(BOX CONTINUES...)



