IMPACT OF

MASS MEDIA

Current Issues

Edited by
Ray Eldon Hiebert
Carol Reuss



IMPACT OF MASS MEDIA

Current Issues

edited by

Ray Eldon Hiebert
Carol Reuss

>Ny
L
L1
| ___4

Longman
New York & London



IMPACT OF MASS MEDIA: CURRENT ISSUES

Longman Inc., 95 Church St., White Plains, N.Y. 10601
Associated companies, branches, and representatives throughout the world.

Copyright © 1985 by Longman Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior
permission of the publisher.

Developmental Editor: Gordon T. R. Anderson
Editorial and Design Supervisor: Barbara Lombardo
Production Supervisor: Karen Lumley

Composition: ComCom

Printing and Binding: Alpine Press

Cover Art: Bas-relief sculpture by Karin Goodlive. It is a Multimedia
construction of wood, copper, fired enamel, computer components, electronic
circuits, and oil paints. This sculpture, done in the mid 1960s, is an early
image of the impact of mass media as a function of “social intelligence.”

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Main entry under title:

Impact of mass media.

(Longman series in public communication)

Includes index.

1. Mass media—United States—Addresses, essays,
lectures. 2. Mass media—Influence—Addresses, essays,
lectures. I. Hiebert, Ray Eldon. II. Reuss, Carol.

III. Series.
P92.U5146 1985 302.2'34'0973 84-21333
ISBN 0-582-28555-0 (pbk.)

Manufactured in the United States of America
Printing: 987654321 Year: 93 92 91 90 89 88 87 86 85



PREFACE

It is, perhaps, no small coincidence that the man elected to be
president of the United States for most of the decade of the eighties has
been called “the great communicator.” Ronald Reagan became the most
powerful man in the world in the 1980s not as a lawyer or legislator or
statesman or diplomat or military leader; these might have been the
usual routes to power in earlier times, but not now. President Reagan
started his career as a radio sports announcer, and he spent most of his
professional life as a motion picture actor. He knew how to perform in
front of a camera. He knew how to deal with reporters and editors and
producers—the gatekeepers of the media. And he knew how to play to
the masses through the mass media.

These may be the most important abilities for a man of power and
leadership in our age. For this is an age of mass communication. And
Ronald Reagan was uniquely qualified for his time as a “‘camera” presi-
dent.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was also a great communicator. He was
probably our first mass media president, for he knew better than most
of his predecessors how to use the mass media. But Roosevelt was
president during the great radio era. He was a “microphone” president;
he knew how to project his booming voice to the masses through their
loudspeakers at home. He probably could not have been elected in an
age of television. He was confined to a wheelchair, and TV cameras
would probably not have been able to project the same image of power
on television screens as the microphones did through radios.

This simple example illustrates something of the impact of mass
media. We cannot argue with the fact that the mass media have played
an important role in shaping politics in America. Today, the dominant
mass medium is television, and it has dictated the type of person who
can exercise political power in our society.

Yet questions about the precise impact of mass media remain unan-
swered. We know that the mass media have an impact, but the answers
as to just how and why and what remain elusive. Behavioral scientists
are examining the effects of mass media; we know that we can predict
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X PREFACE

certain outcomes in certain situations. But the variables are numerous.
Two social scientists, Bernard Berelson and Morris Janowitz, once sum-
marized knowledge about the effects of mass media in their book
Reader in Public Opinion and Communication (Free Press, 1966):

The effects of communication are many and diverse. They may be short-
range or long-run. They may be manifest or latent. They may be strong or
weak. They may derive from any number of aspects of the communication
content. They may be considered as psychological or political or eco-
nomic or sociological. They may operate upon opinions, values, informa-
tion levels, skills, taste, or overt behavior. (p. 379)

In other words, it would be impossible to make any sweeping gener-
alizations about the impact of the mass media, even though we know
they have impact. And social scientists in the 1980s have not moved
much further beyond Berelson and Janowitz’s statement. The effects of
the mass media have to be measured and predicted on a case-by-case
basis, taking into consideration all the variables in each situation.

This book is not devoted to a scientific examination of the specifics
of mass media impact. Instead, it presents the current arguments about
the impact of the mass media, by some of the media’s leading thinkers,
experienced observers and thoughtful critics.

Questions of mass media impact usually bring about a heated de-
bate. The answers are still not agreed to universally, even with in-
creased scientific analysis. This book is about those debates. And the
arguments that are raised here may be among the most important ques-
tions of our age, because we are all affected by the mass media. And
we have all debated these questions ourselves, ever since we emerged
from behind the dark glasses of childhood to realize that the TV tube
and the silver screen and the printed word may not, after all, represent
reality.

When we realize that the illusions we have received from the mass
media are not real or accurate or perfectly matched to our perceptions,
we become disillusioned. The first time we read a story in the newspa-
per that describes an event in which we participated or a person we
knew, we are likely to say, “Hey, that’'s not the way it was; I saw it
myself and it didn't happen at all the way the newspaper said it did.”
Or the first time we go to a television station and see the painted sets
for the local news show, we say, “Oh, I thought that was the real city
skyline behind the anchorman.” Or the first time we go to Washington,
D.C., and see the White House, we remark how small it is (it had seemed
so much bigger on TV).

