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PREFACE

Perhaps no nation in the history of mankind has enjoyed a communication sys-
tem equal to the one that currently exists in the United States. It must be regarded as
one of the technological marvels of the modern world. It is a multifaceted system of
interpersonal and mass communication elements, and some parts of the network
touch virtually everyone in the nation.

This book is about one important aspect of that communication system, the
mass media—their historical and economic foundations, their organization, their
strengths, and their weaknesses. The mass media in America play a vital role in
maintaining civilization for a nation of 250 million people. While this book is largely
descriptive, it is analytical as well, and the analysis is founded on the author’s
strongly held contention that in this society at least, we have a right to expect more
from those who operate our system of mass communication than from those who
make our automobiles or frozen TV dinners. The press— the mass media— after all,
is the only enterprise mentioned in the U.S. Constitution. Those who constructed
our system of government shielded the mass media from interference by the govern-
ment, interference that is not uncommon in other industries or in other nations. This
shield was put in place because the architects of our system of government believed
that the press played a vital role in the nation, a role too important to be endangered
by even a well-meaning government.

A modern society has many critical needs, including education, health care,
banking, insurance, police and fire protection, a postal system, and a communica-
tions system. Yet of all institutions erected to meet these needs and many others, the
mass communication system is the only one that is not operated or heavily regulated
by the government. It is a system that is largely directed by private enterprise.

A communication system must meet various needs for society to survive and
prosper. At the very least we need a communication system that can service our cap-
italistic, goods-oriented economic system; that can provide the information needed
for members of the society to adjust constantly their relationship with a changing en-
vironment; that can present the members of our society and the rest of the world
with a reasonable and realistic picture of the culture in which we exist; and that can
provide us with the means by which we can make use of the self-governing process
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guaranteed to us by the Constitution. These four requirements constitute the analyt-
ical yardstick that is often applied to the mass media throughout this text.

Americans should be pleased that for the most part, the mass media in the
United States are profitable and powerful institutions. It is only if they are profitable
that they can reasonably be expected to service society in the ways noted above. It is
only if they are powerful that they can fight any attempt by government and other
interests who seek to deter them in meeting these responsibilities fairly and indepen-
dently. Yet when winning profits and power becomes an end in itself, rather than a
means to an end (and this is not an uncommon occurrence in the mass media to-
day), the service we demand and need from our mass media may be seriously di-
minished. This is the central issue that the book attempts to explore.

This is the sixth edition of Mass Media in America. Several changes from previ-
ous editions need to be noted. The book has been reorganized substantially to re-
flect a more logical approach to the central theme. Part I outlines the basic founda-
tions of mass media in the United States. Part Il provides a detailed analysis of indi-
vidual mass media: newspapers, magazines, books, radio, the recording industry,
motion pictures, and television. Finally, the four chapters in Part Il explore how the
mass media succeed and fail in their attempt to service the economic system, pro-
vide needed information to the public, reflect our culture, and fuel our democratic
political system. The sixth edition has been rewritten substantially as well. About
eighty percent of the material is fresh prose that is the result of my attempts to reflect
on the mass media in the eighties as well as push the reader into the nineties. The
book contains new graphics: about 50 of the 100 photographs are new, and there
are nearly three dozen charts and graphs, something previous editions did not con-
tain. Finally, the sixth edition contains a clearer vision of mass communications in
our society, a vision honed by my more than thirty years of work in, study of, and
teaching about, the mass media in America.

There is one name on the cover of this volume, but an author never completes
a book without significant assistance from scores of other persons; let me thank a
few. First, I would like to thank my colleagues at the University of Washington (Jerry
Baldasty, Roger Simpson, Larry Bowen, Tony Giffard, Ed Bassett, the late Bill
Ames, and others), and my colleagues at other colleges and universities who offered
invaluable advice (Thomas Connery, University of St. Thomas; James Hoyt, Univer-
sity of Wisconsin; Carolyn Johnson, California State University, Fullerton; Bill Mc-
Keen, University of Florida; Robert Ogles, Purdue University; Everett Rogers, Uni-
versity of Southern California; Don Singleton, Salisbury State University; and Jean
Ward, University of Minnesota). [ would also like to thank the editorial and produc-
tion team at Macmillan, notably David Chodoff, Tony English, Chris Midgol, Diane
Kraut, John Sollami, Linda Greenberg, and Pam Kennedy Oborski. | am grateful to
the many students who have used this text in the past and offered their advice and
inspiration. Finally, thanks as always go to the Pember clan, Diann, Alison, and
Brian, for being (as usual) understanding as the author struggled to generate the
sixth edition of Mass Media in America.

