This text was adapted by The Saylor Foundation under a Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License without

attribution as requested by the work’s original creator or licensee.

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org

1



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/

Image Credits

e Library of Congress, Chronicling America:
Historic American Newspapers

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lcen/sn83030
193/1892-12-10/ed-2/seq-1/

Figure 1.3
e  The National Archives and Records
Administration

Figure 1.4, Figure 15.2

e  Angela R. Bratton, PhD, Augusta State University

Figure 1.5

e  Library of Congress

Figure 1.7, Figure 2.2, Figure 3.4, Figure 4.2, Figure

4.5, Figure 7.2, Figure 7.3, Figure 12.1 (third), Figure

12.2, Figure 12.3, Figure 12.4, Figure 12.12,Figure

14.2 (top), Figure 15.4

e  Pandigital 7-inch Multimedia Novel, courtesy of
Pandigital

Figure 1.10

e  Associated Press

Figure 2.1, Figure 2.6, Figure 4.10, Figure 9.15

e  Department of Defense photo by Master Sgt.
Jerry Morrison, U.S. Air Force/Released

Figure 2.5

e  National Cancer Institute (NCI)

Figure 2.7

e  Hemera/Thinkstock

Figure 2.8

e  Courtesy of Dena
Leichnitz, http://www.blacknright.wordpress.co
m

Figure 2.9

e Darren Klimek/DigitalVision/Thinkstock

Figure 3.1

e  (Clifton Waller Barrett Library of American
Literature, Special Collections, University of
Virginia Library

Figure 3.5

e Library of Congress, American Treasures of The
Library of Congress

Figure 3.6

e  Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons

Figure 3.7,

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Spicy Dete

ctive Stories April 1935.jpg

Figure 4.3,
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aviso Nr.1
Januar 1609.jpg

Figure 4.4,
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Areopagitic

a_ 1644 gobeirne.jpg
Figure 5.3,
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Saturday e

vening post 1903 11 28 a.jpg
Figure
8.2, http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kineto

phonebisi.jpg

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books

Figure 8.4,

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Le Voyage

dans la lune.jpg

Figure

8.6, http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Birth-

of-a-nation-klan-and-black-man.jpg

Figure 9.1, “Cathode Ray Tube,” Vector: Interiot,

Raster: Theresa Knott,

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cathode ra

vy _tube diagram-en.svg); Licensed under a Creative

Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported

license, http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-

sa/3.0

e Michael Boggs. Courtesy of Carmichael’s
Bookstore.

Figure 3.11

e  iStockphoto/Thinkstock

Figure 1.1, Figure 3.13, Figure 5.1, Figure 6.2, Figure

6.5,

e Javier Micora, (“European Press,”
http://www.flickr.com/photos/micora/51052263
24/); Licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 2.0 Generic license,
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/dee
d.en

Figure 4.1

e Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special
Collections Division, Alfred Whital Stern
Collection of Lincolniana

Figure 4.6

e  Courtesy of Denis Kitchen Art Agency archives.
Used with permission.

Figure 4.7

e  White House Photo by Susan Sterner

Figure 4.9

e  Bykind permission from the Shoults Collection,
Special Collections, University of Otago,
Dunedin, New Zealand

Figure 5.2

e  Laufer Media, Inc.

Figure 5.5

e  Meredith Ward

Figure 6.1

e  Courtesy of Wikipedia

Figure 6.13, (“Great Migration in the U.S.,” by J

intela,http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki Flle:Greatmi rati

onintheus.gif); Licensed under a Creative Commons

Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license,

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/

e  Courtesy of Concord Music Group, Inc.

Figure 6.17

e  The Nielsen Company

Figure 6.18, Figure 9.3, Figure 9.7, Figure 9.14, Figure

9.16, Figure 16.3

e The NPD Group, Inc.

Figure 6.21

e Courtesy of Woxy.com

Saylor.org
2


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030193/1892-12-10/ed-2/seq-1/
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030193/1892-12-10/ed-2/seq-1/
http://www.blacknright.wordpress.com/
http://www.blacknright.wordpress.com/
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Spicy_Detective_Stories_April_1935.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Spicy_Detective_Stories_April_1935.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aviso_Nr.1_Januar_1609.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aviso_Nr.1_Januar_1609.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Areopagitica_1644_gobeirne.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Areopagitica_1644_gobeirne.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Saturday_evening_post_1903_11_28_a.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Saturday_evening_post_1903_11_28_a.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kinetophonebis1.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kinetophonebis1.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Le_Voyage_dans_la_lune.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Le_Voyage_dans_la_lune.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Birth-of-a-nation-klan-and-black-man.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Birth-of-a-nation-klan-and-black-man.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cathode_ray_tube_diagram-en.svg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cathode_ray_tube_diagram-en.svg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/micora/5105226324/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/micora/5105226324/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Greatmigrationintheus.gif
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Greatmigrationintheus.gif
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/

Figure 7.1

e Bobbejaan Schoepen Archive, Belgium,
(“Bobbejaan Schoepen Grand Ole Opry 1953,”
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bobbej
aan schoepen grand ole opry 1953.jpg);
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution
2.5 Generic
license, http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by
/[2.5/deed.en

Figure 7.6

e Michelle C. Pautz. Graph from “The Decline in
Average Weekly Cinema Attendance: 1930-
2000.” Issues in Political Economy. 11 (Summer
2002): 54-65.

Figure 8.5

e  National Media Museum/SSPL

Figure 9.2

e  Digital Vision/Thinkstock

Figure 14.1

e  TVbytheNumbers.com LLC

Figure 9.14, Figure 9.16

e  Jupiterimages/Pixland/Thinkstock

Figure 9.19

e  Courtesy of Brookhaven National Laboratory

Figure 10.2

e  Courtesy of Harmonix

Figure 10.5

e  http://www.bigbrainz.com

Figure 10.7

e  Thinkstock Images/Comstock/Thinkstock

Figure 10.8

e  Kathy Schrock (RL)/Kathy Dryburgh (SL),
Lighthouse Learning Island founder

Figure 10.11

e Zynga

Figure 10.12, Figure 11.6

e  People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals
(http://www.peta.org)

Figure 10.13

e  Stockbyte/Thinkstock

Figure 11.1

e  Pablo Molinero-
Fernandez, http://klamath.stanford.edu/TCPSwi
tching/

Figure 11.3

e  Courtesy of Tim Berners-Lee and the World Wide
Web Consortium,
http://www.w3.org/People/Berners-
Lee/WorldWideWeb

Figure 11.4

e Pew Research Center for the People and the
Press, a project of the Pew Research Center (from

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books
@050

"Internet Overtakes Newspapers as News Outlet,"
Dec. 23, 2008)

Figure 11.8

e Image courtesy of the VRoma
Project, http://www.vroma.org

Figure 12.1 (third)

e Courtesy of Internet Archive,

http://www.archive.org/details/novabritanniaof
00john

(Reference lulemedia_1.0-ch12_so1_so1_fo1 not

found in Book) (second)

e Jupiterimages/Creatas/Thinkstock

(Reference lulemedia_1.0-ch12_so1_so1_fo1 not

found in Book) (last)

e  Courtesy of Sears Brands, LLC

Figure 12.5

e  Kraft Television Theatre image used with
permission by Kraft Foods Global, Inc.

Figure 12.6

e  Reproduced with the kind permission of Unilever
PLC and group companies

Figure 12.10

e  Transform Drug Policy
Foundation, http://transform-
drugs.blogspot.com/2008 10 01 archive.html

Figure 12.14

e  Courtesy of adbusters.org

Figure 12.16, Figure 14.3

e  Courtesy of One Laptop per Child

Figure 13.4

e  Courtesy of McDonald’s Taiwan

Figure 13.6

e  Photography by Rachael Muszkiewicz, Valparaiso
University

Figure 15.3

e  White House photo by Pete Souza

Figure 15.6

e  Photo courtesy of U.S. Army; Photographer:
Craig Coleman

Figure 15.8

e  Pew Internet & American Life Project, a project of
the Pew Research Center (from “Demographics of
Internet Users”)

Figure 16.2

e  Thrillist.com

Figure 16.4

e  White House photo by Eric Draper

Figure 16.5

e  U.S. Dept. of Commerce, National
Telecommunications and Information
Administration,http://www.ntia.doc.gov/reports
/2010/NTIA internet use report Feb2010.pdf

Figure 16.8

Saylor.org
3


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bobbejaan_schoepen_grand_ole_opry_1953.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bobbejaan_schoepen_grand_ole_opry_1953.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5/deed.en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5/deed.en
http://www.bigbrainz.com/
http://www.peta.org/
http://klamath.stanford.edu/TCPSwitching/
http://klamath.stanford.edu/TCPSwitching/
http://www.w3.org/People/Berners-Lee/WorldWideWeb
http://www.w3.org/People/Berners-Lee/WorldWideWeb
http://www.vroma.org/
http://www.archive.org/details/novabritanniaof00john
http://www.archive.org/details/novabritanniaof00john
http://transform-drugs.blogspot.com/2008_10_01_archive.html
http://transform-drugs.blogspot.com/2008_10_01_archive.html
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/reports/2010/NTIA_internet_use_report_Feb2010.pdf
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/reports/2010/NTIA_internet_use_report_Feb2010.pdf

Chapter 1
Media and Culture

The Lost Cell Phone

Figure 1.1

A New York City woman lost her cell phone in the back of a taxi cab. Sasha Gomez, 16, of Queens, ended
up with the phone. She decided to keep it and use it. She did not realize the consequences. She was
humiliated, harassed, and arrested. And she became the subject of a public shaming ritual only possible
by today’s media in today’s culture.

The phone was an expensive model, a T-Mobile Sidekick that sold for $350. Sasha began using the phone
to take photographs and send instant messages to friends and family. The woman who lost the phone
thought she would never see the phone again. She bought another Sidekick, logged onto her account and
found that the old phone was being used. She saw photographs and messages by Sasha. The woman
wanted her old phone back. She had a media-savvy friend, Evan Guttman. Evan was able to track down
Sasha by her instant messages. He contacted Sasha and asked her to return the phone to his friend.
“Basically, she told me to get lost,” Evan later told The New York Times. ™

Evan decided to fight for his friend’s phone—through the media. He put up a web page that told the story
of the lost cell phone. He put up the pictures of Sasha and her family. The story spread. Evan began
getting dozens and then hundreds of sympathetic emails from other people who had lost phones and
understood his frustration with Sasha. Two technology blogs, Diggs and Gizmodo, linked to the story and
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web page. Evan then got thousands of emails, some from as far off as Africa and Asia. Lawyers and police
officers contacted Evan about property law and told him how to approach the police. Some people went
further than writing supportive emails. They found Sasha’s MySpace page. They sent Sasha and her
friends messages demanding the return of the phone. Other people learned her home address in Queens,
drove by her apartment building and shouted “thief.”

Sasha and her family were outraged and alarmed. They contacted Evan. Sasha still refused to return the
phone. Her brother too communicated with Evan. He said he was a military policeman, and he warned
Evan to leave Sasha alone. Evan posted those comments online. He soon heard from others in the
military. They told him that the brother’s threats were a violation of military policy. They said they would
report the threats to the brother’s superiors.

Armed with all this information, Evan contacted Sasha one more time. He said he and his friend would
next go the police. Evan said he was threatened again. He and his friend went to the police who then
arrested Sasha. The charge was possession of stolen property. Sasha’s mother came forward and said she
had bought the phone for $50 on a subway platform and given it to Sasha. Police confiscated the phone
for the original owner. And Evan became a minor cultural celebrity. The story appeared in The New York
Times and the International Herald Tribune and was broadcast on MSNBC and other outlets. It was a
modern morality tale caused by, and then made possible by, the intersection of media technology and
culture.

I thought the story of the lost cell phone would be a great introduction for a text on understanding media
and culture and used The New York Times story to write the previous paragraphs. Long after, when I
showed the introduction to a colleague, he looked at me and said, “Are you kidding?” He showed me a
then-recent book by media scholar Clay Shirky, Here Comes Everybody, a book on the power of
organizing through new media. Shirky begins his book—with the same story of the lost cell phone. With
some wry amusement over fate, I decided that I would keep my introduction as well. In some ways, the
movement of the lost cell phone story from Evan’s website through The New York Times through MSNBC
through Clay Shirky’s text through my book on understanding media and culture is symbolic, as we will

see, of the multitude of flows between media and culture.
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Understanding Media and Culture

This booK’s title tells its intent. It is written to help you understand media and culture. The media and
culture are so much a part of our days that sometimes it is difficult to step back and appreciate and
apprehend their great impact on our lives.

The book’s title, and the book itself, begin with a focus squarely on media. Think of your typical day. If you
are like many people, you wake to a digital alarm clock or perhaps your cell phone. Soon after waking, you
likely have a routine that involves some media. Some people immediately check the cell phone for text
messages. Others will turn on the computer and check Facebook, email, or websites. Some people read the
newspaper. Others listen to music on an iPod or CD. Some people will turn on the television and watch a
weather channel, cable news, or Sports Center. Heading to work or class, you may chat on a cell phone or
listen to music. Your classes likely employ various types of media from course management software to
PowerPoint presentations to DVDs to YouTube. You may return home and relax with video games,
television, movies, more Facebook, or music. You connect with friends on campus and beyond with text
messages or Facebook. And your day may end as you fall asleep to digital music. Media for most of us are
entwined with almost every aspect of life and work. Understanding media will not only help you
appreciate the role of media in your life but also help you be a more informed citizen, a more savvy
consumer, and a more successful worker. Media influence all those aspects of life as well.

The book’s title also has links to a highly influential book in media studies, Understanding Media, by the
social theorist and critic, Marshall McLuhan."” In the midst of the 20th century and the rise of television
as a mass medium, McLuhan foresaw how profoundly media would shape human lives. His work on
media spanned four decades, from the 1950s to his death in 1980. In the 1960s and 1970s, during the
height of television’s popularity and the emergence of computers, he became an international celebrity.
He appeared on magazine covers and television talk shows. He had a cameo appearance in the Woody
Allen film, Annie Hall. Wired magazine listed him on its masthead as “patron saint.” In universities,
however, McLuhan was often dismissed, perhaps because of his celebrity, his outlandish style, and his
broad and sweeping declarations. Yet as media continued to develop in ways anticipated by his writings,
McLuhan again found an audience in media studies.

In Understanding Media, McLuhan offered some provocative thoughts. He said that the media

themselves were far more important than any content they carried. Indeed, he said, each medium, such as
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print or broadcast, physically affects the human central nervous system in a certain way. Media influence
the way the brain works and how it processes information. They create new patterns of thought and
behavior. Looking back over time, McLuhan found that people and societies were shaped by the dominant
media of their time. For example, McLuhan argued, people and societies of the printing press era were
shaped by that medium. And, he said, people and societies were being shaped in new ways by electronic
media. Summing up, in one of his well-known phrases, he said, “The medium is the message.”

This booK’s title uses McLuhan’s title—and adds culture. McLuhan well understood how media shape
culture. However, one weakness in McLuhan’s work, especially his early work, is that he did not fully
account for how culture shapes media. Culture can be a vague and empty term. Sometimes culture is
defined in a very narrow sense as “the arts” or some sort of fashionable refinement. Another definition of
culture is much more expansive, however. In this broader sense, culture is a particular way of life and how
that life is acted out each day in works, practices, and activities. Thus, we can talk about Italian culture,
Javanese culture, or the culture of the ancient Greeks. Another communication theorist, James Carey,
elegantly captures this expansive view of culture. In “A Cultural Approach to Communication,” Carey
wrote the following:

“We create, express, and convey our knowledge of and attitudes toward reality through the construction of
a variety of symbol systems: art, science, journalism, religion, common sense, mythology. How do we do
this? What are the differences between these forms? What are the historical and comparative variations in
them? How do changes in communication technology influence what we can concretely create and
apprehend? How do groups in society struggle over the definition of what is real?”

That large sense of culture will be used in this book. The chapters to come will provide an in-depth look at
the relationship of media and culture. We will look at many kinds of media and how those media shape
and are shaped by culture. Media and culture shape each other around the globe, of course. The focus in
this book primarily will be on the United States. This focus is not because U.S. media have such global
reach but because understanding media and culture in one setting will allow you to think about media and
culture in other settings. This intellectual journey should be interesting and fun. You live, study, work,
and play with media in culture. By the book’s end, you should have a much deeper appreciation and

understanding of them.
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[1] Nicholas Confessore, “Tale of a Lost Cellphone, and Untold Static,” The New York Times,June 21, 2006.

Web. http://www.nytimes.com/2006/06/21/nyregion/21sidekick.html? r=1&scp=1&sg=evan+guttman&st=nyt

[2] Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. New York: McGraw Hill, 1964.
[3] James Carey, “A Cultural Approach to Communication,” in Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and

Society. 2nd ed. New York: Taylor & Francis, 2006, p. 24.

1.1 intersection of American Media and Culture
LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Distinguish between mass communication and mass media.

2. Define culture.

3. Pose questions that will be explored in the rest of the text.

Mass Communication, Mass Media, and Culture

We use all kinds of terms to talk about media. It will be useful to clarify them. It will be especially
important to distinguish between mass communication and mass media, and to attempt a working
definition of culture. You likely are reading this book as part of a class dedicated to mass communication,
so let’s start with mass communication first. Note that adjective: mass. Here is a horrible definition

of mass from an online dictionary: Of, relating to, characteristic of, directed at, or attended by a large
number of people. But the definition gets the point across. Communication can take place just between
two people, or among a few people, or maybe even within one person who is talking to

himself. Mass communication is communication of, relating to, characteristic of, directed at, or attended
by a large number of people. That’s pretty ugly. Let’s try the following: Mass communication refers to
communication transmitted to large segments of the population.

How does that happen? The transmission of mass communication happens using one or more of many
different kinds of media (people sometimes forget that media is the plural of the singular, medium). A
medium is simply an instrument or means of transmission. It can be two tin cans connected by a string. It
can be television. It can be the Internet. A mass medium is a means of transmission designed to reach a
wide audience. It is not tin cans on a string, unless you have a lot of cans, but it can be television or the

Internet. Media are more than one medium. So mass media refers to those means of transmission that are
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designed to reach a wide audience. Mass media are commonly considered to include radio, film,
newspapers, magazines, books, and video games, as well as Internet blogs, podcasts, and video sharing.
Lastly, let’s define culture a bit more. All this mass communication over mass media takes place among
people in a particular time and place. Those people share ideas about reality and the world and
themselves. They act out those ideas daily in their lives, work, and creative expressions, and they do so in
ways that are different from other people in other places and other times. We can use culture to refer to
the acting out of these shared ideas.

One of the great scholars of culture, anthropologist Clifford Geertz, offered this definition. He said, culture
is “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited
conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop
their knowledge about and their attitudes toward life” (1973, 89). That’s difficult language, but you can get
the idea—culture is historically transmitted knowledge and attitudes toward life expressed in symbolic
form. Or perhaps more simply,culture is the expressed and shared values, attitudes, beliefs, and practices
of a social group, organization, or institution. It is OK if that still seems broad and fluid. Scholars too
wrestle with the term because it must capture so much. Culture should not be easy to define.

What this book will do is bring together media and culture in the context of the American experience.
Throughout American history, evolving media technologies have changed the way we relate socially,
economically, and politically. Here’s one example from long ago that is still talked about today. In 1960,
the first televised presidential debates changed American history forever. The young senator, John F.
Kennedy, looked wonderful on television. He appeared energetic, crisp and at ease, while Vice President
Richard Nixon looked nervous and uncomfortable. His makeup was caked on. He hunched and slouched.
People who listened to the debate on the radio considered it a tie. But most people who watched the
debate on television believed that Kennedy crushed Nixon. Kennedy upset Nixon and won the presidency.
A few months later, the newly-elected president gave credit to technology for changing public perceptions
and enabling his win. He claimed that “it was TV more than anything else that turned the tide.” " Ever
since Kennedy, American presidential hopefuls have had to be increasingly television-ready and media
savvy. Indeed, evolving technology has helped change what the American public wants out of its leaders.
In today’s wired world of smartphones and streaming satellite feeds, our expectations of our leaders,

celebrities, teachers, and even ourselves are changing in drastic ways. This book aims to provide you with
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the context, tools, and theories to understand changes brought about by the commingling of media and

culture. Rather than telling you what to think, this book hopes to provide you with a framework to

consider some of the crucial issues affecting media and culture in today’s world. The following are some
questions to consider now and to keep in mind as you move forward in this book:

e The second half of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st century saw a huge growth of media
forms, including radio, cinema, television, the Internet, and cell phone. Understanding the evolution
of media technology can help you understanding not only the media of today but also the media of
tomorrow. What then are the roots of media in U.S. history? What were the dominant forms of media
present in the United States during the Revolution? The Industrial Revolution? World Wars I and II?
How did these forms of media differ from the ones we have today? How did they help shape the way
people interacted with and understood the world they lived in?

e Contemporary Americans have more means of getting information and entertainment than ever
before. What are the major media present in the United States today? How do these forms of media
interact with one another? How do they overlap? How are they distinct?

e  What is the role of media in American culture today? Some people argue that dramatic and
controversial events help fuel the demand for 24-hour news access. In June 2011, people around the
world spent hours glued to coverage of the Casey Anthony trial. More recently, in November of 2011,
sports coverage moved from football scores to the Penn State football sex-abuse scandal. What are
some other ways that culture affects media? Conversely, how do media affect culture? Do violent
television shows and video games influence viewers to become more violent? Is the Internet making
our culture more open and democratic, or more shallow and distracted?

¢ Though we may not (yet) have space-age technology, such as time travel, hover cars, and
teleportation, today’s electronic gadgets would probably stun Americans of a century ago. Will we be
stunned by future media? How can today’s media landscape help us understand what might await us
in years to come? What will the future of American media and culture look like?

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Mass communication refers to a message transmitted to a large audience; the means of transmission is

known as mass media. Many different kinds of mass media exist and have existed for centuries. Both have

an effect on culture, which is a shared and expressed collection of behaviors, practices, beliefs, and values
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that are particular to a group, organization, or institution. Culture and media exert influence on each
other in subtle, complex ways.

e The 1960 election is an example of how changes in media technology have had a major impact on culture.
But the influence goes both ways, and culture shapes media in important ways, even how media evolve.
Reread the previous questions about media and culture. Write down some of your initial responses or
reactions, based on your prior knowledge or intuition. Keep the piece of paper somewhere secure and
return to it on the last day of the course. Were your responses on target? How has your understanding of

media and culture changed? How might you answer questions differently now?

[1] Louis Menand, “Masters of the Matrix,” The New Yorker, January 5, 2004.

1.2 How Did We Get Here? The Evolution of Media
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Discuss events that impacted the adaptation of mass media.

2. Explain how different technological transitions have shaped media industries.

3. Identify four roles the media perform in our society.

“Well, how did I get here?” a baffled David Byrne sings in the Talking Heads song, “Once in a
Lifetime.” The contemporary media landscape is so rich, deep, and multifaceted that it’s easy to
imagine American media consumers asking themselves the same question. In 2010, Americans could
turn on their television and find 24-hour news channels, as well as music videos, nature
documentaries, and reality shows about everything from hoarders to fashion models. That’s not to
mention movies available on-demand from cable providers, or television and video available online
for streaming or downloading. Half of American households receive a daily newspaper, and the
average person holds 1.9 magazine subscriptions. ! A University of California San Diego study
claimed that U.S. households consumed around 3.6 zettabytes of information in 2008, the digital
equivalent of a 7-foot high stack of books covering the entire United States, including Alaska—a 350
percent increase since 1980. ¥/ Americans are exposed to media in taxicabs and busses, in classrooms

and doctors’ offices, on highways and in airplanes.
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Later chapters will offer in-depth explorations of how particular media developed in different eras.
But we can begin to orient ourselves here by briefly examining a history of media in culture, looking
at the ways technological innovations have helped to bring us to where we are today, and finally
considering the varied roles the media fill in our culture today.

A Brief History of Mass Media and Culture

Until Johannes Gutenberg’s 15th-century invention of the movable type printing press, books were
painstakingly handwritten, and no two copies were exactly the same. The printing press made the mass
production of print media possible. Not only was it much cheaper to produce written material, but new
transportation technologies also made it easier for texts to reach a wide audience. It’s hard to overstate
the importance of Gutenberg’s invention, which helped usher in massive cultural movements like the
European Renaissance and the Protestant Reformation. In 1810, another German printer, Friedrich
Koenig, pushed media production even further when he essentially hooked the steam engine up to a
printing press, enabling the industrialization of printed media. In 1800, a hand-operated printing press
could produce about 480 pages per hour; Koenig’s machine more than doubled this rate. (By the 1930s,
many printing presses had an output of 3000 pages an hour.) This increased efficiency helped lead to the
rise of the daily newspaper.

As the first Europeans settled the land that would come to be called the United States of America, the
newspaper was an essential medium. At first, newspapers helped the Europeans stay connected with
events back home. But as the people developed their own way of life—their own culture—newspapers
helped give expression to that culture. Political scientist Benedict Anderson has argued that newspapers
also helped forge a sense of national identity by treating readers across the country as part of one unified
group with common goals and values. Newspapers, he said, helped create an “imagined community.”
The United States continued to develop, and the newspaper was the perfect medium for the increasingly
urbanized Americans of the 19th century, who could no longer get their local news merely through gossip
and word of mouth. These Americans were living in an unfamiliar world, and newspapers and other
publications helped them negotiate the rapidly changing world. The Industrial Revolution meant that
people had more leisure time and more money, and media helped them figure out how to spend both.

In the 1830s, the major daily newspapers faced a new threat with the rise of the penny press—newspapers

that were low-priced broadsheets. These papers served as a cheaper, more sensational daily news source
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and privileged news of murder and adventure over the dry political news of the day. While earlier
newspapers catered to a wealthier, more educated audience, the penny press attempted to reach a wide
swath of readers through cheap prices and entertaining (often scandalous) stories. The penny press can be
seen as the forerunner to today’s gossip-hungry tabloids.

Figure 1.3
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The penny press appealed to readers’ desires for lurid tales of murder and scandal.
In the early decades of the 20th century, the first major non-print forms of mass media—film and radio—
exploded in popularity. Radios, which were less expensive than telephones and widely available by the

1920s, especially had the unprecedented ability of allowing huge numbers of people to listen to the same
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event at the same time. In 1924, President Calvin Coolidge’s preelection speech reached more than 20
million people. Radio was a boon for advertisers, who now had access to a large and captive audience. An
early advertising consultant claimed that the early days of radio were “a glorious opportunity for the
advertising man to spread his sales propaganda” thanks to “a countless audience, sympathetic, pleasure
seeking, enthusiastic, curious, interested, approachable in the privacy of their homes.”

The reach of radio also further helped forge an American culture. The medium was able to downplay
regional differences and encourage a unified sense of the American lifestyle—a lifestyle that was
increasingly driven and defined by consumer purchases. “Americans in the 1920s were the first to wear
ready-made, exact-size clothing...to play electric phonographs, to use electric vacuum cleaners, to listen to
commercial radio broadcasts, and to drink fresh orange juice year round.” " This boom in consumerism
put its stamp on the 1920s, and, ironically, helped contribute to the Great Depression of the 1930s. el

The post-World War II era in the United States was marked by prosperity, and by the introduction of a
seductive new form of mass communication: television. In 1946, there were about 17,000 televisions in
the entire United States. Within seven years, two-thirds of American households owned at least one set.
As the United States’ gross national product (GNP) doubled in the 1950s, and again in the 1960s, the
American home became firmly ensconced as a consumer unit. Along with a television, the typical U.S.
family owned a car and a house in the suburbs, all of which contributed to the nation’s thriving consumer-
based economy.

Broadcast television was the dominant form of mass media. There were just three major networks, and
they controlled over 9o percent of the news programs, live events, and sitcoms viewed by Americans. On
some nights, close to half the nation watched the same show! Some social critics argued that television
was fostering a homogenous, conformist culture by reinforcing ideas about what “normal” American life
looked like. But television also contributed to the counterculture of the 1960s. The Vietnam War was the
nation’s first televised military conflict, and nightly images of war footage and war protestors helped
intensify the nation’s internal conflicts.

Broadcast technology, including radio and television, had such a hold of the American imagination that
newspapers and other print media found themselves having to adapt to the new media landscape. Print
media was more durable and easily archived, and allowed users more flexibility in terms of time—once a

person had purchased a magazine, he could read it whenever and wherever he’d like. Broadcast media, in
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contrast, usually aired programs on a fixed schedule, which allowed it to both provide a sense of
immediacy but also impermanence—until the advent of digital video recorders in the 21st century, it was
impossible to pause and rewind a television broadcast.

The media world faced drastic changes once again in the 1980s and 1990s with the spread of cable
television. During the early decades of television, viewers had a limited number of channels from which to
choose. In 1975, the three major networks accounted for 93 percent of all television viewing. By 2004,
however, this share had dropped to 28.4 percent of total viewing, thanks to the spread of cable television.
Cable providers allowed viewers a wide menu of choices, including channels specifically tailored to people
who wanted to watch only golf, weather, classic films, sermons, or videos of sharks. Still, until the mid-
1990s, television was dominated by the three large networks. The Telecommunications Act of 1996, an
attempt to foster competition by deregulating the industry, actually resulted in many mergers and buyouts
of small companies by large companies. The broadcast spectrum in many places was in the hands of a few
large corporations. In 2003, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) loosened regulation even
further, allowing a single company to own 45 percent of a single market (up from 25 percent in 1982).
Technological Transitions Shape Media Industries

New media technologies both spring from and cause cultural change. For this reason, it can be difficult to
neatly sort the evolution of media into clear causes and effects. Did radio fuel the consumerist boom of the
1920s, or did the radio become wildly popular because it appealed to a society that was already exploring
consumerist tendencies? Probably a little bit of both. Technological innovations such as the steam engine,
electricity, wireless communication, and the Internet have all had lasting and significant effects on
American culture. As media historians Asa Briggs and Peter Burke note, every crucial invention came with

» ¥ Electricity altered the way people thought about time, since work

“a change in historical perspectives.
and play were no longer dependent on the daily rhythms of sunrise and sunset. Wireless communication
collapsed distance. The Internet revolutionized the way we store and retrieve information.

The contemporary media age can trace its origins back to the electrical telegraph, patented in the United
States by Samuel Morse in 1837. Thanks to the telegraph, communication was no longer linked to the
physical transportation of messages. Suddenly, it didn’t matter whether a message needed to travel five or

five hundred miles. Suddenly, information from distant places was nearly as accessible as local news.

When the first transatlantic cable was laid in 1858, allowing near-instantaneous communication from the
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United States to Europe, The London Times described it as “the greatest discovery since that of Columbus,

» Vlcelebrations broke out in New York as

a vast enlargement...given to the sphere of human activity.
people marveled at the new media. Telegraph lines began to stretch across the globe, making their own
kind of world wide web.