This book is about the illusions we get from the mass media and our
disillusionment when we find out that everything isn’'t the way we
thought it was. Perhaps dispelling these illusions may be one of the most
important responsibilities of education. Today in America young people
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spend more time in front of the television tube than they do in classes.
By the time the average American graduates from high school, he or she
will have spent about 12,000 hours in class, but about 15,000 hours in
front of the TV set. The illusions and disillusionments for young people
in our society are greater than they have ever been in any society before.

What can we believe? What is true and what is not? Education must
provide a way of answering these questions. We have to be educated
about mass media if we want to steer a clear course between illusions
on one side and disillusionment on the other.

This book takes up some of the basic issues of the impact of the
mass media, issues that are hotly debated; and it examines these issues
from several different perspectives. Some of the authors presented here
are vigorously in favor of the mass media as they are and set about to
defend the media. Others are vigorously opposed to the mass media and
criticize their operation. And some try to take a balanced approach.
Sixteen different issues are presented here, those that are either the
most important or the most often argued about.

What are the effects of the mass media on our society? To what
extent are we molded and shaped by the media? Are we informed? Or
are we manipulated? Are we in control? Or are we merely dancing at
the end of strings pulled by mass communicators?

Should the mass media be as free as they are in our society? What
rights should they have? And what limits should be placed on them?
Should they be responsible to the government? Or to society? Or to their
listeners and viewers and readers? Or to themselves?

Are the mass media ethical institutions? What role should ethics
play in mass media operations? Where do the mass media overstep
ethical boundaries? And what should be done about it when they do?

What about those of us who are not part of the mass media? What
rights do we have to communicate to the masses? How can we get
access to the media? Or how can we bring pressure on the media to get
them to perform in a manner acceptable to us? How can we exercise
some control over the process?

And what about crime and violence in the mass media? Have we
become a violent society because we read about crime in our newspa-
pers and see violence on television? Do news stories about rape inspire
rapists to action? Do stories about terrorism inspire terrorists? Do sto-
ries about airplane hijacking inspire hijackers? Do the mass media cre-
ate violence in our society by reporting it, or do they merely reflect the
violence that is already out there?

Have we become more sexually free because of sexual explicitness
in the mass media? Or are we becoming jaded about sex because of its
overexposure in the mass media?

What have the mass media done to us politically? Can one be
elected to political office without the endorsement of the mass media?
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And are the media giving us an accurate picture of our politicians?
When we go to the voting booth, can we rely on the information we have
received from the mass media?

To what extent does our government control the mass media? And
to what extent do the media control our government? To what extent
do the media control business, and to what extent does business control
the mass media?

Has the nature of war been changed by mass communication? Tele-
vision certainly was a factor in the war in Vietnam; what will be the
place of TV in future wars?

Do the mass media present a fair and accurate picture of minorities
and women in our society? And are minorities and women adequately
represented in the mass media? What are the results of the media’s
distortions of minority cultures and viewpoints?

How have the mass media affected religion in our culture? And how
are religious groups changing in order to use the mass media?

How Have the mass media affected our culture as a whole? Are we
becoming a classless society as the result of mass media? And are we
becoming a tasteless society? Have the mass media brought about a
leveling of our culture to the lowest common denominator?

And finally, as the media are changing because of the new technolo-
gies, what impact will this have on our culture and our society? What
will satellites and cable television and laser beams and computers do
to us? And what can we do about it, if anything?

There are no clear-cut and final answers to most of these questions.
Each individual must ultimately answer these questions for himself or
herself. But this book does provide a variety of viewpoints on these
questions, and it presents facts and ideas that readers can use in reach-
ing their own conclusions.

The age of mass communication has made it possible for us to gain
access to far more information than any society ever had. Information
is indispensable to a complex and advanced civilization. We are an
information-hungry society; we need an ever-increasing amount of facts
in order to maintain and increase our standard of living. Information
today is a commodity we are willing to pay for. And the mass media
today are not only entertaining the masses; they are selling information
as well.

We have often been told that information is power. The question is,
what do we have to do to ensure that the information we receive from
the mass media will serve our needs, not the purposes of someone else?

This last question also must be answered by each one of us individ-
ually. This book is designed to help readers formulate their own conclu-
sions about the role of mass media in their lives. Conflicting arguments
are often presented here, on purpose. These arguments should be aired
and discussed, and new facts and perspectives should be brought to that
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discussion. Only in this manner will truth emerge from this vast market-
place of facts and ideas—the truth for each individual.

Today, the mass media are too important for us not to know where
we stand on the issues affected by communication. They are too essen-
tial to be ignored. And the issues raised by mass media will no doubt
continue to grow in importance in the foreseeable future.
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