Don R. Pember
Seattle, Washington
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Understanding the condition of the
mass media in America in the 1990s
requires the student to have a founda-
tion of other information, a foundation
that Part I provides. Chapter 1 pre-
sents a brief overview of the media.
Chapter 2 places them in their histori-
cal context. American mass media are
surely contemporary, but they are also
tradition-bound in many ways; what is
done today in the world of newspa-
pers or radio or film is often done be-
cause it has always been done.

Chapter 3 explains mass commu-
nication theory and research, which is
what provides us with the information
we have about the media. The study
of mass communication is a social sci-
ence, and like other social scientists,
researchers in this field have gener-
ated techniques and methods for
gathering information about their cho-
sen subject. The information they
have gathered has in turn helped
them construct theories about mass
communication and its relationships to
various segments of our society.

Chapter 4 describes the eco-
nomic structure on which the mass
media are erected. In some ways this
is the most important chapter in the
book, for if the people who direct and
create the mass media are bound by
tradition, they are also most surely
bound by economic concerns. This
chapter explores the business of the
mass media: the way the various me-
dia generate revenues and the owner-
ship structure of the press.







CHAPTER 1

HE WORLD OF
MASS MEDIA

ass media. It's everywhere. Never has there been a society that was so satu-

rated with systems of mass communications. Add up all the hours each day
you spend with the mass media: television, radio, recorded music, motion pictures,
newspapers, magazines, books. If you are like most people, you spend more time
with mass media than almost anything else. Mass media are with you when you
work and play, when you drive or walk. You can use mass media in the city or in the
country, at a lake or in the mountains. When the astronauts are circling the earth in a
space shuttle, they are usually awakened by recorded music. The crews on nuclear-
powered submarines that circle the globe under the sea are entertained by motion
pictures. As a patient recovers from surgery in the hospital, there is usually a televi-
sion at the bedside along with a nurse and a pitcher of ice water.

Some call this the Age of Information. Maybe. Maybe not. But it surely is the
Age of Mass Media. The first tool of mass communication—the printing press—
was invented less than 550 years ago. Today mass communications and mass media
dominate our society. Little wonder when the amount of available mass media is
considered (figure 1-1). There are about 1,610 daily newspapers published each day
and more than 63 million copies circulated nationwide. More than 7,600 weekly, bi-
weekly, or triweekly newspapers publish 55 million copies. Approximately 10,000
different magazines are published every week, every other week, or monthly. Fifty
thousand new book titles appear annually. More than 1,400 over-the-air television
stations send their signals to television sets in 93 million American homes. Fifty-
seven hundred cable systems carry television signals—including about 50 cable tele-
vision networks—to 50 million homes. There are about 10,000 radio stations broad-
casting to nearly 500 million radio sets in the United States. Between 400 and 500
feature films are produced and exhibited on one of the nation’s 25,000 theater
screens annually. Thousands more instructional and documentary and short films
are produced annually as well. There are magazines distributed on computer discs,
electronic data transmission systems like teletext and videotex, videocassettes, and
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FIGURE 1-1 The enormous output and reach of the mass media reflect their importance
in our society.

other emerging media forms. At times we seem in danger of collapsing from the
sheer weight of it all.

The tremendous range of media forms is equalled or surpassed by the breadth
of media content. From news to entertainment, ideas to helpful hints, virtually any-
thing can be found somewhere. A contemporary American can find anything he or
she wants in modern mass media. From the actions of Congress to the adventures of
Calvin and Hobbes in the comic strips, from conservative philosophy in the National
Review to liberal thought in the Nation, from the theater of Joseph Papp, to the en-
ergy of rap—it’s all there. We may have to look for it at times, visit that out-of-the-
way bookstore or obscure theater, but the mass media of no other nation contain
the range of material contained in the mass media in the United States. Finally, this
news and information and entertainment is something that is available to virtually
everyone in this nation. Even the urban poor and persons living in extreme rural
America have access to some form of mass media.
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There is a wide variety of content available to persons who
use the mass media. Pictured are Eric B. and Rakim, one of
the earliest and most successful rap music teams in the na-
tion. Many rap singers copied Rakim'’s style, and a mode of
rap called “"Rakimism” developed. (© 1988 UNI Records, Inc.)