Not long after the telegraph, wireless communication (which eventually led to the development of radio,
television, and other broadcast media) emerged as an extension of telegraph technology. Although many
19th-century inventors, including Nikola Tesla, had a hand in early wireless experiments, it was Italian-
born Guglielmo Marconi who is recognized as the developer of the first practical wireless radio system.
This mysterious invention, where sounds seemed to magically travel through the air, captured the world’s
imagination. Early radio was used for military communication, but soon the technology entered the home.
The radio mania that swept the country inspired hundreds of applications for broadcasting licenses, some
from newspapers and other news outlets, while other radio station operators included retail stores,
schools, and even cities. In the 1920s, large media networks—including the National Broadcasting
Company (NBC) and the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS)—were launched, and they soon began to
dominate the airwaves. In 1926, they owned 6.4 percent of U.S. broadcasting stations; by 1931, that
number had risen to 30 percent. *

The 19th-century development of photographic technologies would lead to the later innovations of cinema
and television. As with wireless technology, several inventors independently came up with photography at
the same time, among them the French inventors Joseph Niepce and Louis Daguerre, and British scientist
William Henry Fox Talbot. In the United States, George Eastman developed the Kodak camera in 1888,
banking on the hope that Americans would welcome an inexpensive, easy-to-use camera into their homes,
as they had with the radio and telephone. Moving pictures were first seen around the turn of the century,
with the first U.S. projection hall opening in Pittsburgh in 1905. By the 1920s, Hollywood had already
created its first stars, most notably Charlie Chaplin. By the end of the 1930s, Americans were watching
color films with full sound, including Gone with the Wind and The Wizard of Oz.

Television, which consists of an image being converted to electrical impulses, transmitted through wires
or radio waves, and then reconverted into images, existed before World War II but really began to take off

in the 1950s. In 1947, there were 178,000 television sets made in the United States; five years later, there
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were 15 million. Radio, cinema, and live theater all saw a decline in the face of this new medium that
allowed viewers to be entertained with sound and moving pictures without having to leave their homes.
How was this powerful new medium going to be operated? After much debate, the United States opted for
the market. Competing commercial stations (including the radio powerhouses of CBS and NBC) owned
stations and sold advertising and commercial-driven programming dominated. Britain took another track
with its government-managed British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). Funding was driven by licensing
fees instead of advertisements. In contrast to the American system, the BBC strictly regulated the length
and character of commercials that could be aired. U.S. television, propelled by prosperity, advertising and
increasingly powerful networks, flourished. By the beginning of 1955, there were 36 million television sets
in the United States, and 4.8 million in all of Europe. "’ Important national events, broadcast live for the
first time, were an impetus for consumers to buy sets and participate in the spectacle—both England and
Japan saw a boom in sales before important royal weddings in the 1950s.

Figure 1.4

In the 1960s, the concept of a useful portable computer was still a dream; huge mainframes were

required to run a basic operating system.

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
) DEE 17



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books

For the last stage in this fast history of media technology, how’s this for a prediction? In 1969,
management consultant Peter Drucker predicted that the next major technological innovation after
television would be an “electronic appliance” that would be “capable of being plugged in wherever there is
electricity and giving immediate access to all the information needed for school work from first grade
through college.” He said it would be the equivalent of Edison’s light bulb in its ability to revolutionize
how we live. He had, in effect, predicted the computer. He was prescient about the effect that computers
and the Internet would have on education, social relationships, and the culture at large. The inventions of
random access memory (RAM) chips and microprocessors in the 1970s were important steps along the
way to the Internet age. As Briggs and Burke note, these advances meant that “hundreds of thousands of
components could be carried on a microprocessor.” The reduction of many different kinds of content to
digitally stored information meant that “print, film, recording, radio and television and all forms of
telecommunications [were] now being thought of increasingly as part of one complex.” This process, also
known as convergence, will be discussed in later chapters and is a force that’s shaping the face of media
today.

Why Media? What Do Media Do for Us?

Even a brief history of media can leave one breathless. The speed, reach, and power of the technology are
humbling. The evolution can seem almost natural and inevitable, but it is important to stop and ask a
basic question: Why? Why do media seem to play such an important role in our lives and our culture?
With reflection, we can see that media fulfill several basic roles.

One obvious role is entertainment. Media can act as a springboard for our imaginations, a source of
fantasy, and an outlet for escapism. In the 19th century, Victorian readers, disillusioned by the grimness
of the Industrial Revolution, found themselves drawn into books that offered fantastic worlds of fairies
and other unreal beings. In the first decade of the 21st century, American television viewers could relax at
the end of a day by watching singers, both wonderful and terrible, compete to be idols or watch two
football teams do battle. Media entertain and distract us in the midst of busy and hard lives.

Media can also provide information and education. Information can come in many forms, and often blurs
the line with entertainment. Today, newspapers and news-oriented television and radio programs make
available stories from across the globe, allowing readers or viewers in London to have access to voices and

videos from Baghdad, Tokyo, or Buenos Aires. Books and magazines provide a more in-depth look at a
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wide range of subjects. Online encyclopedias have articles on topics from presidential nicknames to child
prodigies to tongue-twisters in various languages. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) has
posted free lecture notes, exams, and audio and video recordings of classes on its OpenCourseWare
website, allowing anyone with an Internet connection access to world-class professors.

Another useful aspect of media is its ability to act as a public forum for the discussion of important issues.
In newspapers or other periodicals, letters to the editor allow readers to respond to journalists, or voice
their opinions on the issues of the day. These letters have been an important part of U.S. newspapers even
when the nation was a British colony, and they have served as a means of public discourse ever since.
Blogs, discussion boards, and online comments are modern forums. Indeed, the Internet can be seen as a
fundamentally democratic medium that allows people who can get online the ability to put their voices out
there—though whether anyone will hear is another question.

Media can also serve to monitor government, business, and other institutions. Upton Sinclair’s 1906
novel The Jungle exposed the miserable conditions in the turn-of-the-century meatpacking industry. In
the early 1970s, Washington Post reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein uncovered evidence of the
Watergate break-in and subsequent cover-up, which eventually led to the resignation of then-president
Richard Nixon. Online journalists today try to uphold the “watchdog” role of the media.

Thinking more deeply, we can recognize that certain media are better at certain roles. Media have
characteristics that influence how we use them. While some forms of mass media are better suited to
entertainment, others make more sense as a venue for spreading information. For example, in terms of
print media, books are durable and able to contain lots of information, but are relatively slow and
expensive to produce. In contrast, newspapers are comparatively cheaper and quicker to create, making
them a better medium for the quick turnover of daily news. Television provides vastly more visual
information than radio, and is more dynamic than a static printed page; it can also be used to broadcast
live events to a nationwide audience, as in the annual State of the Union addresses given by the U.S.
president. However, it is also a one-way medium—that is, it allows for very little direct person-to-person
communication. In contrast, the Internet encourages public discussion of issues and allows nearly
everyone who wants a voice to have one. However, the Internet is also largely unmoderated and
uncurated. Users may have to wade through thousands of inane comments or misinformed amateur

opinions in order to find quality information.
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As mentioned at the start of this chapter, the 1960s media theorist Marshall McLuhan took these ideas
one step further, with the phrase “the medium is the message.” McLuhan emphasized that each medium
delivers information in a different way and that content is fundamentally shaped by that medium. For
example, although television news has the advantage of offering video and live coverage, making a story
come vividly alive, it is also a faster-paced medium. That means stories get reported in different ways than
print. A story told on television will often be more visual, have less information, and be able to offer less
history and context than the same story covered in a monthly magazine. This feature of media technology
leads to interesting arguments. For example, some people claim that television presents “dumbed down”
information. Others disagree. In an essay about television’s effects on contemporary fiction, writer David
Foster Wallace scoffed at the “reactionaries who regard TV as some malignancy visited on an innocent
populace, sapping IQs and compromising SAT scores while we all sit there on ever fatter bottoms with
little mesmerized spirals revolving in our eyes...Treating television as evil is just as reductive and silly as
treating it like a toaster with pictures.” ™
We do not have to cast value judgments but can affirm: People who get the majority of their news from a
particular medium will have a particular view of the world shaped not just by the content of what they
watch but also by its medium. Or, as computer scientist Alan Kay put it, “Each medium has a special way
of representing ideas that emphasize particular ways of thinking and de-emphasize others.” ' The
Internet has made this discussion even richer because it seems to hold all other media within it—print,
radio, film, television and more. If indeed the medium is the message, the Internet provides us with an
extremely interesting message to consider.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press enabled the mass production of media, which was then

industrialized by Friedrich Koenig in the early 1800s. These innovations enabled the daily newspaper,

which united the urbanized, industrialized populations of the 19th century.
e Inthe 20th century, radio allowed advertisers to reach a mass audience and helped spur the consumerism

of the 1920s—and the Great Depression of the 1930s. After World War Il, television boomed in the

United States and abroad, though its concentration in the hands of three major networks led to

accusations of conformity. The spread of cable and subsequent deregulation in the 1980s and 1990s led

to more channels, but not necessarily more diverse ownership.

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
20



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books

e Technological transitions have also had great effect on the media industry, although it is difficult to say
whether technology caused a cultural shift or rather resulted from it. The ability to make technology small
and affordable enough to fit into the home is an important aspect of the popularization of new
technologies.

e  Media fulfill several roles in culture, including the following:

o Entertaining and providing an outlet for the imagination

o Educating and informing

o Serving as a public forum for the discussion of important issues

o Acting as a watchdog for government, business, and other institutions

Choose two different types of mass communication—radio shows, television broadcasts, Internet sites,
newspaper advertisements, and so on from two different kinds of media. Make a list of what role(s) each
one fills, keeping in mind that much of what we see, hear, or read in the mass media has more than one
aspect. Consider the following questions: Does the type of media suit the social role? Why did the creators

of this particular message present it in the particular way, and in this particular medium?

[1] Journalism.org, The State of the News Media 2004,http://www.stateofthemedia.org/2004/ (accessed July 15,
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1.3 How Did We Get Here? The Evolution of Culture
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Define cultural period, and give examples of recent cultural periods.

2. Discuss particular characteristics of the modern era, and explain how it was shaped by the Industrial
Revolution.

3. Explain the ways that the postmodern era differs from the modern era.

We have spoken easily of historical eras. Can we speak of cultural eras? It can actually be a useful

concept. There are many ways to divide time into cultural eras. But for our purposes,

a cultural period is a time marked by a particular way of understanding the world through culture and

technology. Changes in cultural periods are marked by fundamental changes in the way we perceive

and understand the world. For example, you may have had readings about the “Middle Ages,” a

marker for European history from the 5th to 15th Century. In that era, technology and

communication were in the hands of authorities like the king and church who could dictate what was

“true.” The Renaissance, the era that followed the Middle Ages, turned to the scientific method as a

means of reaching truth through reason. This change in cultural period was galvanized by the

printing press. (In 2008, Wired magazine’s editor-in-chief proclaimed that the application of

Internet technology through Google was about to render the scientific method obsolete. ') In each of

these cultural eras, the nature of truth had not changed. What had changed was the way that humans

used available technology to make sense of the world.
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Using technology to make sense of the world? You likely can anticipate that for the purpose of
studying culture and mass media, the modern and postmodern ages are some of the most exciting
and relevant ones to explore, eras in which culture and technology have intersected like never before.
The Modern Age—Modernity

The Modern Age is the post-Medieval era, beginning roughly after the 14th century, a wide span of time
marked in part by technological innovations, urbanization, scientific discoveries, and globalization. The
Modern Age is generally split into two parts: the early and the late modern periods. Scholars often talk of
the Modern Age as modernity.

The early modern period began with Gutenberg’s invention of the movable type printing press in the late
15th century and ended in the late 18th century. Thanks to Gutenberg’s press, the European population of
the early modern period saw rising literacy rates, which led to educational reform. As noted earlier,
Gutenberg’s machine also greatly enabled the spread of knowledge, and in turn spurred the Renaissance
and the Protestant Reformation. During the early modern period, transportation improved, politics
became more secularized, capitalism spread, nation-states grew more powerful, and information became
more widely accessible. Enlightenment ideals of reason, rationalism, and faith in scientific inquiry slowly
began to replace the previously dominant authority of king and church.

Huge political, social, and economic changes marked the end of the 18th century and the beginning of
the late modern period. The Industrial Revolution, which began in England around 1750, combined with
the American Revolution in 1776 and the French Revolution in 1789, indicated that the world was
undergoing massive changes. The Industrial Revolution had far-reaching consequences. It did not merely
change the way goods were produced—it also fundamentally changed the economic, social, and cultural
framework of its time.

The Industrial Revolution doesn’t have clear start or end dates. However, during the 19th century, several
crucial inventions—the internal combustion engine, steam-powered ships, and railways, among others—
led to other innovations across various industries. Suddenly, steam power and machine tools meant that
production increased dramatically. But some of the biggest changes coming out of the Industrial
Revolution were social in character. An economy based on manufacturing instead of agriculture meant
that more people moved to cities, where techniques of mass production led to an emphasis on efficiency

both in and out of the factory. Newly urbanized factory laborers no longer had the skill or time to produce
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their own food, clothing, or supplies and instead turned to consumer goods. Increased production led to
increases in wealth, though income inequalities between classes also started to grow as well. Increased
wealth and nonrural lifestyles led to the development of entertainment industries. Life changed rapidly.

It is no coincidence that the French and American Revolutions happened in the midst of the Industrial
Revolution. The huge social changes created changes in political systems and thinking. In both France and
America, the revolutions were inspired by a rejection of a monarchy in favor of national sovereignty and
representative democracy. Both revolutions also heralded the rise of secular society, as opposed to
church-based authority systems. Democracy was well-suited to the so-called Age of Reason, with its ideals
of individual rights and its belief in progress.

Media were central to these revolutions. As we have seen, the fusing of steam power and the printing
press enabled the explosive expansion of books and newspapers. Literacy rates rose, as did support for
public participation in politics. More and more people lived in the city, had an education, got their news
from the newspaper, spent their wages on consumer goods, and identified themselves as citizens of an
industrialized nation. Urbanization, mass literacy, and new forms of mass media contributed to a sense of
mass culture that united people across regional, social, and cultural boundaries.

A last note on the terminology for the cultural era of the Modern Age or modernity: A similar term—
modernism—also has come into use. However, modernism is a term for an artistic, cultural movement,
rather than era. Modernism refers to the artistic movement of late-19th and early-20th centuries that
arose out of the widespread changes that swept the world during that period. Most notably, modernism
questioned the limitations of “traditional” forms of art and culture. Modernist art was in part a reaction
against the Enlightenment’s certainty of progress and rationality. It celebrated subjectivity through
abstraction, experimentalism, surrealism, and sometimes pessimism or even nihilism. Prominent
examples of modernist works include James Joyce’s stream-of-consciousness novels, cubist paintings by
Picasso, atonal compositions by Debussy, and absurdist plays by Pirandello. It’s not too confusing—
modernism was an artistic movement taking place during the modern age.

The Postmodern Age

If you go on to graduate study in almost any field in the humanities or social sciences, you will eventually
encounter texts debating the postmodern era. While the exact definition and dates of

the postmodern era are still debated by cultural theorists and philosophers, the general consensus is that
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the postmodern era began during the second half of the 20th century, and was marked by skepticism, self-
consciousness, celebration of difference, and the reappraisal of modern conventions. Modernity—the
Modern Age—took for granted scientific rationalism, the autonomous self, and the inevitability of
progress. The postmodern age questioned or dismissed many of these assumptions. If the modern age
valued order, reason, stability, and absolute truth, the postmodern age reveled in contingency,
fragmentation, and instability. The aftermath of World War II, the Holocaust, the Cold War, the
digitization of culture, the rise of the Internet, and numerous other factors fed into the skepticism and
self-consciousness of the postmodern era.

Modernity’s belief in objective truth is one of the major assumptions turned on its head in the postmodern
era. Postmodernists instead took their cues from Schrodinger, the quantum physicist who famously
devised a thought experiment in which a cat is placed inside a sealed box with a small amount of radiation
that may or may not kill it. (Remember, this is a thought experiment, and is not real.) While the box
remains sealed, Schrodinger proclaimed, the cat exists simultaneously in both states, dead and alive. Both
potential states are equally true. Although the thought experiment was devised to explore issues in
quantum physics, it appealed to postmodernists in its assertion of radical uncertainty. What is reality?
Rather than being an absolute objective truth, accessible by rational procedures and experimentation, the
status of reality was contingent, and depended on the observer.

“The postmodern” affected fields from philosophy to political science to literature. Novelists and poets, for
example, embraced this new approach to reality. While Victorian novelists took pains to make their books
seem more “real,” postmodern narratives distrusted professions of “reality” and constantly reminded
readers of the artificial nature of the story they were reading. The emphasis was not on the all-knowing
author but instead on the reader. For the postmodernists, meaning was not injected into a work by its
creator, but depended on the reader’s subjective experience of the work.

Another way postmodernity differed from modernity was in its rejection of what philosopher Jean-
Francois Lyotard deemed “grand narratives.” The Modern Age was marked by different large-scale
theories that attempted to explain the totality of human experience, including theories of capitalism,
Marxism, rationalism, Freudianism, Darwinism, fascism, and so on. But the postmodern era called into
question the sorts of theories that claimed to explain everything at once. Such thinking, postmodernists

warned, led to 20th-century totalitarian regimes, such as Hitler’s Third Reich and the USSR under Stalin.
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The postmodern age, Lyotard theorized, was one of micro-narratives instead of grand narratives—that is,
a multiplicity of small, localized understandings of the world, none of which can claim an ultimate or
absolute truth. The diversity of human experience also was a marked feature of the postmodern world. As
Lyotard noted, “eclecticism is the degree zero of contemporary general culture; one listens to reggae,
watches a Western, eats McDonald’s food for lunch and local cuisine for dinner, wears Paris perfume in
Tokyo and retro clothes in Hong Kong; knowledge is a matter for TV games.”
Postmodernists even mistrusted the idea of originality—the supposed arrogance of thinking one had a
“new thought”—and freely borrowed across cultures and genres. William S. Burroughs gleefully
proclaimed a sort of call-to-arms for his postmodern generation of writers in 1985: “Out of the closets and
into the museums, libraries, architectural monuments, concert halls, bookstores, recording studios and
film studios of the world. Everything belongs to the inspired and dedicated thief....Words, colors, light,
sounds, stone, wood, bronze belong to the living artist. They belong to anyone who can use them. Loot the
Louvre! A bas loriginalité (down with originality), the sterile and assertive ego that imprisons us as it
creates. Vive le sol (long live the sun)-pure, shameless, total. We are not responsible. Steal anything in
sight.” Burroughs’s words embodied the mixed skepticism and glee that marked the postmodern era. As
the new millennium began, Bob Dylan’s album, “Love and Theft,” carried on Burroughs’s tradition. Its
title and many of its lyrics are taken from numerous sources across cultures, eras and fields.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Acultural period is a time marked by a particular way of understanding the world through culture and

technology. Changes in cultural periods are marked by fundamental changes in the way we perceive and

understand the world. The modern era began after the Middle Ages and lasted through the early decades

of the 20th century, when the postmodern era began.
e The modern era was marked by Enlightenment philosophy, which focused on the individual and placed a

high value on rational decision making. This period saw the wide expansion of capitalism, colonialism,

democracy, and science-based rationalism. The Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation, the American

and French Revolutions, and World War | are all significant events that took place during the modern era.

One of the most significant, however, was the Industrial Revolution; its emphasis on routinization and

efficiency helped society restructure itself along those terms as well.
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e  Postmodernity differed from modernity in its questioning of reason, rejection of grand narratives, and
emphasis on subcultures. Rather than searching for one ultimate truth that could explain all of history,
the postmodernists focused on contingency, context, and diversity.
EXERCISE
Draw a Venn diagram of the two cultural periods discussed at length in this chapter. Make a list of the
features, values, and events that mark each period. Is there any overlap? How do they differ?
[1] Chris Anderson, “The End of Theory: The Data Deluge Makes the Scientific Method Obsolete,” Wired, June 23,

2008, http://www.wired.com/science/discoveries/magazine/16-07/pb_theory (accessed July 15, 2010).

[2] Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Minneapolis: University of

Minnesota Press, 1984).

1.4 media Mix: Convergence
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Define convergence and discuss examples of it in contemporary life.

2. Name the five types of convergence identified by Henry Jenkins.

3. Examine how convergence is affecting culture and society.

Each cultural era is marked by changes in technology. What happens to the “old” technology? When
radio was invented, people predicted the end of newspapers. When television was invented, people
predicted the end of radio and film. It’s important to keep in mind that the implementation of new
technologies does not mean that the old ones simply vanish into dusty museums. Today’s media
consumers still read newspapers, listen to radio, watch television, and get immersed in movies. The
difference is that it’s now possible to do all those things and do all those things through one device—
be it a personal computer or a smartphone—and through the medium of the Internet. Such actions
are enabled by media convergence, the process by which previously distinct technologies come to
share content, tasks and resources. A cell phone that also takes pictures and video is an example of
the convergence of digital photography, digital video, and cellular telephone technologies. A news
story that originally appeared in a newspaper and now is published on a website or pushed on a

mobile phone is another example of convergence.

Kinds of Convergence
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Convergence isn’t just limited to technology. Media theorist Henry Jenkins has devoted a lot of time to
thinking about convergence. He argues that convergence isn’t an end result but instead a process that
changes how media is both consumed and produced. Jenkins breaks convergence down into five
categories:

1. Economic convergence is the horizontal and vertical integration of the entertainment industry, in
which a single company has interests across and within many kinds of media. For example, Rupert
Murdoch’s News Corporation owns numerous newspapers (The New York Post, The Wall Street
Journal) but is also involved in book publishing (HarperCollins), sports (the Colorado Rockies),
broadcast television (Fox), cable television (FX, National Geographic Channel), film (20th Century
Fox), Internet (Facebook), and many others.

2. Organic convergence is what happens when someone is watching television while chatting online and
also listening to music—such multitasking seems like a natural outcome in a diverse media world.

3. Cultural convergence has several different aspects. One important component is stories flowing
across several kinds of media platforms—for example, novels that become television series
(Dexter or Friday Night Lights); radio dramas that become comic strips (The Shadow); even
amusement park rides that become film franchises (Pirates of the Caribbean). The character Harry
Potter exists in books, films, toys, amusement park rides, and candy bars. Another aspect of cultural
convergence is participatory culture—that is, the way media consumers are able to annotate, comment
on, remix, and otherwise talk back to culture in unprecedented ways.

Figure 1.5

Nigeria’s Nollywood produces more films annually than any other country besides India.
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4. Global convergence is the process of geographically distant cultures influencing one another despite
the oceans and mountains that may physically separate them. Nigeria’s “Nollywood” cinema takes its
cues from India’s Bollywood, which of course stemmed from Hollywood; old Tom and Jerry cartoons
and newer Oprah shows are popular on Arab satellite television channels; successful American horror
movies like The Ring and The Grudge are remakes of Japanese hits; the hit television show,
“American Idol” was a remake of a British show. The advantage of global convergence is worldwide
access to a wealth of cultural influence. Its downside, some critics posit, is the threat
of cultural imperialism, defined by Herbert Schiller as the way that developing countries are
“attracted, pressured, forced, and sometimes bribed into shaping social institutions to correspond to,
or even promote, the values and structures of the dominating centre of the system.” That is, less
powerful nations lose their cultural traditions as more powerful nations spread their culture through
their media and other forms. Cultural imperialism can be a formal policy or can happen more subtly,
as with the spread of outside influence through television, movies, and other cultural projects.

5. Technological convergence is the merging of technologies. When more and more different kinds of
media are transformed into digital content, as Jenkins notes, “we expand the potential relationships

between them and enable them to flow across platforms.” "

Effects of Convergence

Jenkins’ concept of “organic convergence”—particularly, multitasking—is perhaps most evident in your
own lives. To many who grew up in a world dominated by so-called old media, there is nothing organic
about today’s mediated world. As a New York Times editorial sniffed, “Few objects on the planet are
farther removed from nature—Iless, say, like a rock or an insect—than a glass and stainless steel
smartphone.” ” But modern American culture is plugged in as never before, and many students today
have never known a world where the Internet didn’t exist. Such a cultural sea change causes a significant
generation gap between those who grew up with new media and those who didn’t.

A 2010 study by the Kaiser Family Foundation found that Americans aged 8 to 18 spend more than 7.5
hours with electronic devices each day—and, thanks to multitasking, they’re able to pack an average of 11
hours of media content into that 7.5 hours. ) These statistics highlight some of the aspects of the new
digital model of media consumption: participation and multitasking. Today’s teenagers aren’t passively

sitting in front of screens, quietly absorbing information. Instead, they are sending text messages to
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friends, linking news articles on Facebook, commenting on YouTube videos, writing reviews of television
episodes to post online, and generally engaging with the culture they consume. Convergence has also
made multitasking much easier, as many devices allow users to surf the Internet, listen to music, watch
videos, play games, and reply to emails and texts on the same machine.

However, this multitasking is still quite new and we do not know how media convergence and immersion
are shaping culture, people, and individual brains. In his 2005 book Everything Bad Is Good for You,
Steven Johnson argues that today’s television and video games are mentally stimulating, in that they pose
a cognitive challenge and invite active engagement and problem-solving. Poking fun at alarmists who see
every new technology as making children more stupid, Johnson jokingly cautions readers against the
dangers of book reading: it “chronically understimulates the senses” and is “tragically isolating.” Even
worse, books “follow a fixed linear path. You can’t control their narratives in any fashion—you simply sit
back and have the story dictated to you....This risks instilling a general passivity in our children, making
them feel as though they’re powerless to change their circumstances. Reading is not an active,
participatory process; it’s a submissive one.” ¥

A 2010 book by Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains is more
pessimistic. Carr worries that the vast array of interlinked information available through the Internet is
eroding attention spans and making contemporary minds distracted and less capable of deep, thoughtful
engagement with complex ideas and arguments. He mourns the change in his own reading habits. “Once I
was a scuba diver in a sea of words,” Carr reflects ruefully. “Now I zip along the surface like a guy on a Jet
Ski.” Carr cites neuroscience studies showing that when people try to do two things at once, they give less
attention to each and perform the tasks less carefully. In other words, multitasking makes us do a greater
number of things poorly. Whatever the ultimate cognitive, social, or technological results, though,

convergence is changing the way we relate to media today.

Video Killed the Radio Star: Convergence Kills Off Obsolete Technology—
Or Does It?

When was the last time you used a rotary phone? How about a payphone on a street? Or a library’s card
catalog? When you need brief, factual information, when was the last time you reached for a handy

volume of Encyclopedia Britannica? Odds are, it’s been a while. Maybe never. All of these habits,
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formerly common parts of daily life, have been rendered essentially obsolete through the progression of
convergence.

But convergence hasn’t erased old technologies; instead, it may have just altered the way we use them.
Take cassette tapes and Polaroid film, for example. The underground music tastemaker Thurston Moore
of Sonic Youth recently claimed that he only listens to music on cassette. Polaroid Corporation, creators of
the once-popular instant film cameras, was driven out of business by digital photography in 2008, only to
be revived two years later—with pop star Lady Gaga as the brand’s creative director. Several iPhone apps
promise to apply effects to photos to make them look more like Polaroids.

Cassettes, Polaroids, and other seemingly obsolete technologies have been able to thrive—albeit in niche
markets—both despite and because of Internet culture. Instead of being slick and digitized, cassette tapes
and Polaroid photos are physical objects that are made more accessible and more human, according to
enthusiasts, because of their flaws. “I think there’s a group of people—fans and artists alike—out there to
whom music is more than just a file on your computer, more than just a folder of mp3s,” says Brad Rose,
founder of a Tulsa-based cassette label. The distinctive Polaroid look—caused by uneven color saturation,
under- or over-development, or just daily atmospheric effects on the developing photograph—is
emphatically analog. In an age of high resolution, portable printers, and camera phones, the Polaroid’s

appeal has something to do with ideas of nostalgia and authenticity. Convergence has transformed who

uses these media and for what purposes, but it hasn’t run them out of town yet.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e  Twenty-first century media culture is increasingly marked by convergence, or the coming together of
previously distinct technologies, as in a cell phone that also allows users to take video and check email.

e Media theorist Henry Jenkins identifies the five kinds of convergence as the following:

1. Economic convergence, when a single company has interests across many kinds of media.

|ll

2. Organic convergence is multimedia multitasking, or the “natural” outcome of a diverse media world.
3. Cultural convergence, when stories flow across several kinds of media platforms, and when readers or
viewers can comment on, alter, or otherwise talk back to culture.

4. Global convergence, when geographically distant cultures are able to influence one another.
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5. Technological convergence, in which different kinds of technology merge. The most extreme example of
technological convergence would be the as-yet hypothetical “black box,” one machine that controlled
every media function.

e Thejury is still out on how these different types of convergence will affect people on an individual and
cultural level. Some theorists believe that convergence and new media technologies make people smarter
by requiring them to make decisions and interact with the media they’re consuming; others fear that the
digital age is giving us access to more information but leaving us shallower.

Which argument do you find more compelling, Johnson’s or Carr’s? Make a list of points, examples, and
facts that back up the theory that you think best explains the effects of convergence. Alternatively, come
up with your own theory of how convergence is changing individual and society as a whole. Stage a mock

debate with a member of the class who holds a view different from your own.

[1] Henry Jenkins, “Convergence? | Diverge,” Technology Review, June 2001, p. 93.
[2] Editorial, “The Half-Life of Phones,” The New York Times, Week in Review section, June 18,

2010, http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/20/opinion/20sun4.html? r=1 (accessed July 15, 2010).

[3] Tamar Lewin, “If Your Kids Are Awake, They’re Probably Online,” The New York Times, Education section,

January 20, 2010, http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/20/education/20wired.htm| (accessed July 15, 2010).

[4] Steven Johnson, Everything Bad Is Good for You (Riverhead, NY: Riverhead Books, 2005).

1.5 cultural Values Shape Media; Media Shape Cultural Values
LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Name and discuss two limitations on free speech that are based on cultural values.

2. Identify examples of propaganda in mass media.

3. Define gatekeeper, and explain the role of the gatekeeper in mass media.

In a 1995 Wired magazine article, Jon Katz suggested that the Revolutionary War patriot Thomas
Paine should be held up as “the moral father of the Internet.” The Internet, Katz wrote, “offers what
Paine and his revolutionary colleagues hoped for—a vast, diverse, passionate, global means of

transmitting ideas and opening minds.” In fact, according to Katz, the emerging Internet era is closer
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in spirit to the 18th-century media world than the 20th-century’s so-called old media (radio,
television, print). “The ferociously spirited press of the late 1700s...was dominated by individuals
expressing their opinions. The idea that ordinary citizens with no special resources, expertise, or
political power—like Paine himself—could sound off, reach wide audiences, even spark revolutions,
was brand-new to the world.” ™

As we continue our introduction to understanding media and culture, Katz’s impassioned defense of
Paine’s plucky independence reminds us of how cultural values shape media. Paine’s values led to his
books and pamphlets that helped lead to a new nation. In all eras, cultural values shape the way
media are created, used, and controlled. Keeping Katz’s words in mind, we can ask ourselves further
questions about the role of cultural values in our media today. How do cultural values shape our
media and mass communication? And how, in turn, do media and mass communication shape our
values? We’ll start with a key American cultural value: free speech.

Free Speech as Cultural Value

The value of free speech is central to American mass communication, and has been since the nation’s
revolutionary founding. The U.S. Constitution’s very first amendment guarantees the freedom of speech
and of the press. Thanks to the First Amendment and subsequent statutes, the United States has some of
the broadest protections on speech of any industrialized nation. We can see the value that American
culture places on free speech. However, speech and the press are not always free—cultural values have
placed limits and those limits, like values, have shifted over time.

Obscenity, for example, has not often been tolerated. Indeed, the very definition of obscenity has shifted
over time with the nation’s changing social attitudes. James Joyce’s Ulysses, ranked by the Modern
Library as the best English-language novel of the 20th century, was illegal to publish in the United States
between 1922 and 1934. The 1954 Supreme Court case, Roth v. The United States, tried to lessen
restrictions and defined obscenity more narrowly. It allowed for differences depending on “community
standards.” Obscenity became even more of an issue during the sexual revolution of the 1960s. Cultural
changes of that era made it even more difficult to pin down just what was obscene and what was meant by
“community standards.” Today, obscenity continues its tug-of-war with cultural values. Sexually explicit
magazines, such as Playboy, are available in nearly every U.S. airport, but pornography on the Internet is

still a subject of concern.
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Copyright law also puts limits on free speech. Here we see a conflict between cultural values of free speech
and the right to protect your creative rights. Intellectual property law was originally intended to protect
just that—the proprietary rights, both economic and intellectual, of the originator of a creative work.
Works under copyright can’t be reproduced without the authorization of the creator, nor can anyone else
use them to make a profit. Inventions, novels, musical tunes, and even phrases can all be covered by
copyright law. The first copyright statute in the United States set 14 years as the maximum term for
copyright protection. This number has risen exponentially in the 20th century; some works are now
copyright protected for up to 120 years. In recent years, an Internet culture that enables file sharing,
mixing, mash-ups, and YouTube parodies has raised questions about copyright. Can you refer to a
copyrighted work? What is fair use of a copyrighted work? The exact line between what expressions are
protected or prohibited by law are still being set by courts; and as the changing values of the U.S. public
evolve, copyright law—like obscenity law—will continue to change as well.

Persuasion and Cultural Values

Cultural values also shape mass media messages when producers of media content have vested interests
in particular social goals. The producers offer media content that promotes or refutes particular
viewpoints. Governments, corporations, nonprofits, colleges, indeed most organizations, all try to shape
media content to promote themselves and their values. In its most heavy-handed form, at the level of
government, this type of media influence can become propaganda, communication that intentionally
attempts to persuade its audience for ideological, political, or commercial purposes. Propaganda often
(but not always) distorts the truth, selectively presents facts, or uses emotional appeals. In war time,
propaganda often includes caricatures of the enemy.

During World War I, for example, the U.S. government created the Creel Commission to act as a sort of
public relations agency for the American entry into the war. The commission used radio, movies, posters,
and in-person speakers to present a positive slant on the American war effort and demonize the opposing
Germans. George Creel, chairman of the commission, acknowledged the committee’s attempt at
influencing the public, but he shied away from calling its work propaganda:

In no degree was the committee an agency of censorship, a machinery of concealment or repression....In
all things, from first to last, without halt or change, it was a plain publicity proposition, a vast enterprise

in salesmanship, the world’s greatest adventures in advertising...We did not call it propaganda, for that
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word, in German hands, had come to be associated with deceit and corruption. Our effort was educational
and informative throughout, for we had such confidence in our case as to feel that no other argument was
needed than the simple, straightforward presentation of the facts.

Figure 1.7
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World War I propaganda posters were sometimes styled to resemble movie posters in an attempt to glamorize the
war effort.

Of course, the line between the selective (but “straightforward”) presentation of the truth and the
manipulation of propaganda is not an obvious or distinct one. (Another of the commission’s members was
later deemed “the father of public relations” and authored a book titled Propaganda.) Advertisers craft
messages so viewers want to buy their products. Some news sources, such as cable news channels or
political blogs, have an explicit political slant. For our purposes, we simply want to keep in mind how
cultural values shape much media content.

The Cultural Value of Gatekeepers

In 1960, journalist A. J. Liebling wryly observed that “freedom of the press is guaranteed only to those

who own one.” Although he may not have put it in those terms, Liebling was talking about the role of
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gatekeepers in the media industry, another way in which cultural values influence mass communication.
Gatekeepers are the people who help determine which stories make it to the public, including reporters
who decide what sources to use, and editors who pick what gets published and which stories make it to the
front page. Media gatekeepers are part of culture and thus have their own cultural values, whether
consciously or unconsciously. In deciding what counts as newsworthy, entertaining, or relevant,
gatekeepers use their own values to create and shape what gets presented to the wider public. Conversely,
gatekeepers may decide that some events are unimportant or uninteresting to consumers. Those events
may never reach the eyes or ears of a larger public.

In one striking example of how cultural values shape gatekeeping, journalist Allan Thompson points to
the news media’s sluggishness in covering the Rwandan genocide in 1994. Almost one million people were
killed in ferocious attacks in just 100 days. Yet, as Thompson notes, few foreign correspondents were in
Africa, and the world was slow to learn of the atrocities in Rwanda. Instead, the nightly news was
preoccupied by the O. J. Simpson murder trial, Tonya Harding’s attack on a fellow figure skater, or the
less-bloody conflict in Bosnia (a European country, where more reporters were stationed). Thompson
argues that the lack of international media attention allowed politicians to remain complacent. With little
media coverage, there was little outrage about the Rwandan atrocities, which contributed to a lack of
political will to invest time and troops in a faraway conflict. Richard Dowden, Africa Editor for the British
newspaper The Independent during the Rwandan genocide, bluntly explained the news media’s larger
reluctance to focus on African issues: “Africa was simply not important. It didn’t sell newspapers.
Newspapers have to make profits. So it wasn’t important. Cultural values by gatekeepers on the individual
and institutional level downplayed the genocide at a time of great crisis, and potentially contributed to the
deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.”

Gatekeepers had an especially strong influence in old media, in which space and time were limited. A
news broadcast could only last for its allotted half hour, 22 minutes with commercials, while a newspaper
had a set number of pages to print. The Internet, in contrast, has room for infinite news reports. The
interactive nature of the medium also minimizes the gatekeeper function of the media by allowing media
consumers to have a voice as well. News aggregators like Digg.com allow readers to decide what makes it
on to the front page. That is not to say that the wisdom or cultural values of the crowd is always wise—

recent top stories on Digg have featured headlines like “Top 5 Hot Girls Playing Video Games” and “The
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girl who must eat every 15 minutes to stay alive.” Media expert Mark Glaser noted that the digital age
hasn’t eliminated gatekeepers; it’s just shifted who they are: “the editors who pick featured artists and
apps at the Apple iTunes store, who choose videos to spotlight on YouTube, and who highlight Suggested
Users on Twitter,” among others. And unlike traditional media, these new gatekeepers rarely have public
bylines, making it difficult to figure out who makes such decisions and on what basis.

Observing how distinct cultures and subcultures present the same story can be indicative of those

cultures’ various cultural values. Another way to look critically at today’s media messages is to examine

how the media has functioned in the world and in the United States during different cultural periods.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e American culture puts a high value on free speech; however, other cultural values sometimes take
precedence. Shifting ideas about what constitutes obscenity, a kind of speech that is not legally protected
by the First Amendment, is a good example of how cultural values impact mass communication—and of
how those values change over time. Copyright law, another restriction put on free speech, has had a
similar evolution over the nation’s history.

e Propaganda is a message that attempts to persuade its audience for ideological, political, or social
purposes. Some propaganda is obvious, explicit, and manipulative; however, advertising and public
relations also are persuasive strategies that try to influence audiences.

e Gatekeepers influence culture by deciding what stories are considered newsworthy. Gatekeepers can
promote cultural values either consciously or unconsciously. The digital age has lessened the power of
gatekeepers somewhat, as the Internet allows for nearly unlimited space to cover any number of events
and stories.

1. Find an advertisement—either in print, broadcast, or online—that you have recently found to be
memorable. Now find a non-advertisement media message. Compare and contrast the ways that the ad
and the non-ad express cultural values. Are the cultural values the same for each of them? Is the
influence overt or covert? Why did the message’s creators choose to present their message in this way?

2. Go to a popular website that uses user-uploaded content (YouTube, Flickr, Twitter, Metafilter, etc.). Look

at the content on the site’s homepage. Can you tell how this particular content was selected to be

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
DEE) 37



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books

featured? Does the website list a policy for featured content? What factors do you think go into the

selection process?

[1] Jon Katz, “The Age of Paine,” Wired, May 1995,

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/3.05/paine.html (accessed July 15, 2010).

[2] George Creel, How We Advertised America (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1920).
[3] POLISMedia, “The Media and the Rwanda Genocide,” Lecture Delivered at The Crisis States Research Centre
and POLIS at the London School of Economics, January 17, 2007,

http://www.polismedia.org/rwandatranscript.aspx (accessed July 15, 2010).

[4] Mark Glaser, “New Gatekeepers Twitter, Apple, YouTube Need Transparent Editorial Picks,” PBS Mediashift,

March 26 2009.

1.6 Mass Media and Popular Culture
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Define tastemakers, and give examples of their influence in traditional media.
2. Examine the ways the digital age is undermining the traditional role of tastemakers.
3. Analyze how Internet culture now allows creators to bypass gatekeepers, and discuss the potential effects

of this.
In 1850, an epidemic swept America—but instead of leaving victims sick with fever or flu, this was a
rabid craze for the music of Swedish soprano Jenny Lind. American showman P. T. Barnum (who
would later go on to found the circus we now know as Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus), a
shrewd marketer and self-made millionaire, is credited with spreading “Lindomania” through a
series of astute show-business moves. Barnum promised Lind an unprecedented thousand-dollar-a-
night fee (the equivalent of close to $30,000 in today’s dollars) for her entire 93-performance tour of
the United States. Ever the savvy self-promoter, Barnum turned this huge investment to his
advantage, using it to drum up publicity—and it paid off. When the Swedish soprano’s ship docked
on U.S. shores, she was greeted by 40,000 ardent fans; another 20,000 swarmed her hotel. Congress
was adjourned during Lind’s visit to Washington, DC, where the National Theater had to be enlarged

in order to accommodate her audiences. A town in California and an island in Canada were named in
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her honor. Enthusiasts could purchase Jenny Lind hats, chairs, boots, opera glasses, and even
pianos.

A little more than a century later, a new craze transformed American teenagers into screaming,
fainting Beatle-maniacs. When the British foursome touched down at Kennedy Airport in 1964, they
were met by more than 3,000 frenzied fans. Their performance on The Ed Sullivan Show was seen by
73 million people, or 40 percent of the U.S. population. The crime rate that night dropped to its
lowest level in 50 years. Beatlemania was at such a fever pitch that Life magazine cautioned that “A
Beatle who ventures out unguarded into the streets runs the very real peril of being dismembered or
crushed to death by his fans.” ) The BBC helpfully pointed out that there was plenty of paraphrenalia
for true fans to spend their money on: “T-shirts, sweat shirts, turtle-neck sweaters, tight-legged
trousers, night shirts, scarves, and jewellery inspired by the Beatles” were all available, as were
Beatles-style moptop wigs.

In the 21st century, rabid fans could actually help decide the next pop stars through the reality
television program American Idol. Derived from a British show, American Idol hit the airwaves in
2002 and became the only television program ever to earn the top spot in the Neilsen ratings for six
seasons in a row, often averaging more than 30 million nightly viewers. Rival television networks

” .

quaked in fear, deeming the pop behemoth “the ultimate schoolyard bully,” “the Death Star,” or even

» PINewspapers put developments on the show

“the most impactful show in the history of television.
on their front pages. New cell phone technologies allowed viewers to have a direct role in the
program’s star-making enterprise through casting votes. Fans also could sign up for text alerts or
play trivia games on their phones. In 2009, AT&T estimated that Idol-related text traffic amounted to
178 million messages.

An important consideration in any discussion of media and culture is the concept of popular culture.
If culture is the expressed and shared values, attitudes, beliefs, and practices of a social group,
organization, or institution, then what is popular culture? Popular culture is the media, products, and
attitudes considered to be part of the mainstream of a given culture and the everyday life of common

people. It is often distinct from more formal conceptions of culture that take into account moral,

social, religious beliefs and values, such as our earlier definition of culture. It is also distinct from
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what some consider elite or high culture. For some people, American Idol is pop culture and opera is
culture.

Pop culture and American media are inextricably linked—it’s no coincidence that Jenny Lind, the
Beatles, and American Idol were each promoted using a then-new technology—photography for Lind;
television for the Beatles; the Internet and text messaging for American Idol. For as long as mass
media have existed in the United States, they have helped to create and fuel mass crazes,
skyrocketing celebrities, and pop culture manias of all kinds. Whether through newspaper
advertisements, live television broadcasts, or integrated Internet marketing, media industry
“tastemakers” help to shape what we care about. Even in our era of seemingly limitless
entertainment options, mass hits like American Idol still have the ability to dominate the public’s
attention.

“The Tastemakers”

Historically, popular culture has been closely associated with mass media that introduce and encourage
the adoption of certain trends. We can see these media as “tastemakers”—people or institutions that shape
the way others think, eat, listen, drink, dress and more. Similar in some ways to the media gatekeepers
discussed above, tastemakers can have huge influence. For example, The New York Times’ restaurant and
theater reviews used to be able to make or break a restaurant or show with their opinions. Another
example is Ed Sullivan’s variety show, which ran from 1948 to 1971, and is most famous for hosting the
first U.S. appearance of the Beatles—a television event that was at the time the most-watched television
program ever. Sullivan hosted musical acts, comedians, actors, and dancers, and had the reputation of
being able to turn an unknown performer into a full-fledged star. Comedian Jackie Mason compared
being on The Ed Sullivan Show to “an opera singer being at the Met. Or if a guy is an architect that makes
the Empire State Building....This was the biggest.” “'Sullivan was a classic example of an influential
tastemaker of his time. American Idol’s Simon Cowell had similar influence as his show helped turn
unknown local performers into international stars. Television hosts and comics Jon Stewart and Stephen
Colbert can be understood as tastemakers of progressive national politics.

Figure 1.9
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Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert at Comedy Central’s “Rally to Restore Sanity and/or Fear”.

Source: Photo by Jeff Snyder/PictureGroup via AP Images

Along with encouraging a mass audience to keep an eye out for (or skip) certain movies, television shows,
video games, books, or fashion trends, tastemaking is also used to create demand for new products.
Companies often turn to advertising firms to help create a public hunger for an object that may have not
even existed six months previously. In the 1880s, when George Eastman developed the Kodak camera for
personal use, photography was the realm of professionals. Ordinary people simply did not think about
taking photographs. “Though the Kodak was relatively cheap and easy to use, most Americans didn’t see
the need for a camera; they had no sense that there was any value in visually documenting their lives,”
noted New Yorker writer James Surowiecki. " George Eastman’s advertising introduced the very idea of
photography to everyday Americans. Kodak became a wildly successful company not because Eastman
was good at selling cameras, but because he understood that what he really had to sell was photography.
Tastemakers can help keep culture vital by introducing the public to new ideas, music, programs, or
products. But the ability to sway or influence the tastes of consumers can be worth millions of dollars. In

the traditional media model, media companies set aside large advertising budgets to promote their most
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promising projects. Tastemakers are encouraged to buzz about “the next big thing.” In untraditional
models, bribery and backroom deals also have helped promote performers or projects. For example, the
Payola Scandal of the 1950s involved record companies paying the disc jockeys of radio stations to play
certain records so those records would become hits. Payola is a combination of the words “pay” and
“Victrola,” a record player. Companies today sometimes pay bloggers to promote their products.

A Changing System for the Internet Age

In retrospect, the 20th century was a tastemaker’s dream. Media choices were limited. Many cities and
towns had just three television channels, one or two newspapers, and one or two dominant radio stations.
Adpvertisers, critics, and other cultural influencers had access to huge audiences through a small number
of mass communication platforms. However, by the end of the century, the rise of cable television and the
Internet had begun to make tastemaking a much more complicated enterprise. While The Ed Sullivan
Show regularly reached 50 million people in the 1960s, the most popular television series of 2009—
American Idol—averaged around 25.5 million viewers per night, despite the fact that the 21st century
United States could claim more people and more television sets than ever before. The proliferation of
television channels and other, competing forms of entertainment meant that no one program or channel
could dominate the attention of the American public as in Sullivan’s day.

Table 1.1 Viewings of Popular Television Broadcasts

Show/Episode Number of Viewers | Percentage of Households | Year
The Ed Sullivan Show, Beatles’ first appearance | 73 million 45.1 1964
The Ed Sullivan Show, Elvis’s first appearance | 60 million 82.6 1956
I Love Lucy, “Lucy Goes to the Hospital” 44 million 71.7 1953
M*A*S*H series finale 106 million 60.2 1983
Seinfeld series finale 76 million 41.3 1998
American Idol season five finale 36 million 17 2006
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The very concept of a “tastemaker” is undergoing a transformation. While theAmerican Idol season five
finale was reaching 36 million viewers, a low-tech home recording of a little boy acting loopy after a visit
to the dentist (“David After Dentist”) garnered more than 37 million YouTube viewings in 2009 alone. The
Internet appears to be eroding some of the tastemaking power of the traditional media outlets. No longer
are the traditional mass media the only dominant forces in creating and promoting trends. Instead,
information can spread across the globe without any involvement of traditional media. Websites made by
nonprofessionals can reach more people daily than a major newspaper. Music review sites such

as Pitchfork.com keep their eyes out for the next big thing, whereas review aggregators

like RottenTomatoes.com allow readers to read hundreds of reviews by amateurs and professionals alike.
Mobile applications like Yelp allow consumers to get individual reviews of a restaurant while they are
standing outside it. Blogs make it possible for anyone with Internet access to potentially reach an
audience of millions. Some popular bloggers transitioned from the traditional media world to the digital
world, but others became well known without formal institutional support. The celebrity gossip chronicler
Perez Hilton had no formal training in journalism when he started his blog, PerezHilton.com, in 2005;
within a few years, he was reaching millions of readers a month.

Email and text messages allow for the near-instant transmission of messages across vast geographic
expanses. Although personal communications continue to dominate, email and text messages are
increasingly used to directly transmit information about important news events. When Barack Obama
wanted to announce his selection of Joe Biden as his vice-presidential running mate in the 2008 election,
he bypassed the traditional televised press conference and instead sent the news to his supporters directly
via text message—2.9 million text messages, to be exact. ' Social networking sites, such as Facebook, and
microblogging services, such as Twitter, are another source of late-breaking information. When Michael
Jackson died of cardiac arrest in 2009, “RIP Michael Jackson” was a top trending topic on

Twitter before mainstream media first reported the news.

Thanks to these and other digital-age media, the Internet has become a pop culture force, both a source of
amateur talent and a source of amateur promotion. However, traditional media outlets still maintain a
large amount of control and influence over U.S. pop culture. One key indicator is the fact that many

singers or writers who first make their mark on the Internet quickly transition to more traditional media—
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YouTube star Justin Bieber was snapped up by a mainstream record company, and blogger Perez Hilton is
regularly featured on MTV and VH1. New media stars are quickly absorbed into the old media landscape.
Getting Around the Gatekeepers

Not only does the Internet allow little known individuals to potentially reach a huge audience with their
art or opinions, but it also allows content-creators to reach fans directly. Projects that may have not
succeeded as part of the established pop culture/mass media machine may get a chance in the digital
world. For example, the media establishment has been surprised by the success of some self-published
books: First-time author Daniel Suarez had his novel manuscript rejected by dozens of literary agents
before he decided to self-publish in 2006. Through savvy self-promotion via influential bloggers, Suarez
garnered enough attention to land a contract with a major publishing house.

Figure 1.10

E-readers offer authors a way to get around the traditional publishing industry, but their thousands of options can make
choosing hard on readers.

Suarez’s story, though certainly exceptional, points to some of the questions facing creators and
consumers of pop culture in the Internet age. Without the influence of an agent, editor, or public relations
firm, self-published content may be able to remain closer to the creator’s intention. However, how then
does the content reach the public? Does every artist have to have the public relations and marketing skills
of Suarez? And with so many self-published, self-promoted works uploaded to the Internet every day, how

will any work—even great work—get noticed?
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It’s not impossible. Critic Laura Miller spells out some of the ways in which writers in particular are able
to take control of their own publishing: Writers can upload their works to services run by Amazon, Apple,
and Barnes & Noble, she notes, “transforming them into e-books that are instantly available in high-
profile online stores. Or they can post them on services like Urbis.com, Quillp.com,

or CompletelyNovel.com and coax reviews from other hopeful users.” Miller also points out that many of
these companies can produce hard copies of books as well. While such a system may be a boon for writers
who haven’t had success with the traditional media establishment, Miller notes that it may not be the best
option for readers, who “rarely complain that there isn’t enough of a selection on Amazon or in their local
superstore; they’re more likely to ask for help in narrowing down their choices.” ©

The commingling of the Internet and popular culture poses many intriguing questions for our future: Will
the Internet era be marked by a huge and diffuse pop culture, where the power of traditional mass media
declines and, along with it, the power of the universalizing blockbuster hit? Or will the Internet create a

new set of tastemakers—influential bloggers or Tweeters? Or will the Internet serve as a platform for the

old tastemakers to take on new forms? Or will the tastemakers become everyone?
More Reviewers=More Accurate Reviews...Right?

In 1993, The New York Times restaurant critic Ruth Reichl visited one of Manhattan’s snootiest
restaurants, Le Cirque, first as herself, a fashionable New Yorker, and then, one week later, in the guise of
a frumpy Midwesterner. In her shocking review, the critic lambasted the restaurant’s rude treatment of
“Midwestern Molly”—an early battle in the fight for democratic reviews. Part of the point of Reichl’s
experiment was to find out how ordinary people were treated in restaurants. Now ordinary people can tell
their own tales. The Internet, which has turned everyone with the time and interest into a potential
reviewer, allows those ordinary people to have their voices heard. In the mid-2000s, websites such as Yelp
and TripAdvisor boasted hundreds of reviews of restaurants, hotels, and salons provided by users.
Amazon allowed users to review any product it sells, from textbooks to fertilizer to bathing suits. The era
of the democratized review was upon us, and tastemaking was now everyone’s job.

By crowd-sourcing the review process, the idea was, these sites would arrive at a more accurate
description of the service in choice. One powerful reviewer would no longer be able to wield

disproportionate power. Instead, the wisdom of the crowd would make or break restaurants, movies, and

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org

Gloce 45



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books

everything else. Anyone who felt treated badly or scammed now had recourse to tell the world about it. By
2008, Yelp boasted four million reviews.

However, mass tastemaking isn’t as perfect as some people had promised. One determined reviewer can
overly influence a product’s overall rating by contributing multiple votes. One study found that a handful
of Amazon users were casting hundreds of votes, while most rarely wrote reviews at all. Online reviews
also tend to skew to extremes—more reviews are written by the ecstatic and the furious, while the
moderately pleased aren’t riled up enough to post online about their experiences. And while traditional
critics are supposed to uphold ethics, there’s no such standard for online reviews. Savvy authors or
restaurant owners have been known to slyly insert positive reviews of themselves, or have attempted to
skew ratings systems. In order to get an accurate picture, potential buyers may find themselves wading
through 20 or 30 online reviews, most of them from non-professionals. Consider these Amazon user
reviews of William Shakespeare’s “Hamlet”: “There is really no point and it’s really long,” “I really didn’t
enjoy reading this book and I wish that our English teacher wouldn’t force my class to read this play,” and
“don’t know what Willy Shakespeare was thinking when he wrote this one play tragedy, but I thought this
sure was boring! Hamlet does too much talking and not enough stuff.”

Such unhelpful reviews have begun to remind people of the point of having reviews in the first place—that
it’s an advantage to have certain places, products, or ideas examined and critiqued by a trusted source. In
an article about Yelp, The New York Times noted that one of the site’s elite reviewers had racked up more
than 300 reviews in 3 years, then snidely pointed out that “By contrast, a The New York Times restaurant
critic might take six years to amass 300 reviews. The critic visits a restaurant several times, strives for

9 [7

anonymity and tries to sample every dish on the menu.” ""Whatever your vantage point, it’s clear that old-

style tastemaking is still around and still valuable—but the democratic review is here to stay.
KEY TAKEAWAYS
e Traditionally, pop culture hits were often initiated or driven by the active support of media tastemakers.
When mass media are limited in number, people with access to platforms for mass communication wield
quite a bit of power in what becomes well-known, popular, or even infamous. Ed Sullivan’s wildly popular
variety show in the 1950s and 1960s served as a star-making vehicle and a tastemaker extraordinaire of

that period.
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e The digital age, with its proliferation of accessible media, has undermined the traditional role of the
tastemaker. In contrast to the traditional media, Internet-based mass media is not limited by time or
space and allows bloggers, critics, or wannabe stars to potentially reach millions without the backing of
the traditional media industry.

e However, this democratization has its downsides as well. An abundance of mass communication without
some form of selection can lead to information overload. Additionally, online reviews can be altered or
biased.

Find a popular newspaper or magazine that discusses popular culture. Look through it to determine what
pop culture movements, programs, or people it seems to be covering. What is its overall tone? What
messages does it seem to be promoting, either implicitly or explicitly? Next, find a website that also deals
with popular culture and ask yourself the same questions. Are there differences between the traditional
media’s and the new media’s approach to popular culture? Do they focus on the same subjects? Do they

take similar attitudes? Why or why not?

[1] Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess, and Gloria Jacobs, “Beatlemania: Girls Just Want to Have Fun,” In The
Adoring Audience: Fan Culture and Popular Media, ed. Lisa A. Lewis (New York: Routledge, 1992).

"o

[2] Bill Carter, “For Fox’s Rivals, ‘American Idol’ Remains a ‘Schoolyard Bully,’”” The New York Times, February 20,
2007, Arts Section.

[3] John Leonard, “The Ed Sullivan Age,” American Heritage, May/June, 1997.

[4] James Surowiecki, “The Tastemakers,” The New Yorker, January 13, 2003.

[5] Nic Covey, “Flying Fingers,” Nielsen, http://en-

us.nielsen.com/main/insights/consumer_insight/issue 12/flying fingers (accessed July 15, 2010).

[6] Laura Miller, “When Anyone Can Be a Published Author,” Salon, June 22, 2010,

http://www.salon.com/books/laura_miller/2010/06/22/slush (accessed July 15, 2010).

[7] Donald G. McNeil, “Eat and Tell,” The New York Times, Dining & Wine section, November 4, 2008.

1.7 Media Literacy
LEARNING OBIJECTIVES
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1. Define media literacy, and explain why it is relevant to today’s world.

2. Discuss the role of individual responsibility and accountability when responding to pop culture.

3. List the five key questions that can be asked about any media message.

In Gutenberg’s age and the subsequent modern era, literacy—the ability to read and write—was a
concern not only of educators but also of politicians, social reformers, and philosophers. A literate
population, many reasoned, would be able to seek out information, stay informed about the news of
the day, communicate with others, and make informed decisions in many spheres of life. Because of
this, the reasoning went, literate people made better citizens, parents, and workers. In the 20th
century, as literacy rates grew around the globe, there was a new sense that merely being able to read
and write was not enough. In a world dominated by media, individuals needed to be able to
understand, sort through and analyze the information they were bombarded with every day. In the
second half of the 20th century, a name was finally put to this skill of being able to decode and
process the messages and symbols transmitted via media: media literacy. According to the nonprofit
National Association for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE), a person who is media literate is able
to access, analyze, evaluate, and communicate information. Put another way by John Culkin, a
pioneering advocate for media literacy education, “the new mass media—film, radio, TV—are new
languages, their grammar as yet unknown.” " Media literacy seeks to give media consumers the
ability to understand this new language.

Why Be Media Literate?

Culkin called the pervasiveness of media “the unnoticed fact of our present,” noting that media
information was as omnipresent and easy to overlook as the air we breathe (and, he noted, “some would
add that it is just as polluted”). Our exposure to media starts early—a study by the Kaiser Family
Foundation found that 68 percent of children aged two and younger spend an average of two hours in
front of a screen (either computer or television) each day, while children under six spend as much time in
front of a screen as they do playing outside. As previously noted, U.S. teenagers are spending an average
of 7.5 hours with media daily, nearly as long as they spend in school. Media literacy isn’t merely a skill for
young people, however. Today, Americans of all ages get much of their information from various media
sources. One crucial role of media literacy education is to enable all of us to skeptically examine the often-

conflicting media messages we receive every day.
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Advertising

Many of the hours people spend with media are with commercial-sponsored content. The Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) estimated that children aged 2 to 11 saw, on average, 25,629 television commercials a
year, or more than 10,700 minutes of ads. Adults saw 52,469 ads, or about 15.5 days worth of television
advertising. '’ Children (and adults) are bombarded with contradictory messages—newspaper articles
about the obesity epidemic are side by side with ads touting soda, candy, and fast food. The American
Academy of Pediatrics maintains that advertising directed at children under eight is “inherently
deceptive” and exploitative because young children cannot tell the difference between programs and
commercials. !

Advertising raises other issues as well. It often uses techniques of psychological pressure to influence
decision making. Ads might appeal to vanity, insecurity, prejudice, fear, or the desire for adventure. This
is not always a negative thing—antismoking public service announcements may rely on disgusting images
of blackened lungs to shock viewers. Nonetheless, media literacy attempts to teach people to be informed
and guarded consumers, and to evaluate claims with a critical eye. Do “four out of five doctors” really
endorse the product?

Bias, Spin, and Misinformation

Advertisements may have the explicit goal of selling a product or idea, but they’re not the only kind of
media message with an agenda. A politician may hope to persuade potential voters that she has their best
interests at heart. An ostensibly objective journalist may allow his or her own political leanings to subtly
slant articles. Magazine writers might avoid criticizing companies that advertise heavily in their pages.
Broadcast news reporters may sensationalize stories in order to boost ratings—and advertising rates.

An important part of media literacy is remembering that mass communication messages are created by
individuals, each with a set of values, assumptions, and priorities. Accepting media messages at face value
could lead to head-spinning confusion, thanks to all the contradictory information that’s out there. For
example, in 2010, a highly contested governor’s race in New Mexico led to conflicting ads from both
candidates, Diane Denish and Susana Martinez. Each claimed that the other agreed to policies that
benefited sex offenders. According to the media watchdog site Factcheck.org, the Denish team’s ad “shows
a pre-teen girl—seemingly about 9 years old—going down a playground slide in slow-motion, while

ominous music plays in the background and an announcer discusses two sex crime cases. It ends with an
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empty swing, as the announcer says: “Today we don’t know where these sex offenders are lurking, because

29

Susana Martinez didn’t do her job.”” The opposing ad proclaims that “a department in Denish’s cabinet
gave sanctuary to criminal illegals [sic], like child molester Juan Gonzalez.” Both claims are highly
inflammatory, play on fear, and distort the reality behind each situation. Media literacy attempts to give

people the skills to look critically at these and other media messages—to sift through various claims, and

to make sense of the often-conflicting information we face every day.
The Center for Media Literacy’s Five Core Concepts

1. All media messages are constructed.

2. Media messages are constructed using a creative language with its own rules.
3. Different people experience the same media message differently.