" FROM CONVERSATION TO COMMUNICATION

Mass media were created to do a fairly simple thing: transmit a message from one
person to other persons. This is the same thing that happens when two persons talk to
each other. The same process takes place: the source of the communication sends a
message through a channel to a receiver. The source usually encodes the mes-
sage, that is, puts the thoughts into words, and speaks these words or writes them out.
The receiver then decodes the message— translates the words into thoughts. This, of
course, implies that both source and receiver know the code, or the language.

The only differences between what we call interpersonal communications—
face-to-face, between two people or a small group—and mass communications are
these:

1. Through mass communication the message is sent through a channel that can
reach a great many people at one time—mass communication.

2. Mass communication generally requires the use of some kind of device inter-
posed between the source and the receiver, some kind of medium to make
massive communication possible. Hence, we talk about mass media.

Some people refer to the two kinds of communications as interpersonal com-
munication and interposed communication. The interposed device is usually some
kind of hardware or technological tool. It amplifies the message or allows it to be
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MEN WALK ON MOON

ASTRONAUTS LAND ON PLAIN;
COLLECT ROCKS, PLANT FLAG

Voice From Moon: \ ; A Powdery Surface
‘Bagle Has Landed’ Is Closely Explored

By JONN NOBLE WILFORD
)i Houston, Tranqailty

NelLA. Armastrong moves sway from the leg of the lading craft afier taking the first step on the sartase of the moon

C &\

Astronaut Neil Armstrong sets foot on the moon— and 500 million people watch
on felevision. Millions then read detailed coverage in the newspaper the next day.
(Top: Compix of United Press International)

VOYAGE TO THE MOON
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reproduced a great many times very cheaply. Television production equipment,
printing presses, stereos, radios, video recorders, satellites, all of these devices are
fundamental in mass communication.

Because of the imposition of the device between the source of the message and
its receiver, mass communication has some advantages over interpersonal commu-
nication. (But there are disadvantages as well.) One clear advantage is the speed
with which a message can be transmitted to a large audience. Television and radio
are instantaneous communication. Half a billion people saw astronaut Neil Arm-
strong become the first human to walk on the moon. And they saw it almost the
same instant it happened; there was a few seconds time delay in transmission from
the moon.

Messages that flow through the mass media tend to be more accurate than
those transmitted by interpersonal communication, and this is another advantage.
Why are they more accurate? Mass communicators tend to be professionals, trained
to observe and relay messages accurately. Errors are certainly made in the press.
And today, when broadcasters have the opportunity to go directly on the air with a
news story by using sophisticated mini-cameras and transmitters, errors become
even more common since the journalist does not have the opportunity to check and
evaluate facts before communicating them to the community. Nevertheless, mass

Most Americans got their first close-up view of Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev
when he was interviewed by journalists Stuart Novins and Daniel Schorr on the CBS
television program “Face the Nation” in 1959. Television can bring the world into
the living room.

(CBS News)
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communications is usually better than interpersonal communications at relaying the
correct information.

An important disadvantage of mass communications is that it is nearly always
one-way communication. That is, the receiver of the message doesn’t have the op-
portunity to talk back, to ask questions. Communication researchers call this back-
talk, feedback. A message is frequently misunderstood when there is no opportu-
nity for feedback during communications. A viewer can’t ask Dan Rather or Tom
Brokaw a question about a news report on interest rates or a Congressional debate.
The broadcaster moves right along to the next topic. A newspaper will not respond
no matter how many questions a persistent reader may ask. A letter to the editor can
be written, but this takes time and even then the question may never be answered.
Lack of feedback creates what researchers call low message understandability. Mes-
sage understandability will always be higher when interpersonal rather than mass
communications is used.

The interposition of the device between the speaker and the receiver has fos-
tered some other important developments. It has permitted humankind to overcome
two of its earliest adversaries, time and space. A written communication system
made it possible for civilization to develop on this planet; it gave the human race a
memory that lasted for more than a single generation. Knowledge accumulated in
one era could be passed on to the next. Certainly, preliterate humans passed down
stories and tales that were instructive to each new age. But a communication system
tied solely to verbal skills or an oral tradition is a limited system. Written communi-
cations and later mass communications provided us with the ability to overcome
time through a permanent record that permitted meaningful human development.