4. Media have embedded values and points of view.

5. Most media messages are organized to gain profit and/or power. *

New Skills for a New World

In the past, one goal of education was to provide students with the information deemed necessary to
successfully engage with the world. Students memorized multiplication tables, state capitals, famous
poems, and notable dates. In today’s world, however, vast amounts of information are available at the
click of a mouse. Even before the advent of the Internet, noted communications scholar David Berlo
foresaw the consequences of expanding information technology: “Most of what we have called formal
education has been intended to imprint on the human mind all of the information that we might need for
a lifetime.” Changes in technology necessitate changes in how we learn, Berlo noted, and these days
“education needs to be geared toward the handling of data rather than the accumulation of data.”
Online technology surely has changed how we learn. For example, Wikipedia, a hugely popular Internet
encyclopedia, is at the center of a debate on the proper use of online sources. In 2007, Middlebury College
banned the use of Wikipedia as a source in history papers and exams. One of the school’s librarians noted
that the online encyclopedia “symbolizes the best and worst of the Internet. It’s the best because everyone
gets his/her say and can state their views. It’s the worst because people who use it uncritically take for
truth what is only opinion.” ® Or as comedian and satirist Stephen Colbert put it, “any user can change

any entry, and if enough other users agree with them, it becomes true.” In 2007, CIA computers were used

to make edits on the site’s article about the President of Iran. The Vatican allegedly doctored the entry for
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Irish activist and Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams. A computer registered to the U.S. Democratic Party
changed the site’s page for Rush Limbaugh to proclaim that he was “racist” and a “bigot.” ) Media literacy
teaches today’s students how to sort through the Internet’s cloud of data, ferret out reliable sources, and
be aware of bias and unreliable sources.
Individual Accountability and Popular Culture
Ultimately, media literacy teaches that messages and images are constructed with various aims in mind
and that each individual has the responsibility to evaluate and interpret these media messages. Mass
communication may be created and disseminated by individuals, businesses, governments, or
organizations, but they are always received by an individual, even if that individual is sitting in a crowded
theater. Education, life experience, and a host of other factors allow each person to interpret constructed
media in different ways; there is no “right answer,” or one way to read the media. But media literacy skills
help us to function better in our media-rich environment, enabling us to be better democratic citizens,
smarter shoppers, and more skeptical media consumers. As a means to this end, NAMLE has come up
with a list of five questions to ask when analyzing media messages:
1. Who created this message?
2. What creative techniques are used to attract my attention?
3. How might different people understand this message differently?
4. What values, lifestyles, and points of view are represented in, or omitted from, this message?
5. Why is this message being sent? °
With these questions as a starting point, we can ensure that we're staying informed about where our
information comes from, and why—important steps in any media literacy education.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Media literacy, or the ability to decode and process media messages, is especially key in today’s media-

saturated society. Media surrounds contemporary Americans to an unprecedented degree, and from an

early age. Because media messages are constructed with particular aims in mind, a media literate

individual will interpret them with a critical eye. Advertisements, bias, spin, and misinformation are all

things to look out for.
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e Individual responsibility is crucial for media literacy because, while media messages may be produced by
individuals, companies, governments, or organizations, they are always received and decoded by
individuals.

e The following are NAMLE’s five questions that can be asked about any media message:

1. Who created this message?

2. What creative techniques are used to attract my attention?

3. How might different people understand this message differently?

4. What values, lifestyles, and points of view are represented in, or omitted from, this message?

5. Why is this message being sent?

Find a media message of any kind and apply NAMLE’s five questions to it. Did your impression change?

How does this piece of mass communication attempt to get its message across? Do you think it’s

successful? Why or why not?

Review Questions

1. Questions for Section 1.1 "Intersection of American Media and Culture"

a. What is the difference between mass communication and mass media?

b. What are some ways that culture affects media?

c. What are some ways that media affect culture?

1. Questions for Section 1.2 "How Did We Get Here? The Evolution of Media"

a. List four roles that media plays in society.

b. Identify historical events that shaped the adoption of various mass communication platforms.

c. How have technological shifts impacted the media industry over time?

1. Questions for Section 1.3 "How Did We Get Here? The Evolution of Culture"

a. Whatis a cultural period?

b. How did events, technological advances, political changes, and philosophies help shape the modern
era?

c. What are some of the major differences between the modern and postmodern eras?

1. Questions for Section 1.4 "Media Mix: Convergence"
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a. What is convergence, and what are some examples of it in daily life?

b. What were the five types of convergence identified by Jenkins?

c. How are different kinds of convergence shaping the digital age, on both an individual and a social
level?

1. Questions for Section 1.5 "Cultural Values Shape Media; Media Shape Cultural Values"

a. How does the value of free speech influence American culture and media?

b. What are some of the limits placed on free speech, and how do they reflect social values?

c. What is propaganda, and how does it reflect or influence social values?

d. Who are gatekeepers, and how do they influence the media landscape?

1. Questions for Section 1.6 "Mass Media and Popular Culture"

a. What is popular culture and how does it differ from traditional notions of culture?

b. Who are tastemakers and what are some key examples?

c. How have tastemakers changed with changes in technology?

1. Questions for Section 1.7 "Media Literacy"

a. What is media literacy, and why is it relevant in today’s world?

b. What s the role of the individual in interpreting media messages?

c.  What are the five questions that NAMLE suggests should be asked of any media message?

1. What does the history of media technologies have to teach us about present-day America? How might
current and emerging technologies change our cultural landscape in the near future?

2. Are gatekeepers and tastemakers necessary for mass media? How is the Internet helping us to re-imagine
these roles?

3. The idea of cultural periods presumes that changes in society and technology lead to dramatic shifts in
the way people see the world. How has the Internet and digital technology changed how people interact
with their environment, and with each other? Are we changing to a new cultural period, or is
contemporary life still a continuation of the postmodern era?

4. U.S. law regulates free speech through laws on obscenity, copyright infringement, and other things. Why
are some forms of expression protected and others aren’t? How do you think cultural values will change

U.S. media law in the near future?
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5. Does media literacy education belong in American schools? Why or why not? What might a media literacy
curriculum look like?
In a heavily mediated world, almost every organization, from a university to a multinational corporation,
employs media specialists. Many organizations also use consultants to help analyze and manage the
interaction between their organizations and the media. Independent consultants develop projects, keep
abreast of media trends, and provide advice based on industry reports. Or, as writer, speaker, and media
consultant Merlin Mann puts it, the “primary job is to stay curious about everything, identify the points
where two forces might clash, then enthusiastically share what that might mean, as well as why you might
care.”

Read the blog post “So what do consultants do?” at http://www.consulting-business.com/so-what-do-

consultants-do.html.

Now explore the site of Merlin Mann at http://www.merlinmann.com. Make sure to take a look at the

“Bio” and “FAQs” sections. These two pages will help you answer the following questions:

1. Merlin Mann provides some work for free and charges a significant amount for other projects. What
are some of the indications he gives in his biography about what he values? How do you think his
values influence his fees?

2. Check out Merlin’s “Projects.” What are some of the projects that Merlin is or has been involved with?
Now look at the “Speaking” page. Can you see a link between his projects and his role as a prominent
writer, speaker, and consultant?

3. Check out Merlin’s FAQ section. What is his attitude about social networking sites? What about public
relations? Why do you think he holds these opinions?

4. Think about niches in the Internet industry where a consultant might be helpful. Do you have
expertise, theories, or reasonable advice that might make you a useful asset for a business or
organization? Find an example of an organization or group with some media presence. If you were

this group’s consultant, how would you recommend that they better reach their goals?

[1] Kate Moody, “John Culkin, SJ: The Man Who Invented Media Literacy: 1928-1993,” Center for Media

Literacy, http://www.medialit.org/reading room/article408.html(accessed July 15, 2010).

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
54



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books
http://www.consulting-business.com/so-what-do-consultants-do.html.
http://www.consulting-business.com/so-what-do-consultants-do.html.
http://www.merlinmann.com/
http://www.medialit.org/reading_room/article408.html
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Trade Commission Workshop July 14-15, 2005, Washington, DC.
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[5] David Shaw, “A Plea for Media Literacy in our Nation’s Schools,” Los Angeles Times, November 30, 2003.

[6] Meredith Byers, “Controversy over use of Wikipedia in academic papers arrives at Smith,” Smith College
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15, 2010).
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Chapter 2
Media Effects
Harry Potter and the Media Bogeyman

J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books about a young boy’s education as a wizard caused many parents—at
least initially—to be somewhat wary. When they received an email warning them about the content of
books, some of these parents had their fears justified. It seemed Rowling, the author of the books, was a
Satan worshiper! According to the email, Rowling said the following:

“I think it’s absolute rubbish to protest children’s books on the grounds that they are luring children to
Satan,” Rowling told a London Times reporter in a July 17 interview. “People should be praising them for
that! These books guide children to an understanding that the weak, idiotic Son Of God is a living hoax
who will be humiliated when the rain of fire comes ... while we, his faithful servants, laugh and cavort in
victory.”

Figure 2.1

Web publication WorldNetDaily posted an article at about the same time that used similar quotes,
provoking a number of concerned letters and emails to the London Times. Both outlets, however, had
quoted from the same source: the satirical newspaper The Onion. The original article was an intentially

over-the-top satire of the Harry Potter phenomenon. In typical Onion fashion, the article included absurd,
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fake quotes from 6-year-old Satanists reported in a straightforward style. Unbelievably, both the email
and the WorldNetDaily article quoted The Onion article apparently without realizing the article was a
parody.

This example of a rumor gone wild is a remarkable, if bizarre, example of how people worry about media
effects. On the surface, the email typifies some people’s fears of the media’s influence on children. This
fear reflects the ways some parents process new-media information and react to the media’s influence on
the lives of children and teens. The concerns about one medium did not, however, stop the author of the
email from using another medium to spread a false rumor. The concerned parents who believed the email
trusted it because it was a form of media that validated their own preconceptions.

Ironically enough, The Onion article itself addressed such overblown fears. By satirizing the sometimes-
hysterical concerns of parents in such a convincing reporting style, the article positioned itself as
knowledgeable and comfortable within the framework of competing media claims. The article was, in
essence, predicated on the idea that the readers of The Onion are savvy enough to understand media
messages and that they have no reason to fear the media because they understand it.

Yet the rumor also validates concerns about media’s effects on culture. By quoting from an unsourced
article that was read without regard for its context, the emailer and the WorldNetDaily writer presented
the kind of woeful scholarship that online media has enabled. The email and its underlying narrative
illustrate the fear that new forms of media can be used more readily than traditional media as tools for
unfounded propaganda and biased punditry.

The story provides an intriguing introduction to the various ways media messages are created and
consumed and the widespread concern over media effects. As a constant presence in modern life, media
serve numerous functions and send seemingly unlimited messages. Studying the possible effects of media

provides a crucial perspective on modern culture.

[1] Barbara Mikkelson and David Mikkelson, “Harry Potter,” Snopes.com, May 30, 2008,

http://www.snopes.com/humor/iftrue/potter.asp.

[2] Barbara Mikkelson and David Mikkelson, “Harry Potter,” Snopes.com, May 30, 2008,

http://www.snopes.com/humor/iftrue/potter.asp.
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2.1 Mass Media and Its Messages
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain the different ways mass media affects culture.

2. Analyze cultural messages that the media send.

3. Explain the ways new media have affected culture.

When media consumers think of media messages, they may think of televised public service
announcements or political advertisements. These obvious examples provide a venue for the transfer
of a message through a medium, whether that message is a plea for fire safety or the statement of a
political position. But what about more abstract political advertisements that simply show the logo of
a candidate and a few simple words? Media messages can range from overt statements to vague
expressions of cultural values.

Disagreements over the content of media messages certainly exist. Consider the common allegations
of political bias against various news organizations. Accusations of hidden messages or agenda-
driven content have always been an issue in the media, but as the presence of media grows, the
debate concerning media messages increases. This dialogue is an important one; after all, mass
media have long been used to persuade. Many modern persuasive techniques stem from the use of
media as a propaganda tool. The role of propaganda and persuasion in the mass media is a good
place to start when considering various types of media effects.

Propaganda and Persuasion

Encyclopedia Britannica defines propaganda simply as the “manipulation of information to influence
public opinion.” ' This definition works well for this discussion because the study and use of propaganda
has had an enormous influence on the role of persuasion in modern mass media. In his book The Creation
of the Media, Paul Starr argues that the United States, as a liberal democracy, has favored employing an
independent press as a public guardian, thus putting the media in an inherently political position. '’ The
United States—in contrast to other nations where media are held in check—has encouraged an
independent commercial press and thus given the powers of propaganda and persuasion to the public.

Figure 2.2
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JOIN, or DIE.

Benjamin Franklin used a powerful image of a severed snake to emphasize the importance of the colonies joining
together during the American Revolution.

Like any type of communication, propaganda is not inherently good or bad. Whether propaganda has a
positive or negative effect on society and culture depends on the motivations of those who use it and the
understandings of those who receive it. People promoting movements as wide-ranging as Christianity, the
American Revolution, and the communist revolutions of the 20th century have all used propaganda to
disseminate their messages. "Newspapers and pamphlets that glorified the sacrifices at Lexington and
Concord and trumpeted the victories of George Washington’s army greatly aided the American
Revolution. For example, Benjamin Franklin’s famous illustration of a severed snake with the caption
“Join, or Die” serves as an early testament to the power and use of print propaganda. ©

As you will learn in Chapter 4 "Newspapers", the penny press made newspapers accessible to a mass
audience and became a force for social cohesion during the 1830s. ' Magazines adopted a similar format
later in the 19th century, and print media’s political and social power rose. In an infamous example of the
new power of print media, some newspapers encouraged the Spanish-American War of 1898 by
fabricating stories of Spanish atrocities and sabotage. "’ For example, after the USS Maine sunk off the
coast of Havana, Cuba, some newspapers blamed the Spanish—even though there was no evidence—

fueling the public’s desire for war with Spain.
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The present-day, pejorative connotation of propaganda recalls the utilization of mass media by World
War I—era governments to motivate the citizenry of many countries to go to war. Some media outlets
characterized that war as a global fight between Anglo civilization and Prussian barbarianism. Although
some of those fighting the war had little understanding of the political motivations behind it, wartime
propaganda convinced them to enlist. ¥ As you will read in Chapter 12 "Advertising and Public Relations",
World War I legitimized the advertising profession in the minds of government and corporate leaders
because its techniques were useful in patriotic propaganda campaigns. Corporations quickly adapted to
this development and created an advertising boom in the 1920s by using World War I propaganda
techniques to sell products.

In modern society, the persuasive power of the mass media is well known. In the years after 9/11, there
were multiple reports of the death of Osama bin Laden; people desperately wanted to believe he was
killed. In reality, he was killed in 2011. Governments, corporations, nonprofit organizations, and political
campaigns rely on both new and old media to create messages and to send them to the general public.
During and since the 2008 Presidential election, there has been constant scrutiny over Barack Obama’s
birthplace and citizenship; the reports are discredited, but the questions resurface. The comparatively
unregulated nature of U.S. media has made, for better or worse, a society in which the tools of public
persuasion are available to everyone.

Media Effects and Behavior

Although the mass media send messages created specifically for public consumption, they also convey
messages that are not properly defined as propaganda or persuasion. Some argue that these messages
influence behavior, especially the behavior of young people. ' Violent, sexual, and compulsive behaviors
have been linked to media consumption and thus raise important questions about the effects of media on
culture.

Violence and the Media

On April 20, 1999, students Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold entered their Denver-area high school,
Columbine High School, armed with semiautomatic weapons and explosives. Over the next few hours, the
pair killed 12 classmates and one faculty member before committing suicide. " The tragedy and its

aftermath captured national attention, and in the weeks following the Columbine High School shootings,
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politicians and pundits worked to assign blame. Their targets ranged from the makers of the first-person
shooter video game Doom to the Hollywood studios responsible for The Matrix. "’
However, in the years since the massacre, research has revealed that the perpetrators were actually

3] But did violent video

attempting a terrorist bombing rather than a first-person shooter style rampage.
games so desensitize the two teenagers to violence that they could contemplate such a plan? Did movies
that glorify violent solutions create a culture that would encourage people to consider such methods?
Because modern culture is so immersed in media, the issue becomes a particularly complex one, and it
can be difficult to understand the types of effects that violent media produce.

A number of studies have verified certain connections between violent video games and violent behavior
in young people. For example, studies have found that some young people who play violent video games
reported angry thoughts and aggressive feelings immediately after playing. Other studies, such as one
conducted by Dr. Chris A. Anderson and colleagues, point to correlations between the amount of time
spent playing violent video games and increased incidence of aggression. "“ However, these studies do
not prove that video games cause violence. Video game defenders argue that violent people can be drawn
to violent games, and they point to lower overall incidence of youth violence in recent years compared to
past decades. " Other researchers admit that individuals prone to violent acts are indeed drawn to
violent media; however, they claim that by keeping these individuals in a movie theater or at home,
violent media have actually contributed to a reduction in violent social acts. ™

Whether violent media actually cause violence remains unknown, but unquestionably these forms of
media send an emotional message to which individuals respond. Media messages are not limited to overt
statements; they can also use emotions, such as fear, love, happiness, and depression. These emotional
reactions partially account for the intense power of media in our culture.

Sex and the Media

In many types of media, sexual content—and its strong emotional message—can be prolific. A recent study
by researchers at the University of North Carolina titled “Sexy Media Matter: Exposure to Sexual Content
in Music, Movies, Television, and Magazines Predicts Black and White Adolescents’ Sexual Behavior”
found that young people with heavy exposure to sexually themed media ranging from music to movies are

twice as likely to engage in early sexual behavior as young people with light exposure. Although the study

does not prove a conclusive link between sexual behavior and sexually oriented media, researchers
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concluded that media acted as an influential source of information about sex for these youth

groups. """ Researcher Jane Brown thinks part of the reason children watch sexual content is related to
puberty and their desire to learn about sex. While many parents are hesitant to discuss sex with their
children, the media can act like a “super peer,” providing information in movies, television, music, and
magazines. "® Reality series, such as Teen Mom and 16 and Pregnant, are prevalent on the popular MTV
station. We will explore in greater detail the impact of sexual content in the media in Chapter 14 "Ethics of
Mass Media".

Cultural Messages and the Media

The media sends messages that reinforce cultural values. These values are perhaps most visible in
celebrities and the roles that they adopt. Actors such as Jake Gyllenhaal and Scarlett Johansson have
come to represent aspects of masculinity and femininity that have been adopted into mainstream culture
in the last 10 years. In recent years, baseball player Derek Jeter appeared in television, film, magazines,
and advertising campaigns as a model of athleticism and willpower. Singers such as Bono of U2 have
represented a sense of freedom and rebellion against mainstream culture.

Although many consider celebrity culture superficial and a poor reflection of a country’s values, not all
celebrities are simply entertainers. Civil rights leaders, social reformers, and other famous public figures
have come to represent important cultural accomplishments and advancements through their
representations in the media. When images of Abraham Lincoln or Lady Gaga appear in the media, they
resonate with cultural and historical themes greatly separated from mere fame.

Celebrities can also reinforce cultural stereotypes that marginalize certain groups. Television and
magazines from the mid-20th century often portrayed women in a submissive, domestic role, both
reflecting and reinforcing the cultural limitations imposed on women at the time. Advertising icons
developed during the early 20th century, such as Aunt Jemima and the Cream of Wheat chef, similarly
reflected and reinforced a submissive, domestic servant role for African Americans. Other famous
stereotypes—such as the Lone Ranger’s Native American sidekick, Tonto, or Mickey Rooney’s Mr.
Yunioshi role in Breakfast at Tiffany’s—also reinforced American preconceptions about ethnic

predispositions and capabilities.
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Whether actual or fictional, celebrities and their assumed roles send a number of different messages about
cultural values. They can promote courageous truth telling, hide and prolong social problems, or provide a
concrete example of an abstract cultural value.

New Media and Society

New media—the Internet and other digital forms of communication—have had large effects on society.
This communication and information revolution has created a great deal of anguish about digital literacy
and other issues that inevitably accompany such a social change. In his book on technology and
communication, A Better Pencil, Dennis Baron discusses this issue:

For Plato, only speech, not writing, can produce the kind of back-and-forth—the dialogue—that’s needed
to get at the truth ... the text, orphaned by its author once it’s on the page, cannot defend itself against
misreading.... These are strong arguments, but even in Plato’s day they had been rendered moot by the
success of the written word. Although the literacy rate in classical Greece was well below 10 percent,
writing had become an important feature of the culture. People had learned to trust and use certain kinds
of writing—legal texts, public inscriptions, business documents, personal letters, and even literature—and
as they did so, they realized that writing, on closer examination, turned out to be neither more nor less
reliable or ambiguous than the spoken word, and it was just as real. ™

Baron makes the point that all communication revolutions have created upheavals and have changed the
standards of literacy and communication. This historical perspective gives a positive interpretation to
some otherwise ominous developments in communication and culture.

Information

The Internet has made an incredible amount of new information available to the general public. Both this
wealth of information and the ways people process it are having an enormous effect on culture. New
perceptions of information have emerged as access to it grows. Older-media consumption habits required
in-depth processing of information through a particular form of media. For example, consumers read,
watched, or viewed a news report in its entirety, typically within the context of a news publication or
program. Fiction appeared in book or magazine form.

Today, information is easier to access, thus more likely to traverse several forms of media. An individual
may read an article on a news website and then forward part of it to a friend. That person in turn

describes it to a coworker without having seen the original context. The ready availability of information
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through search engines may explain how a clearly satirical Onion article on the Harry Potter phenomenon
came to be taken as fact. Increasingly, media outlets cater to this habit of searching for specific bits of
information devoid of context. Information that will attract the most attention is often featured at the
expense of more important stories. At one point on March 11, 2010, for example, The Washington

Post website’s most popular story was “Maintaining a Sex Life.” **'

Another important development in the media’s approach to information is its increasing subjectivity.
Some analysts have used the term cyberbalkanization to describe the way media consumers filter
information. Balkanization is an allusion to the political fragmentation of Eastern Europe’s Balkan states
following World War I, when the Ottoman Empire disintegrated into a number of ethnic and political
fragments. Customized news feeds allow individuals to receive only the kinds of news and information
they want and thus block out sources that report unwanted stories or perspectives. Many cultural critics
have pointed to this kind of information filtering as the source of increasing political division and
resulting loss of civic discourse. When media consumers hear only the information they want to, the
common ground of public discourse that stems from general agreement on certain principles inevitably
grows smaller. "

Literacy

On one hand, the growth of the Internet as the primary information source exposes the public to
increased levels of text, thereby increasing overall literacy. Indeed, written text is essential to the Internet:
Web content is overwhelmingly text-based, and successful participation in Internet culture through the
use of blogs, forums, or a personal website requires a degree of textual literacy that is not necessary for
engagement in television, music, or movies.

Critics of Internet literacy, however, describe the majority of forum and blog posts as subliterate and
argue that the Internet has replaced the printed newspapers and books that actually raised the standards
of literacy. One nuanced look at the Internet’s effect on the way a culture processes and perceives
information states that literacy will not simply increase or decrease but will change

qualitatively. ”* Perhaps the standards for literacy will shift to an emphasis on simplicity and directness,
for example, rather than on elaborate uses of language.

News

Figure 2.5
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President Barack Obama fired General Stanley McChrystal after a controversial Rolling

Stone story in which McChrystal spoke poorly of the Obama administration was leaked on the
Internet.

Certainly, the Internet has affected the way that cultures consume news. The public expects to receive
information quickly, and news outlets respond rapidly to breaking stories. On Monday, June 21, 2010, for
example, a spokesperson for Rolling Stone magazine first released quotes from a story featuring General
Stanley McChrystal publicly criticizing members of the Obama administration on matters of foreign
policy. By that evening, the story had become national news despite the fact Rolling Stone didn’t even post
it to its website until Tuesday morning—some time after several news outlets had already posted the
entire story on their own sites. Later that same day, McChrystal issued a public apology, and on
Wednesday flew to Washington where President Barack Obama fired him. The printed Rolling Stone issue

featuring the article hit newsstands Friday, two days after McChrystal had been replaced. **
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Convergence Culture

As we have seen, the term convergence can hold several different meanings. In Convergence Culture:
Where Old and New Media Collide, Henry Jenkins offers a useful definition of convergence as it applies
to new media:

“By convergence, I mean the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between
multiple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences who will go almost anywhere in
search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they want.” **

A self-produced video on the YouTube website that gains enormous popularity and thus receives the
attention of a news outlet is a good example of this migration of both content and audiences. Consider this
flow: The video appears and gains notoriety, so a news outlet broadcasts a story about the video, which in
turn increases its popularity on YouTube. This migration works in a number of ways. Humorous or
poignant excerpts from television or radio broadcasts are often posted on social media sites and blogs,
where they gain popularity and are seen by more people than had seen the original broadcast.

Thanks to new media, consumers now view all types of media as participatory. For example, the massively
popular talent show American Idol combines an older-media format—television—with modern media
consumption patterns by allowing the home audience to vote for a favorite contestant. However,
American Idol segments regularly appear on YouTube and other websites, where people who may never
have seen the show comment on and dissect them. Phone companies report a regular increase in phone
traffic following the show, presumably caused by viewers calling in to cast their votes or simply to discuss
the program with friends and family. As a result, more people are exposed to the themes, principles, and
culture of American Idol than the number of people who actually watch the show. *

New media have encouraged greater personal participation in media as a whole. Although the long-term

cultural consequences of this shift cannot yet be assessed, the development is undeniably a novel one. As

audiences become more adept at navigating media, this trend will undoubtedly increase.

Bert Is Evil

Figure 2.6
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In 2001, high school student Dino Ignacio created a collage of Sesame Street character Bert with terrorist
Osama bin Laden as part of a series for his website. Called “Bert Is Evil,” the series featured the puppet
engaged in a variety of illicit activities. A Bangladesh-based publisher looking for images of bin Laden
found the collage on the Internet and used it in an anti-American protest poster, presumably without
knowledge of who Bert was. This ended up in a CNN report on anti-American protests, and public outrage
over the use of Bert made Ignacio’s original site a much-imitated cult phenomenon.

The voyage of this collage from a high school student’s website to an anti-American protest poster in the
Middle East to a cable television news network and finally back to the Internet provides a good illustration
of the ways in which content migrates across media platforms in the modern era. As the collage crossed
geographic and cultural boundaries, it grew on both corporate and grassroots media. While this is not the
norm for media content, the fact that such a phenomenon is possible illustrates the new directions in
which media is headed. *°

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e  Propaganda and persuasion have long been a part of the interactions between media and culture.
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e  Most studies on media and behavior do not establish direct links between the two but do reveal
important correlations among media, violence, and sexual behavior.

e Through the media, celebrities have come to signify important cultural values and tendencies, and they
transmit specific cultural messages.

e New digital forms of media have revolutionized the way people access and consume media content.
Rather than simply replacing old media, however, new forms of media encourage participatory media
consumption and content migration.

1) Celebrities can represent cultural values and principles when they are portrayed in the media. The same
celebrity can represent very different things depending on the form of media and its portrayal of that
person. Find a celebrity magazine, such as People or Us Weekly, either online or in print, and choose one
of the celebrities mentioned. Then, answer the following questions:

1. How is this celebrity portrayed in the magazine?

2. What kind of roles does the celebrity take in other forms of media, such as television or film?

3. How do these portrayals associate with specific cultural values?

1) Explain how the media has affected culture. Be sure to discuss the following topics and to provide
examples of each.

1. Propaganda and persuasion

2. Behavior

3. Cultural messages

1) How has new media affected literacy and information consumption? How is this different from older

forms of media?

[1] Britannica Concise Encyclopedia, s.v. “Propaganda.”

[2] Paul Starr, Creation of the Media (New York: Basic Books, 2004), 394-395.

[3] Paul Starr, Creation of the Media (New York: Basic Books, 2004), 394—-395.
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2010, http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/35464896/ns/technology and science-tech and gadgets/.

[23] Jim Timpane, “New Media Too Speedy to Outflank,” Philly.com, June 24, 2010,

http://www.philly.com/philly/entertainment/20100624 New media too speedy to outflank.html.

[24] Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: New York University Press,
2006), 2.

[25] Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: New York University Press,
2006), 83.
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2.2 Media Effects Theories
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify the basic theories of media effects.

2. Explain the uses of various media effects theories.

Early media studies focused on the use of mass media in propaganda and persuasion. However,
journalists and researchers soon looked to behavioral sciences to help figure out the possible effect of
mass media and communications on society. Scholars have developed many different approaches
and theories to figure this out. Other scholars challenge whether research can ever untangle the
relationship of media and effects. You can refer to these theories as you consider for yourself the
media’s effect on individuals and culture.

In one of the earliest formulations of media effects, widespread fear that mass-media messages could
outweigh other stabilizing cultural influences, such as family and community, led to what is known
as the direct effects model of media studies. This model, prevalent in the 1920s and 1930s, assumed
that audiences passively accepted media messages and would exhibit predictable reactions in

response to those messages. For example, following the radio broadcast of War of the Worlds in 1938
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(which was a fictional news report of an alien invasion), some people panicked and believed the story
to be true.

Challenges to the Direct Effects Theory

The results of the People’s Choice Study challenged this model. Conducted in 1940, the study attempted to
gauge the effects of political campaigns on voter choice. Researchers found that voters who consumed the
most media had generally already decided for which candidate to vote, while undecided voters generally
turned to family and community members to help them decide. The study thus discredited the direct
effects model and influenced a host of other media theories. " These theories do not necessarily give an
all-encompassing picture of media effects but rather work to illuminate a particular aspect of media

influence.
Marshall McLuhan’s Influence on Media Studies

As noted in Chapter 1 "Media and Culture", during the early 1960s, English professor Marshall McLuhan
wrote two books that had an enormous effect on the history of media studies. Published in 1962 and 1964,
respectively, the Gutenberg Galaxy and Understanding Media both traced the history of media
technology and illustrated the ways these innovations had changed both individual behavior and the
wider culture. Understanding Media introduced the phrase that McLuhan has become known for: “The
medium is the message.” This notion represented a novel take on attitudes toward media—that the media
themselves are instrumental in shaping human and cultural experience.

His bold statements about media gained McLuhan a great deal of attention as both his supporters and
critics responded to his utopian views about the ways media could transform 20th-century life. McLuhan
spoke of a media-inspired “global village” at a time when Cold War paranoia was at its peak and the
Vietnam War was a hotly debated subject. Although 1960s-era utopians received these statements
positively, social realists found them cause for scorn. Despite—or perhaps because of—these
controversies, McLuhan became a pop culture icon, mentioned frequently in the television sketch-comedy
program Laugh-In and appearing as himself in Woody Allen’s film Annie Hall.

The Internet and its accompanying cultural revolution have made McLuhan’s bold utopian visions seem
like prophecies. Indeed, his work has received a great deal of attention in recent years. Analysis of
McLuhan’s work has, interestingly, not changed very much since his works were published. His

supporters point to the hopes and achievements of digital technology and the utopian state that such
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innovations promise. The current critique of McLuhan, however, is a bit more revealing of the state of
modern media studies. Media scholars are much more numerous now than they were during the 1960s,
and many of these scholars criticize McLuhan’s lack of methodology and theoretical framework.

Despite his lack of scholarly diligence, McLuhan had a great deal of influence on media studies. Professors
at Fordham University have formed an association of McLuhan-influenced scholars. McLuhan’s other
great achievement is the popularization of the concept of media studies. His work, perhaps ironically,
brought the idea of media effects into the public arena and created a new way for the public to consider
the influence of media on culture. *

Agenda-Setting Theory

In contrast to the extreme views of the direct effects model, the agenda-setting theory of media stated that
mass media determine the issues that concern the public rather than the public’s views. Under this theory,
the issues that receive the most attention from media become the issues that the public discusses, debates,
and demands action on. This means that the media are determining what issues and stories the public
thinks about. Therefore, when the media fail to address a particular issue, it becomes marginalized in the
minds of the public.

When critics claim that a particular media outlet has an agenda, they are drawing on this theory. Agendas
can range from a perceived liberal bias in the news media to the propagation of cutthroat capitalist ethics
in films. For example, the agenda-setting theory explains such phenomena as the rise of public opinion
against smoking. Before the mass media began taking an antismoking stance, smoking was considered a
personal health issue. By promoting antismoking sentiments through advertisements, public relations
campaigns, and a variety of media outlets, the mass media moved smoking into the public arena, making
it a public health issue rather than a personal health issue. '/ More recently, coverage of natural disasters
has been prominent in the news. However, as news coverage wanes, so does the general public’s interest.

Figure 2.7
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CANCER

Through a variety of antismoking campaigns, the health risks of smoking became a public agenda.

Media scholars who specialize in agenda-setting research study the salience, or relative importance, of an
issue and then attempt to understand what causes it to be important. The relative salience of an issue
determines its place within the public agenda, which in turn influences public policy creation. Agenda-
setting research traces public policy from its roots as an agenda through its promotion in the mass media
and finally to its final form as a law or policy."”

Uses and Gratifications Theory

Practitioners of theuses and gratifications theory study the ways the public consumes media. This theory
states that consumers use the media to satisfy specific needs or desires. For example, you may enjoy
watching a show like Dancing With the Stars while simultaneously tweeting about it on Twitter with your
friends. Many people use the Internet to seek out entertainment, to find information, to communicate
with like-minded individuals, or to pursue self-expression. Each of these uses gratifies a particular need,
and the needs determine the way in which media are used. By examining factors of different groups’
media choices, researchers can determine the motivations behind media use.

A typical uses and gratifications study explores the motives for media consumption and the consequences
associated with use of that media. By studying how and why people watch Dancing With the Stars while

using Twitter, scholars suggest people are using the Internet as way to be entertained and to connect with
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friends. Researchers have identified a number of common motives for media consumption. These include
relaxation, social interaction, entertainment, arousal, escape, and a host of interpersonal and social needs.
By examining the motives behind the consumption of a particular form of media, researchers can better
understand both the reasons for that medium’s popularity and the roles that the medium fills in society. A
study of the motives behind a given user’s interaction with Facebook, for example, could explain the role
Facebook takes in society and the reasons for its appeal.

Uses and gratifications theories of media are often applied to contemporary media issues. The analysis of
the relationship between media and violence that you read about in preceding sections exemplifies this.
Researchers employed the uses and gratifications theory in this case to reveal a nuanced set of
circumstances surrounding violent media consumption, as individuals with aggressive tendencies were
drawn to violent media. "

Symbolic Interactionism

Another commonly used media theory, symbolic interactionism, states that the self is derived from and
develops through human interaction. This means the way you act toward someone or something is based
on the meaning you have for a person or thing. To effectively communicate, people use symbols with
shared cultural meanings. Symbols can be constructed from just about anything, including material
goods, education, or even the way people talk. Consequentially, these symbols are instrumental in the
development of the self.

This theory helps media researchers better understand the field because of the important role the media
plays in creating and propagating shared symbols. Because of the media’s power, it can construct symbols
on its own. By using symbolic interactionist theory, researchers can look at the ways media affects a
society’s shared symbols and, in turn, the influence of those symbols on the individual. **

One of the ways the media creates and uses cultural symbols to affect an individual’s sense of self is
advertising. Advertisers work to give certain products a shared cultural meaning to make them desirable.
For example, when you see someone driving a BMW, what do you think about that person? You may
assume the person is successful or powerful because of the car he or she is driving. Ownership of luxury
automobiles signifies membership in a certain socioeconomic class. Equally, technology company Apple

has used advertising and public relations to attempt to become a symbol of innovation and

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
DEE) 74



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books

nonconformity. Use of an Apple product, therefore, may have a symbolic meaning and may send a
particular message about the product’s owner.

Media also propagate other noncommercial symbols. National and state flags, religious images, and
celebrities gain shared symbolic meanings through their representation in the media.

Spiral of Silence

The spiral of silence theory, which states that those who hold a minority opinion silence themselves to
prevent social isolation, explains the role of mass media in the formation and maintenance of dominant
opinions. As minority opinions are silenced, the illusion of consensus grows, and so does social pressure
to adopt the dominant position. This creates a self-propagating loop in which minority voices are reduced
to a minimum and perceived popular opinion sides wholly with the majority opinion. For example, prior
to and during World War II, many Germans opposed Adolf Hitler and his policies; however, they kept
their opposition silent out of fear of isolation and stigma.

Because the media is one of the most important gauges of public opinion, this theory is often used to
explain the interaction between media and public opinion. According to the spiral of silence theory, if the
media propagate a particular opinion, then that opinion will effectively silence opposing opinions through
an illusion of consensus. This theory relates especially to public polling and its use in the media.
Media Logic

The media logic theory states that common media formats and styles serve as a means of perceiving the
world. Today, the deep rooting of media in the cultural conciousness means that media consumers need
engage for only a few moments with a particular television program to understand that it is a news show,
a comedy, or a reality show. The pervasiveness of these formats means that our culture uses the style and
content of these shows as ways to interpret reality. For example, think about a TV news program that
frequently shows heated debates between opposing sides on public policy issues. This style of debate has
become a template for handling disagreement to those who consistently watch this type of program.
Media logic affects institutions as well as individuals. The modern televangelist has evolved from the
adoption of television-style promotion by religious figures, while the utilization of television in political

campaigns has led candidates to consider their physical image as an important part of a campaign.™”
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Cultivation Analysis
The cultivation analysis theory states that heavy exposure to media causes individuals to develop—or
cultivate—an illusory perception of reality based on the most repetitive and consistent messages of a
particular medium. This theory most commonly applies to analyses of television because of that medium’s
uniquely pervasive nature. Under this theory, someone who watches a great deal of television may form a
picture of reality that does not correspond to actual life. Televised violent acts, whether those reported on
news programs or portrayed on television dramas, for example, greatly outnumber violent acts that most
people encounter in their daily lives. Thus, an individual who watches a great deal of television may come
to view the world as more violent and dangerous than it actually is.
Cultivation analysis projects involve a number of different areas for research, such as the differences in
perception between heavy and light users of media. To apply this theory, the media content that an
individual normally watches must be analyzed for various types of messages. Then, researchers must
consider the given media consumer’s cultural background of individuals to correctly determine other
factors that are involved in his or her perception of reality. For example, the socially stabilizing influences
of family and peer groups influence children’s television viewing and the way they process media
messages. If an individual’s family or social life plays a major part in her life, the social messages that she
receives from these groups may compete with the messages she receives from television.
KEY TAKEAWAYS
e The now largely discredited direct effects model of media studies assumes that media audiences passively
accept media messages and exhibit predictable reactions in response to those messages.
e Credible media theories generally do not give as much power to the media, such as the agenda-setting
theory, or give a more active role to the media consumer, such as the uses and gratifications theory.
e  Other theories focus on specific aspects of media influence, such as the spiral of silence theory’s focus on
the power of the majority opinion or the symbolic interactionism theory’s exploration of shared cultural
symbolism.
e Media logic and cultivation analysis theories deal with how media consumers’ perceptions of reality can

be influenced by media messages.

EXERCISES
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1) Media theories have a variety of uses and applications. Research one of the following topics and its
effect on culture. Examine the topic using at least two of the approaches discussed in this section.
Then, write a one-page essay about the topic you've selected.

1. Media bias

2. Internet habits

3. Television’s effect on attention span

4. Advertising and self-image

5. Racial stereotyping in film

1) Many of the theories discussed in this section were developed decades ago. Identify how each of these
theories can be used today. Do you think these theories are still relevant for modern mass media?

Why?

[1] Ralph Hanson, Mass Communication: Living in a Media World (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2009), 80-81.
[2] Alexander Stille, “Marshall McLuhan Is Back From the Dustbin of History; With the Internet, His Ideas Again
Seem Ahead of Their Time,” New York Times, October 14, 2000,

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/10/14/arts/marshall-mcluhan-back-dustbin-history-with-internet-his-ideas-again-
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[3] Ralph Hanson, Mass Communication: Living in a Media World (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2009), 92.

[4] James Dearing and Everett Rogers, Agenda-Setting (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1996), 4.

[5] James Dearing and Everett Rogers, Agenda-Setting (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1996), 8.

[6] Zizi Papacharissi, “Uses and Gratifications,” in An Integrated Approach to Communication Theory and Research,
ed. Don Stacks and Michael Salwen (New York: Routledge, 2009), 137.

[7] zizi Papacharissi, “Uses and Gratifications,” in An Integrated Approach to Communication Theory and Research,
ed. Don Stacks and Michael Salwen (New York: Routledge, 2009), 140-143.
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2.3 Methods of Researching Media Effects
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify the prominent media research methods.

2. Explain the uses of media research methods in a research project.

Media theories provide the framework for approaching questions about media effects ranging from
as simple as how 10-year-old boys react to cereal advertisements to as broad as how Internet use
affects literacy. Once researchers visualize a project and determine a theoretical framework, they
must choose actual research methods. Contemporary research methods are greatly varied and can
range from analyzing old newspapers to performing controlled experiments.

Content Analysis

Content analysis is a research technique that involves analyzing the content of various forms of media.
Through content analysis, researchers hope to understand both the people who created the content and
the people who consumed it. A typical content analysis project does not require elaborate experiments.
Instead, it simply requires access to the appropriate media to analyze, making this type of research an
easier and inexpensive alternative to other forms of research involving complex surveys or human
subjects.

Content analysis studies require researchers to define what types of media to study. For example,
researchers studying violence in the media would need to decide which types of media to analyze, such as
television, and the types of formats to examine, such as children’s cartoons. The researchers would then
need to define the terms used in the study; media violence can be classified according to the characters
involved in the violence (strangers, family members, or racial groups), the type of violence (self-inflicted,
slapstick, or against others), or the context of the violence (revenge, random, or duty-related). These are
just a few of the ways that media violence could be studied with content-analysis techniques. "
Archival Research

Any study that analyzes older media must employ archival research, which is a type of research that
focuses on reviewing historical documents such as old newspapers and past publications. Old local

newspapers are often available on microfilm at local libraries or at the newspaper offices. University
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libraries generally provide access to archives of national publications such as The New York

Times or Time; publications can also increasingly be found in online databases or on websites.

Older radio programs are available for free or by paid download through a number of online sources.
Many television programs and films have also been made available for free download, or for rent or sale
through online distributors. Performing an online search for a particular title will reveal the options
available.

Resources such as the Internet Archive (www.archive.org) work to archive a number of media sources.

One important role of the Internet Archive is website archiving. Internet archives are invaluable for a
study of online media because they store websites that have been deleted or changed. These archives have
made it possible for Internet content analyses that would have otherwise been impossible.

Surveys

Surveys are ubiquitous in modern life. Questionaires record data on anything from political preferences to
personal hygiene habits. Media surveys generally take one of the following two forms.

A descriptive survey aims to find the current state of things, such as public opinion or consumer
preferences. In media, descriptive surveys establish television and radio ratings by finding the number of
people who watch or listen to particular programs. An analytical survey, however, does more than simply
document a current situation. Instead, it attempts to find out why a particular situation exists.
Researchers pose questions or hypotheses about media and then conduct analytical surveys to answer
these questions. Analytical surveys can determine the relationship between different forms of media
consumption and the lifestyles and habits of media consumers.

Surveys can employ either open-ended or closed-ended questions. Open-ended questions require the
participant to generate answers in their own words, while closed-ended questions force the participant to
select an answer from a list. Although open-ended questions allow for a greater variety of answers, the
results of closed-ended questions are easier to tabulate. Although surveys are useful in media studies,
effective use requires keeping their limitations in mind.

Social Role Analysis

As part of child rearing, parents teach their children about social roles. When parents prepare children to
attend school for example, they explain the basics of school rules and what is expected of a student to help

the youngsters understand the role of students. Like the role of a character in a play, this role carries
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specific expectations that differentiate school from home. Adults often play a number of different roles as
they navigate between their responsibilities as parents, employees, friends, and citizens. Any individual
may play a number of roles depending on his or her specific life choices.

Social role analysis of the media involves examining various individuals in the media and analyzing the
type of role that each plays. Role analysis research can consider the roles of men, women, children,
members of a racial minority, or members any other social group in specific types of media. For example,
if the role children play in cartoons is consistently different from the role they play in sitcoms, then
certain conclusions might be drawn about both of these formats. Analyzing roles used in media allows
researchers to gain a better understanding of the messages that the mass media sends. ”

Depth Interviews

The depth interview is an anthropological research tool that is also useful in media studies. Depth
interviews take surveys one step further by allowing researchers to directly ask a study participant specific
questions to gain a fuller understanding of the participant’s perceptions and experiences. Depth
interviews have been used in research projects that follow newspaper reporters to find out their reasons
for reporting certain stories and in projects that attempt to understand the motivations for reading
romance novels. Depth interviews can provide a deeper understanding of the media consumption habits
of particular groups of people.

Rhetorical Analysis

Rhetorical analysis involves examining the “styles” used in media and attempting to understand the kinds
of messages those styles convey. Media styles refer to form, presentation, composition, use of metaphors,
and reasoning structure. Rhetorical analysis reveals the messages not apparent in a strict reading of
content. Studies involving rhetorical analysis have focused on media such as advertising to better

understand the roles of style and rhetorical devices in media messages.

Focus Groups

Like depth interviews, focus groups allow researchers to better understand public responses to media.
Unlike a depth interview, however, a focus group allows the participants to establish a group dynamic that
more closely resembles that of normal media consumption. In media studies, researchers can employ
focus groups to judge the reactions of a group to specific media styles and to content. This can be a

valuable means of understanding the reasons for consuming specific types of media.
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Figure 2.8
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Focus groups are effective ways to obtain a group opinion on media.

Experiments

Media research studies also sometimes use controlled experiments that expose a test group to an
experience involving media and measure the effects of that experience. Researchers then compare these
measurements to those of a control group that had key elements of the experience removed. For example,
reseachers may show one group of children a program with three incidents of cartoon violence and
another control group of similar children the same program without the violent incidents. Researchers
then ask the children from both groups the same sets of questions, and the results are compared.
Participant Observation

In participant observation, researchers try to become part of the group they are studying. Although this
technique is typically associated with anthropological studies in which a researcher lives with members of
a particular culture to gain a deeper understanding of their values and lives, it is also used in media
research.

Media consumption often takes place in groups. Families or friends gather to watch favorite programs,
children may watch Saturday morning cartoons with a group of their peers, and adults may host viewing
parties for televised sporting events or awards shows. These groups reveal insights into the role of media

in the lives of the public. A researcher might join a group that watches football together and stay with the
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group for an entire season. By becoming a part of the group, the researcher becomes part of the
experiment and can reveal important influences of media on culture.
Researchers have studied online role-playing games, such as World of Warcraft, in this manner. These
games reveal an interesting aspect of group dynamics: Although participants are not in physical
proximity, they function as a group within the game. Researchers are able to study these games by playing
them. In the book Digital Culture, Play, and Identity: A World of Warcraft Reader, a group of
researchers discussed the results of their participant observation studies. The studies reveal the surprising
depth of culture and unwritten rules that exist in the World of Warcraft universe and give important
interpretations of why players pursue the game with such dedication. °
e Media research methods are the practical procedures for carrying out a research project. These methods

include content analysis, surveys, focus groups, experiments, and participant observation.
e Research methods generally involve either test subjects or analysis of media. Methods involving test

subjects include surveys, depth interviews, focus groups, and experiments. Analysis of media can include

content, style, format, social roles, and archival analysis.

EXERCISES

Media research methods offer a variety of procedures for performing a media study. Each of these

methods varies in cost; thus, a project with a lower budget would be prohibited from using some of the

more costly methods. Consider a project on teen violence and video game use. Then answer the following

short-response questions. Each response should be a minimum of one paragraph.

1. Which methods would a research organization with a low budget favor for this project? Why?

2. How might the results of the project differ from those of one with a higher budget?

[1] Arthur Asa Berger, Media Research Techniques (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998), 23-24.

[2] Arthur Asa Berger, Media Research Techniques (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998), 45-48.

[3] Susanna Hornig Priest, Doing Media Research: An Introduction (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2010), 16-22.
[4] Barrie Gunter, Media Research Methods: Measuring Audiences, Reactions and Impact (Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage, 2000), 89.

[5] Susanna Hornig Priest, Doing Media Research: An Introduction (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2010), 96-98.
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[6] Hilde Corneliussen and Jill Walker Rettberg, “Introduction: ‘Orc ProfessorLFG,” or Researching in Azeroth,”
in Digital Culture, Play, and Identity: A World of Warcraft Reader, ed. Hilde Corneliussen and Jill Walker Rettberg

(Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2008), 6-7.

2.4 Media Studies Controversies
LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Explain some of the major objections to specific media theories.

2. Identify ways media studies are used to support political opinions.

3. Differentiate between proper and improper use of media studies.

Important debates over media theory have questioned the foundations and hence the results of
media research. Within academia, theories and research can represent an individual’s lifework and
livelihood. As a result, issues of tenure and position, rather than issues of truth and objectivity, can
sometimes fuel discussion over theories and research.

Problems with Methodology and Theory

Although the use of advanced methodologies can resolve many of the questions raised about various
theories, the fact remains that the use of these theories in public debate generally follows a broader
understanding. For example, if a hypothetical study found that convicted violent offenders had aggressive
feelings after playing the video game Mortal Kombat, many would take this as proof that video games
cause violent acts without considering other possible explanations. Often, the nuances of these studies are
lost when they enter the public arena.

Active versus Passive Audience

A significant division among media studies theorists is the belief that audiences are passive or active.

A passive audience, in the most extreme statement of this position, passively accepts the messages that
media send it. An active audience, on the other hand, is fully aware of media messages and makes
informed decisions about how to process and interact with media. Newer trends in media studies have
attempted to develop a more complex view of media audiences than the active versus passive debate

affords, but in the public sphere, this opposition frames many of the debates about media influence. "’
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Arguments against Agenda-Setting Theory

A number of criticisms have dogged agenda-setting theory. Chief among these is that agenda-setting
studies are unable to prove cause and effect; essentially, no one has truly shown that the media agenda
sets the public agenda and not the other way around. An agenda-setting study could connect the
prevalence of a topic in the media with later changes in public policy and may conclude that the media set
this agenda. However, policy makers and lobbyists often conduct public relations efforts to encourage the
creation of certain policies. In addition, public concern over issues generates media coverage as well,
making it difficult to tell if the media are responding to public desire for coverage of an issue or if they are
pushing an issue on their own agenda. "

Arguments against Uses and Gratifications Theory

The general presuppositions of the uses and gratifications theory have drawn criticism. By assuming that
media fulfill a functional purpose in an individual’s life, the uses and gratifications theory implicitly
justifies and reaffirms the functional place of media in the public sphere; critics say that people do not
always use media to fulfill a function. They ask whether unconscious motivations or social rituals might be
at play. Furthermore, because it focuses on personal, psychological aspects of media, the theory cannot
question whether media are artificially imposed on an indivdual. Studies involving the uses and
gratifications theory are often sound methodologically, but the overall assumptions of the studies are left
unquestioned. "

Arguments against Spiral of Silence Theory

Although many regard the spiral of silence theory as useful when applying its broadest principles, it is
weak when dealing with specifics. For example, the phenomenon of the spiral of silence is most visible in
individuals who are fearful of social isolation. Those who are less fearful are less likely to be silent if public
opinion turns against them. Nonconformists contradict the claims of the spiral of silence theory.

Critics have also pointed out that the spiral of silence theory relies heavily on the values of various cultural
groups. A public opinion trend in favor of gun control may not silence the consensus within National Rifle
Association meetings. Every individual is a part of a larger social group with specific values. Although
these values may differ from widespread public opinion, individuals need not fear social isolation within

their particular social group. '
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Arguments against Cultivation Analysis Theory

Critics have faulted cultivation analysis theory for relying too heavily on a broad definition of violence.
Detractors argue that because violence means different things to different subgroups and individuals, any
claim that a clear message of violence could be understood in the same way by an entire culture is false.
This critique would necessarily extend to other studies involving cultivation analysis. Different people
understand media messages in varying ways, so broad claims can be problematic. Cultivation analysis is
still an important part of media studies, but critics have questioned its unqualified validity as a theory. "
Politics and Media Studies

Media theories and studies afford a variety of perspectives. When proponents of a particular view employ
those theories and studies, however, they are often oversimplified and can result in contradictory claims.
In fact, when politicians and others employ media studies to validate a political perspective, this is a
common result.

Media Bias

A good example of the ways that media can bolster political opinion is through coverage, which leads to
the debate over media bias. One 1985 study found that journalists were more likely to hold liberal views
than were members of the public. Over the years, many have cited this study to support the opinion that
the media holds a liberal bias. However, another study found that between the years of 1948 and 1990, 78
percent of newspaper presidential endorsements were for Republicans.

Media favoritism again became a source of contention during the 2008 presidential race. A random
sampling of campaign coverage in the run-up to the election found that 82 percent of stories featured
Barack Obama, while only 52 percent discussed John McCain. "’ Allegations that the media favored
Obama seemed to bolster the idea of a liberal bias. But other studies belied this belief. Research
conducted during the election showed that favorable media coverage of Obama occurred only after his
poll numbers rose, hinting that the media were reacting to public opinion rather than attempting to

influence it. ©

Figure 2.9
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Allegations of media bias are a recurring theme in political debates.

Media Decency

Decency standards in media have long been an issue, and they continue to change in ways that are not
necessarily predictable. Once banned in the United States for obscenity, James Joyce’s Ulysses is now
considered a classic of modern literature, while many schools have banned children’s classicAdventures of
Huckleberry Finn for its use of ethnic slurs. Because of the regulatory powers that government possesses
over the media, decency is also an inherently political issue. As media studies have progressed, they have
increasingly appeared in the debates over decency standards. Although media studies cannot prove a
word or image is indecent, they can help discern the impact of that word or image and, thus, greatly
influence the debate.

Organizations or figures with stated goals often use media studies to support those aims. For example, the
Parents Television Council reported on a study that compared the ratio of comments about nonmarital
sex to comments about marital sex during the hours of 8 p.m. to 9 p.m. The study employed content
analysis to come up with specific figures; however, the Parents Television Council then used those
findings to make broad statements, such as “the institution of marriage is regularly mocked and

denigrated.” ” Because content analysis does not analyze the effect on audiences or analyze how material
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is presented, it does not offer a scientific way to judge whether a comment is mocking and denigrating
marriage, so such interpretations are arguably unsupported by the research. For example, researchers
performing a content analysis by documenting the amount of sex or violence on television are not
analyzing how this content is interpreted by the audience. They are simply noting the number of
instances. Equally, partisan groups can use a number of different linguistic turns to make media studies
fit their agenda.

Media studies involving violence, pornography, and profanity are inherently politically charged, and
politicians have also conducted their own media studies. In 2001, for example, a Senate bill aimed at
Internet decency that had little support in Congress came to the floor. One of the sponsoring senators
attempted to increase interest by bringing to the Senate floor a file full of some of the most egregious

pornographic images he could find on the Internet. The bill passed 84 to 16. "°
Jack Thompson versus Violent Video Games

One of the most outspoken critics of violent video games is the now-disbarred lawyer Jack Thompson.
Despite questionable use of media research, Thompson has made many claims referencing research. In an
interview with CBS News, Thompson stated that “hundreds of studies” existed that proved the link
between violent video games and real violence. Later in the interview, he listed increasing school murder

" In light of the media effects theories elucidated

statistics as proof of the effects of violent video games.
in this chapter, Thompson was obviously not being honest about the findings of video game—violence
research and was making claims that no media effects scholar could confidently make.

Thompson initiated several lawsuits against Grand Theft Auto video game developer Take 2 Interactive,
claiming that the company should be held liable for encouraging violent actions by minors. His lawsuits
were thrown out of court, and he eventually came to a settlement with Take 2 Interactive—who had
countersued—to drop all litigation. "’ Thompson’s frivolous use of the legal system caused the state of
Alabama to revoke his license to practice law in 2005, and, in 2008, the Florida Supreme Court disbarred
him for life. **

Jack Thompson’s actions may seem extreme, but he represents a common pattern of media study
misrepresentation. Pundits, social reformers, and politicians frequently use the results of media studies to

support their agenda without regard for accuracy. The use of media research to lend credence to a political

opinion is widespread even as the public struggles to understand the effects of new media on culture.
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Media Consolidation

Although media consolidation will be discussed in more depth in later chapters, the topic’s intersection
with media studies results deserves a place here. Media consolidation occurs when large media companies
buy up smaller media outlets to create giant conglomerates. Some scholars predict that a handful of
companies will soon control most of the world’s media. Although government regulation has historically
stymied this trend in the United States by prohibiting ownership of a large number of media outlets, the
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has loosened many of the restrictions on large media
companies in recent years.

Media studies often prove vital to decisions regarding media consolidation. These studies measure the
impact that consolidation has had on the media’s public role and on the content of local media outlets to
compare it with that of conglomerate-owned outlets. The findings often vary depending on the group
conducting the test. Sometimes tests are ignored entirely.

In 2003, the FCC loosened restrictions on owning multiple media outlets in the same city, citing studies
that the agency had developed to weigh the influence of particular media outlets such as newspapers and
television stations. "* In 2006, however, reports surfaced that a key study had been discarded during the
2003 decision. The study showed an increase in time allocated for news when TV stations were owned

locally, thus raising questions about whether media consolidation was a good thing for local news.

e Audience interpretation is vital to media studies. Media theories generally fall between the active and
passive audience interpretations. Agenda-setting theory favors the passive audience interpretation, and
consequently must prove that the public is affected by media agendas. The uses and gratifications theory
favors the active audience, and consequently justifies the place of media in the public sphere.

e In politics, media studies are often used to support various opinions. Among the more prominent media
studies employed are those that deal with media bias, violence in the media, and indecency.

e The use of media studies in public debate has led to subjective studies that have a predetermined
outcome. Many studies conducted by special interest groups use definitions that favor their perspectives.
Politicians often copy the style, rather than the substance, of a media study in an attempt to give

authority to their points of view.

EXERCISES
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Media studies are often used to support specific opinions, regardless of whether their results justify such a

use. Studies are also conducted with predetermined outcomes that support a specific view. With this in

mind, answer the following short-response questions. Each response should be a minimum of one

paragraph.

1. How are media studies used to support political opinions? Give two examples.

2.  What kind of guidelines should be used to ensure clear and objective use of media studies?
3. Identify weaknesses of popular media theories discussed in this section.

END-OF-CHAPTER ASSESSMENTS

Review Questions

1)
1.

2.

2)

3)

4)
1.
2.

3.

Questions for Section 2.1 "Mass Media and Its Messages"

List three historical events that have relied on propaganda.

Provide three examples of cultural messages that the media send.

How have new media affected older forms of media?

Questions for Section 2.2 "Media Effects Theories"

How does agenda-setting theory differ from direct effects theory?

Use the spiral of silence to explain an actual lapse in media coverage.

Why would uses and gratifications theory be an appropriate theory for a study of Internet purchasing
habits?

Questions for Section 2.3 "Methods of Researching Media Effects"

Name the different types of media analysis techniques and explain their uses.

Explain the differences among a survey, a depth interview, and a focus group.

What resources would be important for a project analyzing the historical representation of women in
advertising?

Questions for Section 2.4 "Media Studies Controversies"

Explain the opposition between theories of passive and active media audiences.

How are media studies commonly misused to support political opinions?

How might media studies be used in a study on indecency?

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS
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1. The media have become an ever-increasing part of modern life. How do you think the media and their
messages have affected you personally?

2. Media studies attempt to understand the role that the media play in culture and in individual lives. Given
the criticisms of particular media theories, what do you think the limitations of media studies are?
Consider the media theories discussed in this chapter. Which ones do you find the most convincing and
why? Which ones do you find least convincing?

3. Among the methods used to analyze audiences, which do you think would guarantee the most accurate
results? How does this affect your opinion of studies that use other results?

CAREER CONNECTION
Media studies are used in a variety of professions and capacities. These range from university researchers
to small-time music groups that want to assess their online presence. A number of online research tools
exist that can help organizations and individuals learn more about the effect of media on important issues

and topics.

List two or three prospective careers and think of one way that media studies could be beneficial in each.
Search for online media research tools that would assist you in a media research project involving your
chosen careers. Answer the following questions:

e What kind of project would be beneficial to you in this field?

e How would you set up the project to ensure usable and accurate results?

e How would you present the results of your studies to clients, employees, and investors?

[1] Robert Heath and Jennings Bryant, Human Communication Theory and Research: Concepts, Contexts, and
Challenges (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2000), 385—386.
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Chapter 3

Books
A Lost Generation of Readers?

Figure 3.1

In 2004, the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) released a report that it said represented “a national
crisis.” What was under such dire peril that it threatened to “impoverish both cultural and civic life,” as
NEA Chairman Dana Gioia put it? Reading—or, more aptly put, not reading. According to the

report, Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America, less than half the population engaged
in any literary reading in 2002, a record low since the survey’s beginnings in 1982. "

The report, which asked respondents whether they had read any literary fiction (novels, short stories,
plays, or poetry) over the past year showed especially stark numbers among the youngest adults. Those
aged 18—24 saw a rate of decline 55 percent greater than the total adult population. (Books read for school
or work weren’t counted in the survey, which was examining Americans’ leisure reading habits.)
According to the NEA, the overall 10 percent drop in literary readers represented a loss of 20 million
potential readers, most of them young. In 1982, young adults (people aged 18—34) were most likely to
engage in literary reading; by 2002, they were the least likely group. Based on this, the report asks, “Are
we losing a generation of readers?”