The swiftness of electronic communication has permitted the human race to
overcome space. Until the development of the telegraph, the message and the mes-
senger (someone delivering the mail or newspapers) arrived at the same time. There
was no separation between transportation and communication, as Daniel Czitrom
has noted in Media and the American Mind. The first telegraph dissolved the unity
between the message and the messenger. In doing so it dramatically altered dis-
tance. The distance between Washington, D.C. and Baltimore, the terminal points of
Samuel F. B. Morse’s first telegraph line, was no greater than the distance between
two city blocks, for the purposes of communicating a short message. Today mass
communication has virtually obliterated the miles between almost any two points on
the earth. Not only can we communicate short messages instantly, we can transmit
voice and pictures as well via communications satellites. We have come to expect to
know what happened in distant parts of the world almost as soon as events occur.

Finally, the development of mass media has in many ways made the simple
process of communication far more complex, perhaps even complicated. Gigantic
industries have developed to undertake mass communications. These large newspa-
per chains, television networks, publishing houses, motion picture studios, all must
expend considerable energy to merely sustain themselves. Like giant animals that
must graze perpetually, the giant communications corporations must work to remain
alive. In some nations this work entails communicating a government message which
often distorts the honest communication the medium is designed to transmit. In this
nation most of our mass media must constantly publish and broadcast commercial
messages to sustain themselves. Often the transmission of information and entertain-
ment to the community is altered or harmed because of this commercial function.
Commercial television, for example, can survive only if it receives support from com-
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mercial sponsors. A percentage of broadcast time is set aside for advertisements.
Sponsors, however, are not philanthropists by nature and insist their messages be
broadcast on programs that viewers will watch. The greater the number of viewers,
of course, the higher the advertising rates the television network can charge the
sponsor. There is a premium attached if the television networks can design programs
that attract a large number of advertisers. Sometimes advertisers want large numbers
of viewers; sometimes they want the right kinds of viewers. In either case, the wishes
of the advertisers become paramount in many instances. Communication of a mes-
sage, information or entertainment becomes secondary to survival (or more often
success) of the television network. This is a notion that will be explored in consider-
able detail throughout the remainder of this book.

'WHAT THE MASS MEDIA MEAN TO US

The nation in which we live is made up of a great many systems and institutions. We
have a political system, an economic system, a legal system, a governmental system.
We have educational institutions, medical institutions, research institutions, social ser-
vice institutions. These systems and institutions are joined together like the strands of
a spider web. Pull one strand of a web, and the rest of the web collapses or sags
measurably. Take away one of these systems or institutions, and our society would
change measurably as well. The mass media are integrated into these systems and
institutions. Our mass communications system is not like an overlay that can be with-
drawn without changing the nature of our society. It is an integral part of our nation’s
business, education, culture, government and other systems and institutions. In other
words, if by some stroke of a magic wand we could make all mass media disappear
tomorrow, society would not remain intact. Without mass communications things
would change dramatically.

The mass media play an essential role in serving our political and governmental
systems. Democracy presumes an informed, educated electorate. In our nation the
people are the governors, as old-fashioned as that sounds. As the governors we are
expected to give advice to our elected representatives, and the mass media is an im-
portant ally in that endeavor. When the press covers a protest march at a court-
house, it is informing the elected representatives that some citizens don’t like what is
going on, some citizens want a change. The mass media have the power to amplify
the message.

If we are to elect and re-elect those who choose to serve as our representatives
or judges or mayors or president, we must first evaluate their qualifications and their
job performance. The mass media is supposed to bring us the information that per-
mits this evaluation. Theoretically, we could all go to Congress and watch over the
shoulders of the representatives and senators. Practically, that is impossible. We are
sometimes asked to vote directly on issues through referenda or initiatives. We must
find out about these issues before we can vote. The press is supposed to give us this
information. The political or governmental role of the press in our society is so im-
portant that we grant some special rights to persons who work as journalists. And the
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution insures that government will not interfere
with the flow of information in this mass communications system.

The mass media services our capitalistic economic system. Can you imagine our
economy functioning without the flow of economic information? How could compe-