Despite these facts, the publishing industry’s releasing more books than ever before. In 2003, just 1 year
after the NEA issued its gloomy warning about the state of reading, 175,000 new titles were published in

the United States—a 19 percent jump from the year before. ' Since the early part of the 21st century, the

United States publishing industry has had an average annual monetary growth rate of 1.1 percent;
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however, net sales have dropped from $26 billion to $23 billion in the past year. '/ Meanwhile, as the NEA
report notes, 24 percent of Americans’ recreational spending went to electronics, while books accounted
for only 5.6 percent in 2002. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the households that watched television more read
less. The report warned that “at the current rate of loss, literary reading as a leisure activity will virtually
disappear in half a century.”

As aresponse to the alarming statistics, in 2006 the NEA launched its Big Read program, essentially a
city-wide book club in which community members are encouraged to read the same book at the same
time. The NEA provided publicity, funding for kickoff parties, and readers’ guides. The residents of
Tampa, Florida, read The Joy Luck Club and were accorded a visit by author Amy Tan, and the residents
of Washington, DC, chose Ernest J. Gaines’s A Lesson Before Dying with hopes that it would spur
conversations about race, justice, and violence. The Big Read’s DC program director said that he hoped
the book got young people talking, noting that the book raises all sorts of relevant questions, such as “Do
we offer second chances for people after making mistakes, especially youth in DC? What about youth in
the justice system? So many people who have been through the juvenile justice system will testify a book
set them free,” he claimed.

When the NEA’s 2008 numbers were released, many people were again surprised. The statistics showed
that the decline in reading had reversed, the first such increase in 26 years. Once again, the change was
most significant among young adults, who had a 21 percent increase from 2002. "' The NEA credited the
“millions of parents, teachers, librarians, and civic leaders [who] took action... [to ensure that] reading
became a higher priority in families, schools, and communities.” ® Another factor may have been in play,
however; the 2008 study was the first to include online reading. To understand what books mean in the
present world of e-readers and digital libraries, it helps to examine how they functioned in the past and to

consider how they might change in the future.

[1] National Endowment for the Arts, Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America (New York: Author,
2004).
[2] National Endowment for the Arts, Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America (New York: Author,

2004).
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release, May 27, 2004, http://www.bowker.com/press/bowker/2004 0527 bowker.htm.
[4] Association of American Publishers, “Industry Statistics 2009: AAP Reports Book Sales Estimated at $23.9 Billion

in 2009,” http://www.publishers.org/main/IndustryStats/indStats 02.htm.

[5] National Endowment for the Arts, Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America (New York: Author,
2004).

[6] DeNeen Brown, “Ernest J. Gaines’s ‘Lesson’ Prompts Teens to Grapple With Stark Realities,” Washington Post,
May 10, 2010, Arts section.

[7] Motoko Rich, “Fiction Reading Increases for Adults,” New York Times, January 11, 2009, Arts section.

[8] Motoko Rich, “Fiction Reading Increases for Adults,” New York Times, January 11, 2009, Arts section.

3.1 History of Books
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify the material and cultural origins of the book in ancient and medieval times.

2. Indicate the influence of mechanical movable type on modern society.

3. Explain the evolution of contemporary copyright law and of the contemporary publishing industry.

Ancient Books

Most historians trace the origins of the book back to the ancient Egyptians, whose papyrus scrolls looked
very different from the books we’re accustomed to today. From the time they first developed a written
script, around 3000 BCE (Before Common Era), Egyptians wrote on many different surfaces, including
metal, leather, clay, stone, and bone. Most prominent, though, was the practice of using reed pens to write
on papyrus scrolls. In many ways, papyrus was an ideal material for the Egyptians. It was made using the
tall reeds that grew plentifully in the Nile Valley. Individual sheets of papyrus were glued or sewn together
to make scrolls. A standard scroll was around 30 feet long and 7 to 10 inches wide, while the longest
Egyptian scroll ever found stretched over 133 feet, making it almost as long as the Statue of Liberty when
it was rolled all the way out. "

By the 6th century BCE, papyrus was the most common writing surface throughout the Mediterranean
and was used by the Greeks and Romans. Because papyrus grew in Egypt, the Egyptians had a virtual

monopoly over the papyrus trade. Many ancient civilizations housed their scrolls in large libraries, which

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
DEE) 94



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books
http://www.bowker.com/press/bowker/2004_0527_bowker.htm
http://www.publishers.org/main/IndustryStats/indStats_02.htm

acted as both repositories of knowledge and displays of political and economic power. The Royal Library
of Alexandria boasted around half a million scrolls in its collection; some scholars claim that this was
between 30 and 70 percent of all books in existence at the time. ” But other powerful entities in the
ancient world were growing tired of the Egyptians’ monopoly over the papyrus trade.

Parchment was made from treated animal skins that were scraped thin to create a flexible, even surface.
Parchment had several advantages over papyrus: It was more durable, both sides could be written on, and
its trade wasn’t monopolized by the Egyptians. Its spread coincided with another crucial development in
the history of the book. Between the 2nd and 4th centuries, the Romans began sewing folded sheets of
papyrus or parchment together, and binding them between wooden covers. This form, called the codex,
has essentially the same structure as today’s books. The codex was much more user-friendly than was the
papyrus scroll: more portable, easier to store and handle, and less expensive to produce. It also allowed
readers to quickly flip between sections. While reading a scroll was a two-handed activity, a codex could
be propped open in front of a reader, allowing for note taking. Traditions changed slowly in the ancient
world, however, and the scroll remained the dominant form for secular works for several centuries. The
codex was the preferred form for early Christian texts, and the spread of Christianity eventually brought
about the dominance of the codex; by the 6th century CE, it had almost entirely replaced the scroll.

The next major innovation in the history of books, the use of block printing on paper, began in Tang
Dynasty China around 700 CE, though it wouldn’t arrive in Europe for nearly 800 years. The first known
examples of text printed on paper are tiny, 2.5-inch-wide scrolls of Buddhist prayers commissioned by
Japan’s Empress Shotoku in 764 CE. The earliest example of a dated, printed book is a Buddhist text
called the Diamond Sutra (868 CE). Woodblock printing was a meticulous process that involved carving
an entire page of text onto a wooden block, then inking and pressing the block to print a page.

In medieval Europe, however, scribes were still laboriously copying texts by hand. Book culture in the
Middle Ages was dominated by monasteries, which became centers of intellectual life. The largest
monasteries had rooms calledscriptoria where monks copied, decorated, and preserved both religious and
secular volumes. Many of the classical texts we have today owe their preservation to diligent medieval
monks, who thought of scholarship, even the study of secular and pre—Christian writers, as a way to
become closer to God. The hand-copied books produced in the Middle Ages were much more ornate than

the mass-produced books of today. These wereilluminated manuscripts that included painted
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embellishments that were added on to the handwritten books. The word illuminate comes from the
Latinilluminare, which means to light up, and some medieval books were literally made to shine through
applications of gold or silver decorations. Other ornate additions included illustrations, decorative capital
letters, and intricately drawn borders. The degree of embellishment depended on the book’s intended use
and the wealth of its owner. Medieval manuscripts were so highly valued that some scribes placed so-
called book curses at the front of their manuscripts, warning that anyone who stole or defaced the copy
would be cursed. Written in a copy of the Vulgate Bible, for example, is this warning: “Whoever steals this
book let him die the death; let be him be frizzled in a pan; may the falling sickness rage within him; may
he be broken on the wheel and be hanged.” "

Though illuminated books were highly prized, they were also expensive and labor-intensive to create. By
the end of the Middle Ages, the papal library in Avignon, France, held only a few thousand manuscripts
compared to the nearly half-million texts found at the Library of Alexandria in ancient

times. "Bookmaking in the Western world became somewhat less expensive when paper emerged as the
primary writing surface. Making paper from rags and other fibers, a technique that originated in 2nd-
century China, reached the Islamic world in the 8th century and led to a flowering of book culture there.
By the 12th century, Marrakesh, in modern-day Morocco, was said to have had a street lined with a
hundred booksellers. But it wasn’t until the 14th century that paper manufacturing began in earnest in
Europe.

Gutenberg’s Industry-Changing Invention

Papermaking coincided with another crucial step forward in the history of books: Johannes Gutenberg’s
invention of mechanical movable type in 1448. Though the simple act of crafting small, movable letters
may seem mundane in the contemporary world of digital devices and microchips, it is difficult to overstate
the importance of Gutenberg’s invention and the effect it had on the world. The Biography Channel and
A&E both named Gutenberg as the single most influential person of the second millennium, ahead of
Shakespeare, Galileo, and Columbus, and Time magazine cited movable type as the single most important
invention of the past 1,000 years. Through his invention, Gutenberg indisputably changed the world.
Much of Gutenberg’s life is shrouded in mystery. It is known that he was a German goldsmith and book
printer and that he spent the 1440s collecting investors for a mysterious project. That invention turned

out to be the printing press, which combined existing technologies—such as the screw press, which was
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already used for papermaking—with his own innovation—individual metal letters and punctuation marks
that could be independently rearranged—to revolutionize how books were made. Though Gutenberg
probably printed other, earlier materials, it was the Bible he printed in 1455 that brought him renown. In
his small print shop in his hometown of Mainz, Germany, Gutenberg used his movable type press to print
180 copies of the Bible, 135 on paper and 45 on vellum. "* This book, commonly called the Gutenberg
Bible, ushered in Europe’s so-called Gutenberg Revolution and paved the way for the commercial mass
printing of books. In 1978, the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center of the University of Texas at
Austin purchased a complete copy of the Gutenberg Bible for $2.4 million.

Over the next few centuries, the printing press changed nearly everything about how books were made,
distributed, and read. Printing books was a vastly swifter system than handwriting books was, and paper
was much less expensive to produce than parchment. Before the printing press, books were generally
commissioned and then copied. The printing press meant that multiple identical editions of the same
book could be printed in a relatively short time, while it probably would’ve taken a scribe at least a year to
handwrite the Bible. As Gutenberg’s invention led to more and more printing shops springing up all over
Europe, the very idea of what a book looked like began to change. In medieval times, books were the
valuable, rare product of hundreds (if not thousands) of hours of work, and no two were the same. After
Gutenberg, books could be standardized, plentiful, and relatively cheap to produce and disseminate. Early
printed books were made to look like illuminated manuscripts, complete with hand-drawn decorations.
However, printers soon realized the economic potential of producing multiple identical copies of one text,
and book printing soon became a speculative business, with printers trying to guess how many copies a
particular book could sell. By the end of the 15th century, 50 years after Gutenberg’s invention of movable
type, printing shops had sprung up throughout Europe, with an estimated 300 in Germany alone.
Gutenberg’s invention was a resounding success, and the printing and selling of books boomed. The Harry
Ransom Humanities Research Center estimates that before the invention of the printing press, the total
number of books in all of Europe was around 30,000. By 1500 CE, the book was thriving as an industrial

object, and the number of books in Europe had grown to as many as 10 to 12 million.

Effects of the Mass Production of Books
The post-Gutenberg world was revolutionized by the advent of the printed book. One thing that did not

substantially change, however, was the form of the book itself. Despite minor tweaks and alterations, the
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ancient form of the codex remained relatively intact. What did rapidly evolve was the way books were
produced and distributed and the way information circulated through the world.

Simply put, the mechanical reproduction of books meant that there were more books available at a lower
cost, and the growth of international trade allowed these books to have a wider reach. The desire for
knowledge among the growing middle class and the new availability of classical texts from ancient Greece
and Rome helped fuel the Renaissance, a period of celebration of the individual and of a turn toward
humanism. For the first time, texts could be widely dispersed, allowing political, intellectual, religious,
and cultural ideas to spread widely. Also for the first time, many people could read the same books and be
exposed to the same ideas at the same time, giving rise to mass media and mass culture. Science was
revolutionized as well. For example, standardized, widely dispersed texts meant that scientists in Italy
were exposed to the theories and discoveries of scientists in England. Because of improved
communication, technological and intellectual ideas spread more quickly, enabling scientists from
disparate areas to more easily build on the breakthroughs and successes of others.

As the Renaissance progressed, the size of the middle class grew, as did literacy rates. Rather than a few
hundred precious volumes housed in monastery or university libraries, books were available to people
outside monastic or university settings, which meant that more books were available to women. In effect,
the mass production of books helped knowledge become democratized. However, this spread of
information didn’t proceed without resistance. Thanks in part to the spread of dissenting ideas, the
Roman Catholic Church, the dominant institution of medieval Europe, found its control slipping. In 1487,
only a few decades after Gutenberg first printed his Bible, Pope Innocent VIII insisted that all books be
prescreened by church authorities before they were allowed to be printed. " One book the church banned
was the Bible printed in any language other than Latin—a language that few people outside of clerical or
scholarly circles understood. In 1517, Martin Luther instigated the Protestant Reformation. He challenged
the church’s authority by insisting that people had the right to read the Bible in their own language. The
church rightly feared the spread of vernacular Bibles; the more people who had access to the text, the less
control the church was able to exert over how it was interpreted. Since the church’s interpretation of the
Bible dictated in no small part the way many people lived their lives, the church’s sway over the hearts and
minds of the faithful was severely undermined by accessible printed Bibles and the wave of Protestantism

they encouraged. The Catholic Church’s attempt to control the printing industry proved impossible to
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maintain, and over the next few centuries, the church would see its power decline significantly, as it was
no longer the sole keeper of religious knowledge as it had been throughout the Middle Ages.

The Bible wasn’t the only text that was beginning to be published in languages other than Latin. The
Renaissance saw a growing interest in texts published in the vernacular, the speech of the “common
people.” As books became more available to the middle class, people wanted to read books written in their
native tongue. Early well-known works in the vernacular included Dante’s Divine Comedy (first printed in
Italian in 1472) and Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales(published in Middle English in the 15th century). Genres
with popular appeal, such as plays and poetry, became increasingly widespread. In the 16th and 17th
centuries, inexpensive chapbooks (the name derives, appropriately enough, from cheap books) became
popular. Chapbooks were small and cheaply printed, and they often included popular ballads, humorous
stories, or religious tracts. The proliferation of chapbooks showed just how much the Gutenberg
Revolution had transformed the written word. In just a few hundred years, many people had access to
reading material, and books would no longer be considered sacred objects.

Because of the high value placed on human knowledge during the Renaissance, libraries flourished during
this time period. As they had been in ancient Egypt, libraries were once again a way of displaying national
power and wealth. The German State Library in Berlin was founded in 1661, and other European centers
soon followed, such as the National Library of Spain in Madrid in 1711 and the British Library (the world’s
largest) in London in 1759. Libraries were also associated with universities, clubs, and museums;
however, these were often only for subscribers. The United Kingdom’s Public Libraries Act of 1850
fostered the development of free, public lending libraries. After the American Civil War, public libraries
flourished in the newly reunified United States, helped by fundraising and lobbying by women’s clubs.
Philanthropist Andrew Carnegie helped bring the Renaissance ideals of artistic patronage and
democratized knowledge into the 20th century when he helped found more than 1,700 public libraries
between 1881 and 1919.

History of Document Control

While Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press ushered in an age of democratized knowledge and
incipient mass culture, it also transformed the act of authorship, making writing a potentially profitable
enterprise. Before the mass production of books, authorship had few financial rewards (unless a generous

patron got involved). As a consequence, pre-Renaissance texts were often collaborative, and many books
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didn’t even list an author. The earliest concept of the copyright, from the time of the scriptoria, was who
had the right to copy a book by hand. The printed book, however, was a speculative commercial
enterprise, in that large numbers of identical copies could be sold. The explosive growth of the European
printing industry meant that authors could potentially profit from the books they made and then wrote if
their legal rights were recognized. In contemporary terms, copyright allows a person the right to exclude
others from copying, distributing, and selling a work. This is a right usually given to the creator, although
that right can be sold or otherwise transferred. Works not covered by copyright or for which the copyright
has expired are part of the public domain, which means that they are essentially public property and can
be used freely by anyone without permission or royalty payments.

The origins of contemporary copyright law are usually traced back to the Statute of Queen Anne. This law,
enacted in England in 1710, was the first to recognize the legal rights of authors, though in an incomplete
manner. It granted a book’s publisher 14 years of exclusive rights and legal protection, renewable for
another 14-year term if the author was still living. Anyone who infringed on a copyrighted work paid a
fine, half of which went to the author and half to the government. Early copyright was intended to limit
monopoly and censorship, to provide a sense of stability to authors, and to promote learning by ensuring
that documents would be widely accessible.

The United States established its first copyright law not long after the Declaration of Independence. The
U.S. Constitution granted Congress the power “to promote the progress of science and useful arts, by
securing for limited times to authors and inventors the exclusive right to their respective writings and
discoveries” in Article I, Section 8, Clause 8. The first federal copyright law, the Copyright Law of 1790,
was modeled on the Statute of Queen Anne and it similarly granted exclusive rights for 14 years,
renewable for 14 more if the author was living at the end of the first term.

The “limited times” mentioned in the Constitution have steadily lengthened since the 18th century. The
Copyright Act of 1909 allowed for an initial 28-year term of copyright, which was renewable for one
additional 28-year term. The Copyright Act of 1976, which preempted the 1909 act, extended copyright
protection to “a term consisting of the life of the author and 50 years after the author’s death,” was
substantially longer than the original law’s potential 56-year term. In 1998, copyright was extended even
further, to 70 years after the author’s death. The 1998 law, called the Copyright Term Extension Act, also

added a 20-year extension to all currently copyrighted works. This automatic extension meant that no
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new works would enter the public domain until 2019 at the earliest. Critics of the Copyright Term
Extension Act called it the Mickey Mouse Protection Act because the Walt Disney Company lobbied for
the law. ”’Because of the 20-year copyright extension, Mickey Mouse and other Disney characters
remained out of the public domain, which meant that they were still the exclusive property of Disney.

The 1976 law also codified the terms of fair use for the first time. Fair-use law specifies the ways in which
a work (or parts of a work) under copyright could legally be used by someone other than the copyright
holder for “purposes such as criticism, comment, news reporting, teaching (including multiple copies for
classroom use), scholarship, or research, is not an infringement of copyright.” That is, a book review
quoting snippets of a book, or a researcher citing someone else’s work is not infringing on copyright.
Given an Internet culture that thrives on remixes, linking, and other creative uses of source material, the
boundaries of the legal definition of fair use have met with many challenges in recent years.

History of the Book-Publishing Industry

With the exception of self-published works, the author isn’t the person in charge of producing the book or
sending it out into the world. These days, the tasks of editing, designing, printing, promoting, and
distributing a book generally fall to the book’s publisher. Although authors are usually the ones with their
names prominently displayed on the spine, a published book is actually the product of many different
kinds of labor by many different people.

Early book printers acted as publishers, because they produced pages and sold them commercially. In
England, the Stationer’s Company, which was essentially a printer’s guild, had a monopoly over the
printing industry and was also allowed to censor texts. The Statute of Queen Anne, the 1710 copyright law,
came about partially as a result of some of these early publishers overstepping their bounds.

In the 19th-century United States, publishers fulfilled many roles, and it was not uncommon for one
company to print, wholesale, and even retail their own books. Although bookstores and printers existed in
the United States, the Northeast emerged as the nation’s publishing epicenter, with hotspots in
Philadelphia, New York, and Boston. During the 1800s, the U.S. book industry swiftly expanded. In 1820,
the books manufactured and sold in the United States totaled about $2.5 million; by 1850, even though
the price of books had dropped substantially, sales figures had quintupled. "™ Technological advances in
the 19th century, including machine-made paper and the Linotype typesetting machine, made book

publishing simpler and more profitable. Many of today’s large publishing companies were created in the
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19th century; for example, Houghton Mifflin originated in 1832; Little, Brown and Company formed in
1837; and Macmillan was founded in Scotland in 1843 and opened its U.S. branch in 1869. By the turn of
the century, New York was the center of publishing in the United States.

The rapid growth of the publishing industry and evolving intellectual property laws meant that authors
could make money from their writing during this period. Perhaps it’s no surprise, then, to learn that the
first literary agents also emerged in the late 19th century. Literary agents act as intermediaries between
the author and the publisher, negotiating contracts and parsing difficult legal language. The world’s first
literary agent, A.P. Watt, worked in London in 1881 and essentially defined the role of the contemporary
literary agent—he got paid to negotiate on behalf of the author. A former advertising agent, Watt decided
to charge based on commission, meaning that he would take in a set percentage of his clients’ earnings.
Watt set the fee as 10 percent, which is still considered standard today.

The biggest change to hit publishing in the first half of the 20th century was the increasing popularity of
the paperback book. Books covered in less expensive, less durable paper existed since Renaissance
chapbooks were invented, but they were usually crudely printed works that were meant only as passing
entertainment. In 1935, the publishing industry was changed forever when Penguin Books Ltd., a
paperback publisher, launched in England, ushered in the so-called paperback revolution. Instead of
being crude and cheaply made, Penguin titles were simple but well designed. Though Penguin sold
paperbacks for only 25 cents, it concentrated on providing works of literary merit, thus fundamentally
changing the idea of what quality books should look like. Some early Penguin titles included Ernest
Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms and Dashiell Hammett’s The Thin Man. In the decades that followed,
more and more paperback publishing companies were launched by people hoping to capitalize on
Penguin’s success. The first U.S.-based paperback company was Pocket Books, founded in 1939. By 1960,
paperbacks were outselling hardbacks in the United States. "

The second half of the 20th century was marked by the consolidation of the U.S. book-publishing industry
and by a larger trend toward media consolidation. Between 1960 and 1989, about 578 mergers and
acquisitions occurred in the U.S. book industry; between 1990 and 1995, 300 occurred; and between 1996
and 2000, nearly 380 occurred. "” This was just a part of the larger international trend toward mass
media consolidation, where large international media empires acquired smaller companies in many

different industries. For example, the German media company Bertelsmann AG had aquired Bantam
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Books, Doubleday, and Random House; London-based Pearson owned Viking, Penguin, Putnam, and the
Dutton Group; and AOL Time Warner owned Little, Brown and Company and Warner Books. Because
publicly traded companies have obligations to their shareholders, the publishing industry found itself
pressured to turn increasingly high profits. By 2010, roughly 60 percent of all books sold in the United
States were published by six large publishing houses, often referred to as the Big Six (see ). ""* In the first

ears of the third millennium, book publishing was an increasingly centralized, profit-driven indust

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Papyrus scrolls were the earliest forms of books, superseded in the 6th century by the codex. The codex
was more portable, sturdier, and easier to store, which made it a more popular format. During the Middle
Ages, books were handwritten on parchment and then painstakingly decorated. At this time, monasteries
were the centers of intellectual life, and most book copying happened in their scriptoria. Until the
invention of mechanical movable type, books were expensive and not widely available.

e The Gutenberg Revolution changed how information circulated around the globe. The invention of
mechanical movable type made books much cheaper and quicker to produce, which led to the swifter
spread of ideas. Access to classical texts spurred the European Renaissance and led to higher literacy
rates among women. With millions of books circulating in the world, popular literature soon emerged,
sometimes in the form of inexpensive chapbooks.

e  Copyright law was originally meant to protect authors from censorship and to allow them to profit from
their work. The first copyright law was England’s Statute of Queen Anne in 1710. In the 20th century,
American copyright law steadily increased the terms of protection for works under copyright.

e The publishing industry arose to help authors produce and distribute copies of their work. Early printers
acted as wholesale booksellers. In the 20th century, paperback books revived the publishing industry by
making high literature available in an inexpensive, portable format. By the turn of the century, book
publishing was dominated by six publishing companies, themselves part of large media conglomerations.

Questions about the exact extent of fair use of copyrighted materials have been especially relevant in
recent years because of the popularity of using and manipulating copyrighted materials on the Internet.
Go on a website with user-uploaded content (such as YouTube or Wikipedia) and find examples of works

that use copyrighted content in a way that you think is justified under fair use. Then, find examples of
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works that you think do not use copyrighted content in a way permitted by fair use. Answer the following
questions when you have completed your research:

e What is the difference between the two examples you found?

e  What criteria did you use to make your decision?

e What objections might be made by someone who could classify the works differently than you did?

e How does current fair-use law differ from ancient, medieval, and modern copyright laws?
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3.2 Books and the Development of U.S. Popular Culture
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify the change in women’s roles after the American Revolution and how it impacted early U.S.
literature.

2. Name some distinctive aspects of American style used by 19th-century writers.

3. Identify popular works of 20th-century fiction.

Figure 3.4
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Common Sense, a pamphlet published anonymously in 1776, argued for the American colonies’ independence from
Britain.

At the turn of the 18th century, the American colonies could only claim about 250 published

books. "' In 2010 alone, more than 288,000 new titles were published. As the United States has
grown and developed, books have grown and developed along with it. Sometimes books have
amplified differences within the nation, sometimes their authors have worked to proclaim a
distinctive American style; sometimes the author has tried to expose hypocrisies in government and
society, and sometimes the author has celebrated America’s multifaceted population. Throughout the
history of the United States, books have influenced American popular culture and have been

influenced by it as well.
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In the years leading up to the American Revolution, newspapers and pamphlets were the publication
method of choice because they could be quickly printed and were ideal for circulating short political
and news items at a moment of rapid change. Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, first published
anonymously in 1776, could be considered America’s first bestseller. As literacy rates soared in post-
independence America and the nation became more stable, the market for longer books increased.
William Hill Brown’s The Power of Sympathy: or, The Triumph of Nature, published in 1789, is
considered the first American novel. Brown’s epistolary novel, which is a novel made up of letters of
correspondence, warned about the dangers of seduction. Brown’s novel shares some features with a
novel published 2 years later, Charlotte Temple by Susannah Rowson, another cautionary tale about a
woman falling prey to seduction.

Though women were often the subjects of popular novels, they were increasingly the audience as
well. Eighteenth-century Americans were influenced by Enlightenment values, which maintained
that a strong nation needed an educated, moral population. Although the public realm of education,
employment, and politics was dominated by men, women had control over the domestic sphere and
the education of the next generation. The 18th-century idea that American women should educate
their children for the good of the emerging nation, sometimes called republican motherhood, helped
to legitimize, expand, and improve women’s education. Women’s literacy rates rose sharply during
this period, and more and more books were tailored to women’s interests, as women tended to have
more leisure time for reading. Authors such as Frances Burney and Mary Wollstonecraft wrote about
issues facing women of the period and openly criticized the fixed role of females in society.

However, in these early years of the American novel, some people found the form potentially
dangerous and subversive because it was too entertaining and it appealed to people’s, especially
women’s, imaginations. A character in The Boarding School by Hannah Webster Foster, a popular
writer of the time period, espouses this particular viewpoint:

Novels, are the favorite and the most dangerous kind of reading, now adopted by the generality of young
ladies.... Their romantic pictures of love, beauty, and magnificence, fill the imagination with ideas which
lead to impure desires, a vanity of exterior charms, and a fondness for show and dissipation, by no means
consistent with that simplicity, modesty, and chastity, which should be the constant inmates of the female

breast. !
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Part of the perceived threat of novels was their widespread popularity with many different kinds of
people. An early biography of Susannah Rowson characterized the wide readership of her novel:

It has stolen its way alike into the study of the divine and into the workshop of the mechanic, into the
parlor of the accomplished lady and the bed-chamber of her waiting maid, into the log-hut on the extreme
border of modern civilization and into the forecastle of the whale ship on the lonely ocean. It has been
read by the grey bearded professor after his ‘divine Plato’; by the beardless clerk after balancing his
accounts at night, by the traveler waiting for the next conveyance at the village inn; by the school girl
stealthfully in her seat at school.

These popular 18th-century novels were preoccupied with providing moral guidance and cautionary
tales to the citizens of the newly formed United States. Questions of freedom and responsibility were
paramount as the emerging nation attempted to establish a uniquely American literature.

Books in the 1800s—How Uncle Tom’s Cabin Helped Start a War

Rowson’s Charlotte Temple became the most popular book in the 1800s until Uncle Tom’s Cabin was
published. ) Written by abolitionist and preacher Harriet Beecher Stowe in 1852—9 years before the
beginning of the Civil War—Uncle Tom’s Cabin was a smash hit by any definition. An impassioned
critique of slavery that tugged on readers’ emotions, the novel sold 300,000 copies in its first year and
became the century’s second-best-selling book after the Bible. “'Stowe’s novel has been credited with
heightening tensions between the North and the South. The novel was not only popular domestically. The
first London edition sold 200,000 copies in a year, and the book was the first American novel to be
translated into Chinese. ' The absence of international copyright law meant that Stowe was not
compensated for most of these translations. Many unauthorized stage versions of the play were produced
as well, causing historians to theorize that more people saw theatrical adaptations of the play than read
the book. As with today’s stage and film adaptations of books, some of these versions of Stowe’s story were
faithful to the novel, while others changed the story’s ending or even twisted the story to make it pro-
slavery. In the early 1900s, 9 silent film versions of the novel were released, making Uncle Tom’s

Cabin the most-filmed story of the silent film era. With her book, Stowe helped establish the political
novel as an important touchstone of American literature.

Figure 3.5
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Before strict copyright law, many different versions of Stowe’s novel cropped up.

Other 19th-century writers in the United States concentrated on developing a uniquely American style, a
mode of self-expression distinct from European models. James Fenimore Cooper, author of The Last of
the Mohicans (1826), wrote adventure stories that celebrated the American frontier, championing a theme
that would intrigue U.S. writers for centuries to come. Poet Walt Whitman wrote Leaves of Grass (1855),
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a collection of poems that shocked readers with its frank sexuality and fresh use of language. In contrast
to most other English-language poets at the time, Whitman wrote in free verse, mimicking the rhythms of
actual speech in his poems. He was purposefully informal; he valued everyday speech; he spoke openly
about sexual themes; and he was an important figure in establishing an American idiom that was open,
informal, and focused on the experiences of common people. Washington Irving, author of the now-iconic
short stories “Rip Van Winkle” (1819) and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” (1820), helped establish satire
and wit as important aspects of the emerging American style.

Mark Twain famously used humor in his many works of journalism, travel writing, and fiction. Twain’s
characters’ voices are funny, irreverant, and full of off-the-wall idioms and odd regional coinages. This
passage, from the first chapter of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), shows Twain’s use of
distinctively American speech patterns: “The Widow Douglas she took me for her son, and allowed she
would sivilize me; but it was rough living in the house all the time, considering how dismal regular and

7 .
» 7 Twain was also

decent the widow was in all her ways; and so when I couldn’t stand it no longer I lit out.
one of the first writers to use a then-newfangled invention—the typewriter.

Edgar Allan Poe is best known for writing macabre stories and poems like “The Raven” (1845), “The Cask
of Amontillado” (1846), and “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843). A master of the Gothic genre, Poe is also
credited with writing the first detective story, 1841’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” (Some people also
credit Poe with the invention of the horror story and the science fiction story.) In this and other stories,
Poe established many of the classic features of detective stories, including Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock
Holmes tales: a brilliant, crime-solving detective who works outside the standard police system; the
detective’s assistant or friend, who serves as narrator; and an emphasis on analysis and solving a crime
through reason. Poe had such a strong effect on the mystery genre that the Mystery Writers of America
annually give out the Edgar Awards, named in honor of Poe.

At the end of the 1800s, American literature could be broadly categorized as reflecting an interest in the
natural landscape, preoccupation with questions of identity (both of the individual and the nation), an
interest in humor or satire, a pride in common speech, and an interest in politics. An emerging interest in
what we now call genre fiction was increasing and would become a fully fledged movement as the 20th

century progressed.
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Twentieth Century and Beyond

The production of books in the 1900s was cheaper than ever because of improved technology. The 20th
century saw a multiplicity of genres that began to better reflect the diversity of experiences and interests
in the United States. Furthermore, the paperback revolution eroded the distinction between high and low
art. By the end of the century, however, books were facing competition for attention with films, television,
video games, and the Internet.

In 1900, L. Frank Baum published The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, a novel set in the fantastical world of Oz.
It became the best-selling children’s book for the next 2 years and went on to spawn 13 sequels. Baum’s
book is considered part of the so-called golden age of children’s literature, which is considered to have
begun with Lewis Carroll’s Adventures of Alice in Wonderland (1865) and ended with A. A. Milne’s
Winnie-the-Pooh books (1924—1928). Along with children’s literature, other kinds of genre fiction saw
their birth or growth in the 20th century. Owen Wister’s The Virginian (1902) and Zane Grey’s Riders of
the Purple Sage(1912) established the Western as a uniquely American genre that would influence the
popular Wild West films of the 1920s and beyond. Other genres including science fiction, horror, mystery,
and romance sprung up out of the late-19th and early-20th dime novels, named for their cheap cost and
known for their sensational, quickly written stories. The dime novel gave way to the even-cheaper pulp
magazines and books, inexpensive publications named for the cheap pulp paper they were printed

on. Pulp stories were generally sensational and featured sordid tales of murder, prostitution, and gangster
violence; others told fantastical stories of aliens or monsters. The pulps were gleefully low culture and
were quite popular with readers. Conan the Barbarian, Tarzan, Zorro, and The Shadow all made their first
appearances as characters in early pulps. The paperback revolution of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s gave
genre stories a wider reach in a more durable format.

Figure 3.6
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L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was the basis for the famous 1939 movie The Wizard of Oz.

Figure 3.7
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Pulp publications captured readers with their lurid, colorful covers.

While many 19th-century U.S. writers worked to create a distinctive American style, some 20th-century
writers aimed to debunk American myths. After World War II, the United States emerged as a dominant
world power. Some writers became preoccupied with critiquing American society and government.

Dissatisfied with the widespread 1950s ideals of conformity and homogeneity, Beat Generation authors
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wrote in a freewheeling, informal style and proudly described their drug use and sexual exploits.
Touchstone works of the Beat Generation include Allen Ginsberg’s Howl and Other Poems (1956), Jack
Kerouac’s On the Road (1957), and William S. Burroughs’s Naked Lunch (1959). These books celebrated
road trips, drug trips, spritual yearning, distrust of the mass media, and gleeful obscenity, and they helped
pave the way for the hippie movement of the 1960s.

After the end of the Cold War in 1991, American literature saw an upswing in books that expressed the
diversity of voices and experiences of late-20th-century America. Jhumpa Lahiri and Amy Tan wrote
about the immigrant experience; Sherman Alexie and Louise Erdrich penned acclaimed novels about
Native American life; and Toni Morrison explored the political and historical dimensions of slavery and
race in the United States. Sometimes called multicultural literature, these and other books were
celebrated as a way to promote cross-cultural understanding by examining the different value systems,
histories, traditions, and speech patterns of people in America.

The 21st-century market has so far been dominated by several massively popular novel franchises—such
as Left Behind, Harry Potter, The Twilight Saga, and The Da Vinci Code—that have collectively sold
hundreds of millions of copies. These haven’t only been popular as books; they’ve also spawned equally
lucrative films and merchandise tie-ins. Consumers who are so inclined can purchase Twilight Saga wall
decals, Harry Potter earrings, or Da Vinci Code board games. In some ways, such novel franchises harken
back to Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the 19th century, which was a multiplatform success popular on the page,

stage, and screen.
Defining Obscenity: “Howl” Goes on Trial

Allen Ginsberg’s poem “Howl” met with strong reactions, both positive and negative, when it was released
by City Lights Books in 1956. Ginsberg’s poem was instantly notorious for its descriptions of sexual acts,
both heterosexual and homosexual, drug use, mental hospitals, and antiestablishment conspiracies. Many
readers were shocked by Ginsberg’s words; however, that was precisely his intent. He once described
“Howl” as “an emotional time bomb that would continue exploding in U.S. consciousness in case our
military-industrial-nationalist complex solidified.” ® In 1957, U.S. customs officials seized a shipment of
copies of the book on the grounds of obscenity, but soon after dropped their charges. However, the poem’s

legal struggles weren’t over; that same year, the California police sent plainclothes officers to City Lights
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Bookstore to buy a copy and then promptly arrested the salesclerk and the store owner on charges of
obscenity.

The “Howl” trial came in the same year as several other landmark Supreme Court cases that liberalized
the legal definition of obscenity in the United States. Before 1957, a more strict definition held that any
material with a possible immoral influence was obscene. This stance led to a ban on works by authors
such as James Joyce and D. H. Lawrence. Under the new law, a work would be judged by “community
standards” and could only be judged obscene if its “dominant theme taken as a whole appeals to the
prurient interest.” In other words, books could no longer be deemed obscene on the basis of a single four-
letter word. It also meant that the poem’s obscenity would have to be judged against the relatively liberal
standards of San Francisco, where the police sting operation had taken place.

The ACLU leapt to City Lights’ defense, and the presiding judge overturned the obscenity charge, citing
the poem’s “redeeming social importance.” In hindsight, the judge seems undoubtedly correct about the
poem’s social importance. “Howl” and the obscenity rulings of 1957 marked a crucial bridge between the
post—World War II years of enthusiastic patriotism and social conformity and the 1960s ethos of free love
and antigovernment sentiment. By the time of Ginsberg’s death in 1997, Howl and Other Poems had sold

more than 800,000 copies. '

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e After the Revolutionary War, the United States was preoccupied with questions of self-determination.
Many popular books reflected similar concerns about freedom through stories that explored the dangers
of seduction for women. During this time, the ideals of republican motherhood also boosted literacy rates
for women, although reading novels was still seen by some as a potentially subversive activity.

e During the 19th century, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was a national sensation that heightened divisions between
the North and South and that may have hastened the outbreak of the Civil War. The book was also
popular as a stage play and, later, as a silent film. Other American writers of this period tried to establish
a distinctive American voice, whether through political engagement, satire, interest in the natural world,
or use of regional dialects and idioms.

e Inthe 20th century, genre fiction came to prominence through popular, sensational pulp novels. Genres
such as children’s literature, science fiction, mystery, and romance were given a boost beginning in the

1930s by the spread of the paperback book. The second half of the 20th century was marked by writers
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who challenged conformist ideas of the United States. The Beat Generation risked jail time for obscenity,
while multicultural literature celebrated a multiplicity of voices and viewpoints.

e The 21st century has so far been dominated by a number of novel franchises with massive sales and
multiple marketing tie-ins.
Consider a novel or book from any era in U.S. history that has made an impression on you. Research this
book on the Internet to discover how it played a part in shaping U.S. popular culture, how culture shaped
the book in question, or both. Then, answer the following questions:
e What was the social or cultural climate at the time of its publication?
e What was the initial critical reception? Did opinions of the book change over time?
e At what point was the book most popular?
e Does the book belong to a larger movement? Was it a reaction against a political moment or literary

movement that came before?
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3.3 Major Book Formats
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Determine the role of hardcover books in the publishing industry.

2. Identify the differences in the two major formats of paperback books.

3. Recognize the changes that e-books bring to the publishing industry.

From ancient Egyptian papyrus scrolls to scrollable 21st-century e-books, a book can come in many
different formats. However, in some ways, it seems like the more things change, the more they stay
the same. In the same way that early printed books were painstakingly illuminated to look more like
medieval books, today’s e-books use e-paper technology to mimic the look of a printed page. Even
the hardcover books we’re familiar with today are direct descendants of the ancient codex.
Hardcover

While the first codices enclosed bound papers between wooden covers (the word codex means block of
wood in Latin), contemporary hardcover book covers are usually made of cardboard sheathed in cloth,
paper, or leather. The printed pages of the book are either sewn or glued to the cover. Until the early
1800s, most books were sold unbound. A buyer would purchase a sheath of printed papers that would be
bound either by the bookseller or by a commissioned bindery. British publisher William Pickering is
considered the first publisher to issue books in uniform cloth bindings in 1820. About a decade later, dust
jackets, the detachable outer covers that sheathe most hardback books today, arrived on the scene. Dust
jackets were initially meant only as a protective covering for the binding, but soon they became a place
where designers could create a colorful and distinctive cover for a book.

The durability of hardcover books makes them attractive to both authors and book purchasers. However,
the competitive economics of today’s publishing industry means that some books are never issued in
hardcover. Because hardcover books are more expensive to produce and almost always cost more than
their paperback equivalents, publishers tend to reserve the format for books that they expect will sell well.
Based on projected sales, publishers must decide how big of a print run to order for a new hardcover

book. A book’s print run refers to all the copies made in one setup of the printing apparatus. A failed book
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may only have one, while a successful book may have 50 or more printings. Figuring out how many copies
of a book to print is an inexact science, as publishers must essentially guess how well a book will sell.
There is no standard size for a print run. The U.K. edition of the first Harry Potter book had an initial
print run of only 500 copies; the U.S. print run of the seventh and final book in the series was a record-
breaking 12 million. When an initial print run is sold out, the book is either reprinted (these copies are
considered a second printing) or is considered out of print. The contemporary publishing industry will
often issue a first-run hardcover printing, followed by subsequent paperback editions.

Paperback

Inexpensive paper-bound books have been around for centuries in formats like the chapbook, the British
penny dreadful, and the American dime novel. However, the hardcover book, whether as an ancient codex
or its contemporary equivalent, was the dominant format in the book world for thousands of years. The
introduction of a new format in the 1930s, the paperback, was considered revolutionary. The so-called
paperback revolution began during the Great Depression, when paperbacks were marketed as inexpensive
alternatives to hardcover editions. Penguin Books, Ltd., the first majorly successful paperback publishing
company, kept prices low by ordering large print runs and selling books in nontraditional retailers, such
as Woolworth’s drugstores. Penguin also broke the traditional paperback mold by avoiding pulp fiction
entertainment novels and instead printing books that were both cheap and intellectually stimulating.
Donald Porter Geddes, the editor of Pocket Books, the first paperback publishing house in the United
States, spelled out this new approach to bookselling in 1944: “The best books apparently have the greatest
appeal to the greatest number of people ... the larger American public need no longer suffer from the
delusion that it is intellectually inferior, or, from a literary point of view, lacking in any aspect in good
taste, judgment, and appetite.” "' By 1960, when paperback books first outsold hardcovers, these early
paperback innovators were proved right.

While paperback publishing first issued only reprints of books that had already been issued in

hardcover, paperback originals, books that had their initial print run as a paperback edition, emerged in
the 1950s. Paperback originals were another step in helping to remove the stigma from the paperback
book. In 1999, Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Interpreter of Maladies was the first paperback original to win the

Pulitzer Prize for fiction.
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Today’s books published in paperback are traditionally divided into two broad categories: mass-market
paperbacks and trade paperbacks. Mass-market paperbacks are small, inexpensive editions that are
sometimes issued after a hardcover edition, although many genre novels are printed only in mass-market
paperback editions. Trade paperbacks are larger and generally of better quality. They’re often printed on
higher-quality paper (sometimes acid-free paper). If the trade paperback follows a hardcover release, the
paperback will be the same size as the hardcover and will have the same pagination and page layout as the
hardcover edition.

Traditionally, hardcover books have been seen as more prestigious than paperbacks, though that
stereotype may be beginning to change. In recent years, some publishers of literary fiction were seeing 50
to 75 percent of the hardcover books they shipped to bookstores returned to them unsold. As a response,
certain publishers opted to release books with uncertain sales potential as trade paperbacks, bypassing
the hardcover format entirely. “Getting somebody to spend $22 on a book by an author who they’ve never
heard of is hard, but getting them to spend $13.95 on a paperback is much easier,” Random House’s Jane
von Mehren told The New York Times in 2006. ”) Some publishers are concerned that book reviewers
don’t take trade paperback editions as seriously, but that too may be slowly changing. Another publishing
strategy is to release hardcover and trade paperback editions simultaneously rather than delaying the
paperback edition for several months (or even years, in the case of exceptionally popular books). Such a
technique is intended to drive up sales, taking advantage of initial publicity to capture readers who may be
unwilling to pay the full hardcover price for a book.

Whatever the concerns that publishers may have about issuing paperbacks, the format is still dominant in
the U.S. publishing industry. According to the American Association of Publishers, 35 percent of the
books sold in 2009 were trade paperbacks; 35 percent hardcovers; 21 percent mass market paperbacks; 2

percent audio books; 2 percent e-books; and 5 percent “other.”

E-Books

The hardcover book’s expensive, durable binding seemed to say that it was an object intended for
posterity. If paperback books disrupted the traditional concept of books by making them cheaper and
more portable, then the e-book is poised to cause an even greater change in how readers interact with a

text. E-books, also known as electronic or digital books, are the digital media equivalent of printed books.
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That is, they are books read on the screen of an electronic device, whether a cell phone, personal
computer, or dedicated e-book reader.

E-books differ from their print equivalents in many significant ways. For one, there’s no physical
production cost, which means that e-books are generally less expensive than traditional books. There’s
also no cost to store or transport e-books. Because an e-book’s publisher doesn’t need to order a set print
run, a text issued as an e-book doesn’t ever have to go out of print. E-books also appeal to readers who
want instant gratification. Instead of having to travel to a brick-and-mortar bookstore or wait for a
delivery, a reader can download an e-book in a matter of minutes.

Early e-books were mostly technical manuals or digitized versions of works in the public domain. As the
Internet took off and as electronic devices became increasingly mobile, book publishers began to issue
digital editions of their works. In the first decade of the 21st century, various companies began issuing
software and hardware platforms for electronic books, each competing for dominance in this emerging
market.

Although e-books make up only a small percentage of total book sales, that number is growing. Dan
Brown’s The Lost Symbol, the follow-up to his massively popular novel The Da Vinci Code, sold more
copies as a Kindle e-book than as a hardcover in the first few days after its September 2009 release.
However, e-book successes have led to a threat that faces many kinds of digital content: online piracy.
Only a few days after its initial release, Brown’s novel had been illegally downloaded more than 100,000
times. Some authors and publishers are concerned that Internet users expect free content and will find a
way around spending money on e-books. American novelist Sherman Alexie recently voiced some of these
anxieties, “With the open-source culture on the Internet, the idea of ownership—of artistic ownership—
goes away.” '/ Other prominent authors have reacted to the e-book in various ways. In 2000, Stephen
King published his novella Riding the Bullet as a digital file that could only be read on a computer; in
contrast, J. K. Rowling has stated that the Harry Potter novels won’t ever be released as e-

books. ' However, piracy has struck Rowling’s novels as well. Every Harry Potter novel is available in
pirated form, either as a scanned copy or one that was manually typed out by fans.

Another concern with e-books is the possibility of digital decay. All an e-book is, after all, is a collection of
data saved to a disk. It turns out that digital formats tend to decay much faster than their physical

counterparts. ° The swift turnover of digital devices is another concern; the possibility exists that a book
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bought on a Kindle device in 2010 will be not be compatible with an equivalent device in 2035 or even

2015.

E-book sales still make up a small part of the overall book market, 3 to 5 percent by most estimates, but

their sales increased by 177 percent in 2009. The New Yorker cites a projection that e-books will someday

account for between 25 and 50 percent of all book sales. "’ And with newer models of e-book readers, such

as the iPad, boasting full-color screens and the ability to embed web links and video in a book’s text, e-

books may fundamentally reshape how people read in the future.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Hardcover books are a direct descendant of the ancient codex. Because they are more durable and more
expensive, they are considered more prestigious than paperback books. Traditionally, publishers order an
initial print run in hardcover, followed by a paperback release.

e Paperback books are popular because they are more portable and less expensive than their hardcover
equivalents are. Books issued in paperback can be either mass market paperbacks or trade paperbacks,
which are pricier and higher quality. To stay competitive and to attract customers, publishers are
releasing some novels simultaneously in hardcover and paperback; other books skip hardcover and are
released as paperback originals.

e Although they make up only 3 to 5 percent of current sales, e-books have the potential to transform the
book market. Gaining currency with customers only in recent years, the e-book has the advantage of
being cheaper and more portable than even most paperbacks. Some concerns with e-books include the
prevalence of piracy and the potential for digital decay.

Create a list of the three book formats mentioned in this section, and then answer the following questions:
e What are the features, advantages, and drawbacks of each format?

e How do they differ? How are they the same?

e  What type of person might each format appeal to?

e  Which format do you prefer the most, and why?

[1] Matthew Ogle, “The Paperback Revolution,” CRC Studio, 2003,

http://www.crcstudio.org/paperbacks/revolution.php.
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[2] Edward Wyatt, “Literary Novels Going Straight to Paperback,” New York Times, March 22, 2006, Books section.

[3] “Some Facts About the Book Publishing Industry,” Eco-Libris, http://www.ecolibris.net/bookpublish.asp.
[4] Matt Frisch, “Digital Piracy Hits the E-book Industry,” CNN, January 1, 2010,

http://www.cnn.com/2010/TECH/01/01/ebook.piracy/index.html.

[5] John B. McHugh, “J.K. Rowling Refuses E-books for Potter,” USA Today, June 14, 2005,

http://www.usatoday.com/life/books/news/2005-06-14-rowling-refuses-ebooks x.htm.

[6] Kurt D. Bollacker, “Avoiding a Digital Dark Age,” American Scientist 98, no. 3 (2010): 106.

[7] Ken Auletta, “Publish or Perish,” Annals of Communication, New Yorker, April 26, 2010.

3.4 current Publishing Trends
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Indicate the effect of blockbuster syndrome on the publishing industry.

2. Recognize how book superstores have changed the business of bookselling.

3. Identify the causes and results of price wars in the book industry.

The last few decades have seen a sharp rise in electronic entertainment. In 2009, the average
American spent 56 percent of his or her free time watching television, and less than 77 percent of his
or her free time reading. "' Video game sales rose 19 percent in 2008 alone and has continued to
climb. ' In a world full of diverting entertainments, each clamoring for people’s time, the publishing
industry is endeavoring to do everything it can to capture readers’ attention.

Blockbuster Syndrome

Imagine this scenario: A young author has spent the last few years slaving over his novel, rewriting and
revising until the whole thing is polished, exciting, and fresh. He sends out his manuscript and is lucky
enough to find a literary agent eager to support his work. The agent sells the book to a publisher, netting
the author a decent advance; the book goes on to get great reviews, win some awards, and sell 20,000
copies. To most people, this situation sounds like a dream come true. But in an increasingly
commercialized publishing industry, with a focus on finding the next blockbuster, this burgeoning author
could be at risk of not getting his contract renewed.

In an industry increasingly dominated by large media corporations with obligations to stockholders,

publishers feel pressured to turn a profit. As a result, they tend to bank on sure-fire best sellers, books that
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are expected to sell millions (or tens of millions) of copies, regardless of literary merit. The industry’s
growing focus on a few best-selling authors, called blockbuster syndrome, often means less support and
less money for the vast majority of writers who don’t sell millions of copies.

An advance is a sum of money paid to the author in expectation of future royalties. Royalties are a
percentage of the book’s sale price. So if a publisher gives an author a $10,000 advance, the author has
immediate access to that money, but the first $10,000 worth of royalties goes to the publisher. After that,
the author accumulates royalties for every book sold. In this way, an advance is a cross between a loan and
a gamble. If the book doesn’t sell well, the author doesn’t have to pay back the advance; however, he or
she won’t earn any additional money from royalties. However, as many as three-quarters of books don’t
earn back their advances, meaning that their authors aren’t making any money from sales at all.
Publishers and writers are notoriously hush-hush about the actual sums of advances. A recent New York
Times article estimated an average advance to be around $30,000, though actual figures vary widely.
Keeping in mind that a book may take years to write, it’s clear that many authors are barely eking out a
living from their books.

Figure 3.10 All Advances Aren’t Equal
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Bret Easton Ellis, American Psycho: $300,000 "

Donna Tartt, A Secret History: $450,000

Sarah Palin, Going Rogue: $1.25 million ™

Bill Clinton, My Life: $15 million "°

These days, though, most of the media attention is focused on the few books each year that earn their
authors huge advances and go on to sell massive numbers of copies—the blockbusters. But the focus on
blockbusters can have a damaging effect on emerging writers. Because publishing is a gamble, advances to
new or unproven writers are generally low. Additionally, because a publishing house wants to recoup its
initial investment, a book that earned an author a big advance will probably get a big publicity budget.
Unfortunately, the flip side is also true; a small advance equals a small publicity budget, which can trap
many authors in a vicious circle. In most cases, a book without much promotion won’t have the chance to
become a hit. If the book isn’t a hit, the publisher can justify an even lower advance for the next book and
a lower budget for promotion. The result is that many books by emerging authors get lost in the shuffle.
“It used to be that the first book earned a modest advance, then you would build an audience over time
and break even on the third or fourth book,” Morgan Entrekin, the publisher of Grove/Atlantic, told The
New York Times. “Now the first book is expected to land a huge advance and huge sales.... Now we see a
novelist selling 9,000 hardcovers and 15,000 paperbacks, and they see themselves as a failure.” "
Potential blockbusters come at a high price for the publisher as well. They threaten to eat up publicity
budgets and dominate publishers’ attention. An extremely large advance will only pay off if a massive
number of copies sell, which makes the publishing houses less likely to take a gamble on unconventional
books. This can also lead to a glut of similar books being pushed by publishers. After Dan Brown’s huge
success with The Da Vinci Code in 2003, publishers rushed to capitalize on its success by releasing similar
art history—conspiracy—mystery thrillers, few of which interested readers.

To a certain extent, focusing on blockbusters has worked for the publishing industry. Today’s best sellers
sell more copies than best sellers did 10 years ago and make up a larger share of the market. However,
overall book sales have remained relatively flat over the past 8 years. * In other words, it’s not that more

books are being sold; it’s just that more of the sales are taken up by a few heavily promoted blockbusters.

However, the blockbuster syndrome threatens to damage the industry in other ways. In a bestseller-
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driven system, literature becomes a commodity, with little value placed on a book’s artistic merit. Instead,

the primary concern is whether or not it will sell.

Authors Say “No” to Blockbuster Syndrome

Discontented with the industry’s focus on blockbusters at the expense of other books, some authors are
taking control of publishing their materials. John Edgar Wideman, a celebrated author who has been a
finalist for the National Book Award and is the only writer to have twice won the International
PEN/Faulkner Award, had published more than 20 books through the traditional publishing system. But
by the time he was looking for a home for his new collection of short stories, Briefs: Stories for the Palm
of the Mind, he was ready for something new. “The blockbuster syndrome is a feature of our social
landscape that has gotten out of hand,” Wideman said. “Unless you become a blockbuster, your book
disappears quickly. It becomes not only publish or perish, but sell or perish.” ”» Wideman eventually
decided to team up with self-publishing service Lulu, which meant that he gave up a traditional contract
and advance payment in favor of greater control and a higher percentage of royalties. Other authors are
turning away from the Big Six publishers and seeking out independent publishing houses, which often
offer a different model. McSweeney’s offers low advances and splits all profits with the author evenly.
Vanguard offers no advances, but gives authors high royalties and guarantees a high marketing budget.
These nontraditional systems allow authors more flexibility at a time when the publishing industry is
facing rapid change. As Wideman puts it, “I like the idea of being in charge. I have more control over what
happens to my book. And I have more control over whom I reach.”"”

Rise (and Fall?) of Book Superstores

Figure 3.11
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Small independent bookstores find it hard to compete with multibillion-dollar corporations.

In the late 20th century, a new group of colossal bookstores reshaped the retail sale of books in the United
States. Two of the most well-known and prevalent book retailers, Barnes & Noble and Borders (the largest
and second-largest book retailers in the United States, respectively) expanded extensively by building
book superstores in the late 1980s and early 1990s. These large retail outlets were different from
traditional, smaller bookstores in several ways. They often sold many products other than books,
including calendars, paper goods, and gifts. Many also housed in-store cafes, allowing patrons to browse
books and sip lattes under the same roof. They were also physically bigger, and such megastores drew
customers because of their wide selection and their ability to offer books at deeply discounted prices.
Many independent bookstores couldn’t compete with the large chains’ discounts, wide selection, and
upscale atmosphere. According to Publishers Weekly, independent booksellers’ share of the book market
fell from 58 percent in 1972 to 15.2 percent in 1999. The American Booksellers Association (ABA), a trade
association of bookstores, notes that its membership peaked at 5,200 in 1991; by 2005, that number had
declined by 65 percent to 1,791. The decline of the independent bookstore coincided with the
consolidation of the publishing industry, and some supporters of independent bookstores see a link
between the two. Richard Howorth—owner of Square Books—an independent bookstore in Oxford,
Mississippi, told Mother Jones magazine that “when the independent bookselling market was thriving in
the 7os and ’80s, more books were being published, more people were reading books, the sales of books

were higher, and publishers’ profit margins were much greater. With the rise of the corporate retailing
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powers and the consolidation in publishing, all of those things have declined.” """ Book superstores
emphasized high turnover and high-volume sales, placing a higher emphasis on best sellers and returning
some mass market paperbacks to publishers after only 6 weeks on the shelves.

In more recent years, the book superstores have been under threat themselves. In 2009, large retailers
like Target, Wal-Mart, and Costco sold more books than both independent and chain bookstores

2 These stores didn’t specialize in books and tended to offer

combined: nearly 45 percent of the market.
only a few heavily promoted blockbuster titles. Large discount stores were able to negotiate favorable
deals with publishers, allowing them to discount books even further than the book superstores in some
cases. In more recent years, book superstores have also faced a threat from the increasing number of
books purchased online. By 2010, Amazon, the largest online bookseller, accounted for around 15 to 20
percent of book sales in the United States.

The shift away from independent bookstores and toward bigger retailers, such as book superstores or
nonspecialized retailers like Wal-Mart, has benefited the industry in some ways, most notably by making
books cheaper and more widely available. Mega best sellers, such as the Harry Potter and Twilight series,
were able to set sales records at least in part because the books were available for purchase in malls,
convenience stores, supermarkets, and other nontraditional venues. However, overall book sales have not
risen. And though consumers may be paying less for the books they’re buying through these retailers,
something may be lost as well. Jonathan Burnham, a publisher from HarperCollins, discussed the value of
independent bookstores with The New Yorker, noting how they are similar to community centers:
“There’s a serendipitous element involved in browsing.... We walk in and know the people who work there
and like to hear their reading recommendations.”

Price Wars

Part of the reason book superstores were able to crowd out smaller, independent retailers was their ability
to offer significant discounts on a book’s cover price. Because the big chains sell more books, they can
negotiate better deals with publishers and then pass the discounts to their customers. Not surprisingly,
deep discounts appeal to customers, which is one reason the book superstores gained such a large share of
the market in the 1990s. The superstores are able to sell books at such a sharp discount, sometimes even
half of the listed price, because their higher sales numbers gives them bargaining power with the

publishers. Independent bookstores buying the books at a normal wholesale rate (usually half the list
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price) are at a disadvantage; they can’t offer deep discounts and, as a result, they must charge higher
prices than the superstores. This deep discount policy is one reason bestseller sales have risen over the
past decade (book superstores usually slash the prices of best sellers and new releases only). However,
large discounts encourage high-volume selling, and emphasizing on high-volume selling encourages safe
publishing choices. That is, the bookstores are able to make up for the big discounts only by selling tons of
copies, and the books most likely to sell this well are blockbuster works by known-quantity authors. The
threat of deep discounting to independent bookstores and its effect on the publishing industry has led
some European countries to regulate prices. For example, bookstores in France are prohibited from
discounting more than 5 percent, and in Germany, price slashing can only happen 9 months after a book’s
release.

Figure 3.12
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Why do books cost so much?

The brick-and-mortar bookstores aren’t the only book discounters in the mix. Wal-Mart and other
discount retailers sell more copies of the few books they offer at their stores, so they can negotiate even
more favorable terms with publishers. Amazon, which dominates online book sales, routinely discounts
books 20 percent or more.

Recently, other online retailers have been battling with Amazon for online bookselling profits. In October

20009, as retailers were preparing for the holiday season, Amazon and Wal-Mart were preparing to
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compete for sales. When Wal-Mart announced that it would lower preorder prices for 10 highly
anticipated hardcover books to only $10, Amazon responded by matching that price the next day. Wal-
Mart then lowered its price to $9, and Amazon followed. Unwilling to give up the fight, Wal-Mart lowered
its prices by a penny, listing the 10 books at $8.99. Then another online retailer, Target, joined the fray,
matching Wal-Mart’s price. Wal-Mart dropped its list prices again by a penny, listing the books at

$8.98.

While there’s something almost comical about major retailers duking it out over pennies, it’s also a
situation that looked quite sobering to book retailers, from the independents to the large chains. The
startling thing about the price wars among Amazon, Target, and Wal-Mart was that no one involved
expected to make any money from these deeply discounted books. At $9 or less, these books were almost
certainly selling at below retail value, perhaps by quite a lot.

If a book’s list price is $35, its wholesale price is usually around half of that, in this case $17. If that book is
priced at $9, that means an $8 loss to the retailer per copy. Although at first this seems like blatantly bad
business, it works because all of these retailers are in the business of selling much more than just books.
Large online retailers use the deep discounts to lure customers to their websites in hopes that these
customers will purchase other items. These book sales are valuable as a way to drive traffic to the retailer’s
website. However, booksellers whose main business is still selling books, such as local independent
bookstores, don’t have this luxury.

E-books have also entered into the retail struggle. Because there are no printing costs, e-books are
relatively cheap to make, and consumers expect to see the savings on their end. However, book publishers
still sell the books to distributors at wholesale prices—about half of the retail value of the hardcover
version. To tempt buyers, companies such as Amazon charge only $9.99 for the average e-title, once again
taking a loss. """ Many hope to make up for it with device sales—consumers are more likely to spend
hundreds of dollars on an inexpensive reader to access cheaper books. While major retailers may
eventually profit from this method of sales, many wonder how long it will last. Author David Baldacci
argues that a book industry based solely on profit isn’t sustainable. In the end, he argues, “there won’t be
anyone selling [books] anymore because you just can’t make any money.” "

The inclination to focus only on net profits is indicative of a larger trend in the book industry. Retailers

are getting larger, consumer prices are getting lower, and popular books are receiving the majority of
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attention. While this has positive short-term results for consumers and large retailers, the effects are

devastating for most authors and smaller bookstores. Although, in the end, the introduction of e-books

may be no more harmful to the industry than the explosion of paperbacks was in the early 1900s, the
larger emphasis on quantity over quality threatens the literary value and sustainability of books.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Blockbuster syndrome refers to the publishing industry’s focus on books with best-seller potential at the
expense of works that may not sell as well. Fueled by high advances that depend on high publicity
budgets for high sales, less-popular authors often get lost in the shuffle. Such a system evaluates books
on the basis of their commercial potential instead of their literary merit. Fed up with what they see as the
industry’s exclusive focus on blockbusters, some authors are turning away from the Big Six publishers and
are opting for different publishing models.

e  Book superstores rose to prominence in the 1990s because their low prices, large selection, and upscale
atmosphere made them popular with book buyers. As a result, large numbers of independent bookstores
closed. In recent years, the book superstores have been losing market share to large retailers such as Wal-
Mart and Costco. These stores don’t focus on selling books, and so they only have the shelf space for a
few best sellers, thus helping to fuel the blockbuster syndrome. Additionally, brick-and-mortar stores are
coming under threat from Amazon and other online retailers.

e  Stores that sell a large volume of books are able to negotiate favorable terms with book publishers and
they are then able to pass along deep discounts to their customers. Smaller independent bookstores are
not able to do this, and so are less economically competitive. Recent price wars have erupted among
online retailers like Amazon, Wal-Mart, and Target, who competed to sell books and e-books at prices so
low they amounted to a net loss per sale. Retailers used these sales to drive business to their websites
and to encourage customers to buy other products.

Examine a recent list of best sellers (some lists to consider include those by The New York Times, USA
Today, Book Sense, or The Washington Post). Complete a web search for the top-10 authors to see if they
have published books previously and if their previous books were also on bestseller lists. Some questions
to consider: Are the books part of a series or novel franchise? Do the books have film tie-ins? What

conclusions can you draw from your research?
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Write down two books, one a current or recent bestseller and the other a book that was published at least
5 years ago. Look up the books’ prices on Amazon and note both the list price and Amazon’s sale price.
Then find the price of the same book at a local chain bookstore and an independent bookseller. What
factors might account for any differences in pricing? How might these prices have changed in recent

years?
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3.5 The Influence of New Technology
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Determine the benefits and drawbacks of digital libraries.

2. Define print-on-demand and self-publishing.

The book industry has changed enormously since its creation. From the invention of the papyrus
scroll to the introduction of the e-book, new technologies continuously affect how people view and
experience literature. With the advent of digital media, old-media industries, such as the book
industry, must find ways to adapt. Some fear that this new technology will destroy the industry,
while others maintain that it works to the industry’s advantage. However, one thing is clear—digital
technology promises to reshape the publishing industry as we know it.

E-Books

The first e-book readers were related to the personal digital assistant (PDA) devices, pocket-sized
electronics that could store and display large amounts of text, that became popular in the 1990s. However,
early e-book readers lingered on the market, popular in certain techy niches but unable to gain traction
with the wider population. Early e-readers had minimal battery life and text that was difficult to read.
Through the 2000s, technological advances allowed for smaller and sleeker models, the Apple iPhone and
the iPad helped make readers more comfortable with reading on a small screen. The second half of the
decade saw the release of many e-readers. The technology got a boost when Oprah Winfrey praised the
Kindle on her show in October 2008. By that holiday season, e-book reader sales were booming, and it
wasn’t just the technologically savvy individuals who were interested anymore. Despite being criticized by

some as providing an inferior reading experience to dedicated e-readers, the Apple iPad has been a

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
SI0k0) 130



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books
http://www.time.com/time/business/article/0,8599,1932426,00.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/05/technology/personaltech/05sony.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/17/weekinreview/17rich.html

powerful driving force behind e-book sales—more than 1.5 million books were downloaded on the Apple
iPad during its first month of release in 2010. "

E-books make up less than 5 percent of the current book market, but that number is growing. At the
beginning of 2010, Amazon had about 400,000 titles available for the Kindle device. Some devices offer
wireless accessibility, meaning that an e-reader doesn’t have to be connected to a computer to access
titles; an open Wi-Fi connection is all it needs. With access to a dazzling array of books available with just
a few clicks, it’s no wonder the contemporary consumer seems enamored with the e-book. An e-book
reader has the space to store thousands of titles in an object smaller and lighter than the average
hardcover novel. And though the devices themselves can be expensive, e-books are usually cheaper than
their hardcopy equivalents; sometimes they’re even free. Thanks to efforts like the Gutenberg Project and
Google Books (see Section 3.5.2 "Digitizing Libraries"), more than a million public domain titles are
available as free e-books.

Anything that gets people excited about books and reading should be good for the publishing industry,
right? Unfortunately for U.S. publishers, it’s not that simple. Some publishers worry that e-book sales may
actually end up hurting their bottom lines. During the Kindle’s first year, Amazon essentially set the
standard price for bestselling or new release e-books at $9.99. Since Amazon was acting as a wholesaler
and buying these books for half the publisher’s list price—generally around $25 for a new hardcover—the
company was selling these titles at a loss. However, for Amazon, a short-term loss might have had long-
term payoffs. At the start of 2010, the company controlled a 9o percent share of the e-book market. Faced
with e-books that cost less than $10, traditional publishers worried that consumers would avoid

purchasing a new hardcover priced at $25 (or even a $13 trade paperback).

Figure 3.13
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Most e-readers are the size and shape of one hardcover book.

In January 2010, the conflict between Amazon and the publishing establishment came to a head.
Macmillan, one of the six major publishing companies in the United States, suggested a new business
model to Amazon, one that resembled the deal that the Big Six publishers had worked out with Apple for
e-book sales on the Apple iPad. Essentially, Amazon had been able to buy books from publishers at
wholesale rates—half the hardcover list price—and then set whatever retail price it wanted. This allowed
Amazon to choose to sell books at a loss in the hope of convincing more people to buy Kindles. Macmillan
proposed a system in which Amazon would act more as a commission-earning agent than a wholesaler. In
Macmillan’s proposed model, the publisher would set the retail price and take 70 percent of each sale,
leaving 30 percent for the retailer. Macmillan couldn’t force Amazon to agree to this deal, but the
publisher could strike a hard bargain: If Amazon refused Macmillan’s offer, it could still sell Macmillan
titles under the wholesale model, but the publisher would delay e-book editions for 7 months after
hardcover releases. What followed was a standoff. Amazon didn’t just reject Macmillan’s proposal; it
removed the “buy” button from all Macmillan books listed on its website (including print books),
essentially refusing to sell Macmillan titles. However, after a few days, Amazon capitulated and agreed to
Macmillan’s terms, but not before issuing a strongly worded press release claiming that they agreed to sell
Macmillan’s titles “at prices we believe are needlessly high for e-books,” because “Macmillan has a

»  Still, Macmillan and the other publishers seem to have won this battle:

monopoly over their own titles.
Amazon agreed that e-books for most new fiction and nonfiction books for adults will be priced at $12.99
to $14.99, though best sellers will still be $9.99.

But the $10 book may be the least of the publishing industry’s worries. At the start of 2010, more than half
of the bestselling titles on Kindle were free. Some of these were public domain novels such as Pride and
Prejudice, but many others were books by living authors being promoted by publishers by giving away the
book. The industry hasn’t yet come to a consensus about the utility of free e-books. Some publishers
consider it a practice that devalues books in the eyes of customers. “At a time when we are resisting the
$9.99 price of e-books,” David Young of the Hachette Book Group told The New York Times, “it is illogical

to give books away for free.” ' Other publishers consider free e-books a promotional tool to build word-

of-mouth and to introduce readers to new authors.
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Other e-books emerge from outside the traditional publishing system. Four of the five bestselling novels
in Japan in 2007 were cell phone novels, books that were both written and intended to be read on cell
phones. Cell-phone novels are traditionally written by amateurs who post them on free websites. Readers
can download copies at no cost, which means no one is making much of a profit from this new genre.
Although the phenomenon has not caught on in the United States yet, the cell phone novel is feared by
some publishers as a further sign of the devaluation of books in a world where browsers expect content to
be free.

With e-book sales expected to triple by 2015, it’s hard to say what such a quickly growing industry will
look like in the future. ® Some people have theorized that e-readers will lead to an increasing popularity
of the short story, which can be bought and read in short increments. Others have claimed that they’ll
destroy the book industry as we know it. Whatever the future of books looks like, everything—from the
way books are produced to the way we read them—continues to change rapidly because of new
technologies.

Digitizing Libraries

The idea of a digitized library has been around since the early years of the Internet. A digital library stores
its materials in a digital format, accessible by computers. Some digital libraries can be accessed locally;
others can be accessed remotely through a computer network. Michael Hart founded Project Gutenberg,
the oldest digital library, in 1971, 3 years before the Internet went live. Hart’s initial goal was to make
10,000 of the most-consulted books publicly available and free by the end of the century. The forward-
thinking Hart named his project after the inventor of the movable type printing press, perhaps realizing
that book digitization had the potential to revolutionize the way humans produce and read books as much
as Gutenberg’s invention had centuries earlier. At first, the process was slow for Hart and his fellow book-
digitizing volunteers because they were forced to copy text manually until 1989. In the early 1990s,
scanners and text-recognition software allowed them to somewhat automate the process.

Fast-forward to 2010. Project Gutenberg’s free online library boasts more than 30,000 public domain
works available for free download. Stanford University uses a robotic page-turning scanner machine to
digitize 1,000 book pages an hour. Stanford’s partner in digital library production is Google Books, which
has scanned over 10 million books since it began Google Books in 2004. A Chinese company claims to

have digitized more than half of all books that have been published in Chinese since 1949. In 2006, The
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New York Times estimated that humans have published at least 32 million books throughout history; the
huge push for book digitization makes it seem entirely possible that nearly all known books could be
digitized within 50 years.

Some liken the prospect of these widely accessible, easily searchable, free libraries to the proliferation of
free libraries in the 19th century, which led to a surge in literacy rates. One of Project Gutenberg’s stated
goals is “to break down the bars of ignorance and illiteracy” through its library of digitized books. "'Digital
libraries make a huge selection of texts available to people with Internet access, giving them the amazing
potential to democratize knowledge. As Bill McCoy, the general manager of Adobe’s e-publishing
business, told The New York Times in 2006, “[s]Jome of us have thousands of books at home, can walk to
wonderful big-box bookstores and well-stocked libraries and can getAmazon.com to deliver next day. The
most dramatic effect of digital libraries will be not on us, the well-booked, but on the billions of people
worldwide who are underserved by ordinary paper books.” ¥ Digitized libraries can make fragile materials
available to browsers without damaging originals; academic libraries are also able to share important
texts without shipping books across the country.

Google Books, the largest online library, is not run by an academic institution, though it does claim
several as partners. The bulk of free digital books available from Google Books or elsewhere come from
the public domain, which constitutes approximately 15 percent of all books. Google Books has made over
a million of these titles fully and freely searchable and downloadable. Other works in the Google Books
digital library include in-print texts whose publishers have worked out a deal with Google. Some of these
titles have their full text available online; others allow only a limited number of page previews. As part of
its partnership with publishers, a Google Books search result will often provide links to the publisher’s
website and to booksellers.

Google Books ran into trouble, however, when it began to digitize the millions of books with unclear legal
status, such as out-of-print works that weren’t yet in the public domain. Many of these are

considered orphan works, meaning that no one is exactly sure who owns their copyright. In 2004, the site
announced plans to scan these texts and to make them searchable, but it would only show sentence-long
snippets to searchers. Copyright holders could ask Google to remove these snippets at any time. Google

claimed that this digitization plan would benefit authors, whose books would no longer linger in out-of-
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print limbo; it would also help researchers and readers, who would be able to locate (and perhaps
purchase) previously unavailable works.

Publishers and authors did not agree with Google. Many objected to Google’s plan to scan first and look
into copyright ownership later; others saw Google’s profiting from works still under copyright as a clear
violation of intellectual property law. In 2005, the Authors Guild of America and the American
Association of Publishers (AAP) sued Google for “massive copyright infringement.” Google argued that it
was essentially creating a massive online card catalog; the Authors Guild and AAP alleged that Google was
attempting to monopolize information and profit from it. In 2008, Google agreed to a $125 million
settlement with the publishers and the Authors Guild. Some of that money would go directly to copyright
holders; some would pay for legal fees; and some would go to found the Book Rights Registry, an
independent nonprofit association that would ensure content users (like Google) are paying copyright
owners. Copyright owners would get money from Google and from potential book sales; Google would get
money from advertisers, book sales, and institutional subscriptions by libraries.

Still, not everyone agreed with the decision. The Open Book Alliance was formed by a diverse partnership
of organizations, including Amazon, Internet Archive, and the National Writers Union, who fear that
Google’s proprietary control of so much copyrighted material was an antitrust violation. As the group
states on its website:

We will assert that any mass book digitization and publishing effort be open and competitive. The process
of achieving this promise must be undertaken in the open, grounded in sound public policy and mindful
of the need to promote long-term benefits for consumers rather than isolated commercial interests. The
Open Book Alliance will counter Google, the Association of American Publishers and the Authors’ [sic]
Guild’s scheme to monopolize the access, distribution and pricing of the largest digital database of books
in the world.

Another concern, which was mentioned earlier, in the digital library world is digital decay. One librarian
at Harvard University told The New York Times that “[w]e don’t really have any methodology [to preserve
digital material] as of yet.... We just store the disks in our climate-controlled stacks, and we’re hoping for

some kind of universal Harvard guidelines.”

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
SI0k0) 135



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books

Print-on-Demand and Self-Publishing

Part of what made Gutenberg’s printing press so revolutionary was that it allowed books to be mass
produced. In medieval times, readers often commissioned a scribe to copy a text by hand, a process that
could take months or even years. But despite their many conveniences, printed books carry their own
risks for authors and publishers. Producing books in bulk means that publishers are taking a gamble,
attempting to publish enough books to satisfy demand, but not so many that unwanted copies linger in
warehouses. When a book doesn’t sell as much as expected, the publisher may end up taking a loss if the
costs of publishing the book exceed the revenue from its sale. Interestingly, modern technology has made
it feasible for some authors and publishers to turn to an updated version of the medieval model of
producing books on demand for specific customers, allowing them to avoid the risk of carrying a large
inventory of books that may or may not sell. Print-on-demand, a system in which a book is printed only
after an order is received, and the increasing trend of self-publishing may reshape the industry in the 21st
century.

Self-publishing—a system that involves an author, not a third-party company, being in charge of
producing and publishing a work—is not a new concept. Many authors self-published works in their
lifetimes, including Virginia Woolf and Oscar Wilde. More recently, popular books like The Joy of
Cooking and the Chicken Soup for the Soul series had their origins in self-publishing. Many authors also
self-publish when they’re unable to get support from the traditional publishing world. Daniel Suarez’s
techno-thriller Daemon was rejected by 48 agents before he opted for self-publishing. After creating
interest on blogs, Suarez eventually got a two-book deal with Dutton, an imprint of Random

House. "” Additionally, self-publishing can be an attractive option for authors who want control over their
own content. Instead of leaving decisions up to the publisher, authors can control their own editing,
designing, and marketing.

One major challenge for authors who choose to strike out on their own is the stigma that’s sometimes
attached to self-published books. Until recent years, most self-published authors went through the so-
called vanity presses, which charge writers a premium for published copies of their books. As the name
implies, these types of self-publishing ventures were often seen as preying on writers’ need to see their
own work in print. To justify the cost of printing, a minimum order of a thousand copies was standard,

and unless authors were able to find an audience, they had little hope of selling them all. Because there
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was no quality control and vanity presses would usually publish anyone with money, some readers were
skeptical of self-published books. Major retailers and distributors generally refused to carry them,
meaning that authors had to rely on their own marketing efforts to sell the books. Before the advent of the
Internet, this usually meant either selling copies in person or relying on mail-order catalogs, neither of
which is a very reliable way to sell enough copies to recoup costs.

However, beginning in the early 2000s, self-publishing has changed dramatically. Advances made in
publishing technology have made it easier for self-published books to more closely resemble traditionally
published ones. Free professional typesetting software has allowed writers to format their text for the
page; Adobe Photoshop and similar programs have made image editing and graphic design feasible for
amateurs and professionals. The Internet has revolutionized marketing and distribution, allowing authors
of books about niche subjects to reach a worldwide audience. As a result, many new Internet-based self-
publishing companies have sprung up, offering a variety of services. Some companies, such as Lulu
Enterprises and CreateSpace, feature a low-cost service without many bells and whistles; others offer a
package of services that may include professional editing, cover design, and marketing. The process has
become streamlined as well. For example, to publish a book with Lulu, an author just has to upload a PDF
of a properly formatted text file; decide what size, paper, and binding options to use; and make a cover
using a premade template. Self-published books are generally quicker to produce and allow an author a
higher share of the royalties, though it usually costs more on a per-book basis. As a result, self-published
books often have a higher list price.

Whereas vanity publishers were stigmatized for charging authors sometimes thousands of dollars to
publish their books, creating a book using the services of Lulu or CreateSpace doesn’t cost the author
anything. That’s because users who upload their content aren’t creating an actual, physical copy of a book;
instead, they’re essentially making a potential volume. With print-on-demand technology, books aren’t
printed until an order is placed, which significantly lowers the financial risk for self-publishers. Print-on-
demand is especially useful for books with a limited or niche audience. Print-on-demand isn’t only being
used by self-publishers; both small presses and academic publishers are using the technology for older
books without much of an audience. With print-on-demand, books that may only sell a few dozen copies a
year can stay in print without the publisher having to worry about printing a full run of copies and being

stuck with unsold inventory.
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Although some self-published authors manage to find a huge audience, most don’t. Bob Young, the
founder of Lulu, told the London Times that his goal is to publish 1 million books that each sell 100
copies, rather than 100 books that sell 1 million copies each. """’ Lulu and other enterprising self-
publishers disrupt the traditional notion of the publishing house, which acted as a sort of gatekeeper for
the book industry—ushering a few talented, lucky writers in and keeping others out. In the world of self-
publishing, there are no barriers—anyone with a book in a PDF file can whip up a nice-looking paperback
in under 1 hour. This has democratized the industry, allowing writers who had been rejected by the
traditional publishers to find their own audience. But it has also meant that a lot of writing with little
literary merit has been published as well. Additionally, if a bestseller in the Lulu world is a book that sells
500 copies, as Bob Young told the London Times, then few authors are going to be able to make a living
through self-publishing. Indeed, most of the self-publishing success stories involve writers whose self-
published efforts sold well enough to get them a book deal with one of the traditional publishing houses, a

sign that for better or for worse, the traditional publishing model still has the social cachet and sales to

dominate the industi.

e  E-books have been increasing in popularity with customers since the 1990s. However, the publishing
industry is worried that setting the price for e-books at $9.99, as Amazon initially did for most titles,
would turn consumers away from buying more expensive physical books. Amazon lost money on every
$9.99 e-book but hoped that the low prices would act as an incentive to buy its e-book reader, the Kindle
device. In 2010, Macmillan and other publishers forced Amazon to change its pricing model to give
publishers more control over e-book prices.

e Digital libraries began with Project Gutenberg in 1971. Digitized books allow anyone with an Internet
connection access to millions of volumes, and some advocates hope that digital libraries will lead to a rise
in global literacy rates. Millions of books in the public domain are available for free download. Google
Books, the largest digital library, has run into trouble with its plan to digitize as many books as possible,
even books under current copyright. The Open Book Alliance accuses Google of monopolizing copyrighted
content to make a profit.

e Self-publishing used to carry a social stigma as well as a high cost. Thanks to print-on-demand services,

self-publishing is an increasingly popular option for amateur and professional writers. It appeals to
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authors who may have a niche audience or who want more control over their work. Print-on-demand

makes it possible for books to never go out of print.

Go to the website of a company that specializes in print-on-demand or self-publishing services and

examine some of the books featured there. Then, answer the following questions:

e How do these books look similar in form and content to books you’d expect to find in your local
bookstore? How do they look different?

e How do prices differ from some of the major retail chains? Are the prices more similar to e-book,
paperback, or hardcover prices?

e Would you be willing to purchase a book on one of these sites? Why or why not?

Review Questions

1) Questions for Section 3.1 "History of Books"

1. What ancient book form did the codex replace, and why was the codex an improvement on that
form?

2.  What is mechanical movable type, and how did it lead to the Gutenberg Revolution?

3.  What is copyright, and how has its legal interpretation changed over time?

4. How has the publishing industry evolved since the invention of the printing press?

2) Questions for Section 3.2 "Books and the Development of U.S. Popular Culture"

1. How was 18th-century literature affected by the changing role of women during this period?

2. What are some of the ways that authors tried to create a distinctive American style in the 19th
century?

3.  What changes in American society were reflected by 20th-century literature?

3) Questions for Section 3.3 "Major Book Formats"

1. What are some of the advantages and disadvantages of hardcover books?

2. What are the two kinds of paperback books, and how do they differ?

3. What is an e-book, and how is it different from hardcopy books?

4) Questions for Section 3.4 "Current Publishing Trends"

1. What is blockbuster syndrome, and how does it affect the publishing industry?
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2. What factors led to the rise and decline of book superstores?

3. How do price wars affect the publishing industry?

5) Questions for Section 3.5 "The Influence of New Technology"

1. What are some ways that e-books are changing the publishing industry?

2.  What are the benefits and drawbacks of digital libraries?

3. What s print-on-demand, and how does it influence the book industry?
CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. One of the initial intentions of copyright law was to protect artists while also allowing a free market of
ideas. Is copyright a good way to protect authors and their control over their work? Do you think
copyright law means the same now as it did in the past? What are some concerns that are changing the
meaning of copyright protection?

2. If the Gutenberg Revolution was a time when advances in technology led to rapid changes in culture and
society, will e-books and digital libraries lead to a similarly revolutionary change in the way we live our
lives? Why or why not?

3. The publishing industry is facing a time of rapid change. What are some factors threatening the traditional
publishing mode, and what are some ways the industry could respond to these potential dangers?

4. What impact do blockbuster books have on the book industry? And on readers?

5. Some people argue that e-books will destroy the publishing industry, while others think that they’ll be its
savior. How have e-books begun to transform the publishing industry, and what impact do you think they
will have in the future?

Publishing a book is no longer a simple thing. Authors have to contend with questions about copyright,
movie rights, e-books, and blog publicity. In confusing times, literary agents act as writers’ sidekicks. They
discover new writers and then help those writers negotiate an increasingly complex market.

Read the article “A Book in You” from The New Yorker

(http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2004/05/31/040531ta_talk _radosh), which discusses a literary

agent who specializes in signing book deals with bloggers. Now, explore literary agent Betsy Lerner’s blog

at http://betsylerner.wordpress.com. After exploring for a bit, read the “About Me” section (the link is at

the top). These two sites will help you answer the following questions:
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1. Why does Kate Lee think that blogs are a good place to look for new authors to represent?

2. What can you tell about Betsy Lerner’s attitude about the publishing industry from her blog? What
about her attitude toward the writers she works with? What does she appear to find rewarding about
her job?

3. Based on Betsy Lerner’s blog, identify the daily work required to be an agent. What aspects of the job

appear challenging and engaging? What seems to take up the most time?
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Chapter 4
Newspapers

Newspaper Wars

Figure 4.1

The two major newspapers, The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times, battle for their place in the print
world.

On April 26, 2010, Wired magazine proclaimed that a “clash of the titans” between two major
newspapers, The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times, was about to take place in the midst of an
unprecedented downward spiral for the print medium. "' Rupert Murdoch, owner of The Wall Street
Journal, had announced that his paper was launching a new section, one covering local stories north of
Wall Street, something that had been part of The New York Times’ focus since it first began over a century
before. New York Times Chairman Arthur Sultzberger Jr. and CEO Janet Robinson pertly responded to
the move, welcoming the new section and acknowledging the difficulties a startup can face when

competing with the well-established New York Times.
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Despite The New York Times’ droll response, Murdoch’s decision to cover local news indeed presented a
threat to the newspaper, particularly as the two publications continue their respective moves from the
print to the online market. In fact, some believe that The Wall Street Journal’s decision to launch the new
section has very little to do with local coverage and everything to do with the Internet. Newspapers are in
a perilous position: Traditional readership is declining even as papers are struggling to create a profitable
online business model. Both The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times are striving to remain
relevant as competition is increasing and the print medium is becoming unprofitable.

In light of the challenges facing the newspaper industry, The Wall Street Journal’s new section may have
a potentially catastrophic effect on The New York Times. Wired magazine described the decision, calling
it “two-pronged” to “starve the enemy and capture territory.” ' By offering advertising space at a discount
in the new Metro section, The Journal would make money while partially cutting The Times off from
some of its primary support. Wired magazine also noted that the additional material would be available to
subscribers through the Internet, on smartphones, and on the iPad.

Attracting advertising revenue from The New York Times may give The Wall Street Journal the financial
edge it needs to lead in the online news industry. As newspapers move away from print publications to
online publications, a strong online presence may secure more readers and, in turn, more advertisers—
and thus more revenue—in a challenging economic climate.

This emerging front in the ongoing battle between two of the country’s largest newspapers reveals a
problem the newspaper industry has been facing for sometime. New York has long been a battleground
for other newspapers, but before Murdoch’s decision, these two papers coexisted peacefully for over 100
years, serving divergent readers by focusing on different stories. However, since the invention of radio,
newspapers have worried about their future. Even though readership has been declining since the 1950s,
the explosion of the Internet and the resulting accessibility of online news has led to an unprecedented
drop in subscriptions since the beginning of the 21st century. Also hit hard by the struggling economy’s
reluctant advertisers, most newspapers have had to cut costs. Some have reinvented their style to appeal
to new audiences. Some, however, have simply closed. As this struggle for profit continues, it’s no surprise
that The Wall Street Journal is trying to outperform The New York Times. But how did newspapers get to
this point? This chapter provides historical context of the newspaper medium and offers an in-depth

examination of journalistic styles and trends to illuminate the mounting challenges for today’s industry.

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
0_"@*7 144



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books

[1] Eliot Van Burskirk, “Print War Between NYT and WSJ Is Really About Digital,” Wired, April 26,

2010, http://www.wired.com/epicenter/2010/04/print-war-between-nyt-and-wsj-is-really-about-digital.

[2] Eliot Van Burskirk, “Print War Between NYT and WSJ Is Really About Digital,” Wired, April 26,

2010, http://www.wired.com/epicenter/2010/04/print-war-between-nyt-and-wsj-is-really-about-digital.

[3] Eliot Van Burskirk, “Print War Between NYT and WSJ Is Really About Digital,” Wired, April 26,

2010, http://www.wired.com/epicenter/2010/04/print-war-between-nyt-and-wsj-is-really-about-digital.

[4] Eliot Van Burskirk, “Print War Between NYT and WSJ Is Really About Digital,” Wired, April 26,

2010, http://www.wired.com/epicenter/2010/04/print-war-between-nyt-and-wsj-is-really-about-digital.

4.1 History of Newspapers
LEARNING OBIJECTIVES

1. Describe the historical roots of the modern newspaper industry.

2. Explain the effect of the penny press on modern journalism.

3. Define sensationalism and yellow journalism as they relate to the newspaper industry.

Over the course of its long and complex history, the newspaper has undergone many
transformations. Examining newspapers’ historical roots can help shed some light on how and why
the newspaper has evolved into the multifaceted medium that it is today. Scholars commonly credit
the ancient Romans with publishing the first newspaper, Acta Diurna, or daily doings, in 59 BCE.
Although no copies of this paper have survived, it is widely believed to have published chronicles of
events, assemblies, births, deaths, and daily gossip.

In 1566, another ancestor of the modern newspaper appeared in Venice, Italy. These avisi, or
gazettes, were handwritten and focused on politics and the military conflicts. However, the absence
of printing-press technology greatly limited the circulation for both the Acta Diurna and the Venetian
papers.

The Birth of the Printing Press

Figure 4.2
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Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press exponentially increased the rate at which printed materials could be
reproduced.

Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press drastically changed the face of publishing. In 1440, Gutenberg
invented a movable-type press that permitted the high-quality reproduction of printed materials at a rate
of nearly 4,000 pages per day, or 1,000 times more than could be done by a scribe by hand. This
innovation drove down the price of printed materials and, for the first time, made them accessible to a
mass market. Overnight, the new printing press transformed the scope and reach of the newspaper,
paving the way for modern-day journalism.

European Roots

The first weekly newspapers to employ Gutenberg’s press emerged in 1609. Although the papers—
Relations: Aller Furnemmen, printed by Johann Carolus, and Aviso Relations over Zeitung, printed by
Lucas Schulte—did not name the cities in which they were printed to avoid government persecution, their
approximate location can be identified because of their use of the German language. Despite these
concerns over persecution, the papers were a success, and newspapers quickly spread throughout Central
Europe. Over the next 5 years, weeklies popped up in Basel, Frankfurt, Vienna, Hamburg, Berlin, and

Amsterdam. In 1621, England printed its first paper under the title Corante, or weekely newes from Italy,
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Germany, Hungary, Poland, Bohemia, France and the Low Countreys. By 1641, a newspaper was printed
in almost every country in Europe as publication spread to France, Italy, and Spain.

Figure 4.3
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Newspapers are the descendants of the Dutchcorantos and the German pamphlets of the 1600s.

These early newspapers followed one of two major formats. The first was the Dutch-style corantos, a
densely packed two- to four-page paper, while the second was the German-style pamphlet, a more
expansive 8- to 24-page paper. Many publishers began printing in the Dutch format, but as their
popularity grew, they changed to the larger German style.

Government Control and Freedom of the Press

Because many of these early publications were regulated by the government, they did not report on local
news or events. However, when civil war broke out in England in 1641, as Oliver Cromwell and Parliament
threatened and eventually overthrew King Charles I, citizens turned to local papers for coverage of these
major events. In November 1641, a weekly paper titled The Heads of Severall Proceedings in This Present
Parliament began focusing on domestic news. " The paper fueled a discussion about the freedom of the
press that was later articulated in 1644 by John Milton in his famous treatise Areopagitica.

Figure 4.4
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John Milton’s 1644Areopagitica, which criticized the British Parliament’s role in regulating texts and helped pave the way
for the freedom of the press.

Although the Areopagitica focused primarily on Parliament’s ban on certain books, it also addressed
newspapers. Milton criticized the tight regulations on their content by stating, “[w]ho kills a man kills a
reasonable creature, God’s image; but he who destroys a good book, kills reason itself, kills the image of
God, as it were in the eye.” ') Despite Milton’s emphasis on texts rather than on newspapers, the treatise
had a major effect on printing regulations. In England, newspapers were freed from government control,
and people began to understand the power of free press.

Papers took advantage of this newfound freedom and began publishing more frequently. With biweekly
publications, papers had additional space to run advertisements and market reports. This changed the
role of journalists from simple observers to active players in commerce, as business owners and investors
grew to rely on the papers to market their products and to help them predict business developments. Once
publishers noticed the growing popularity and profit potential of newspapers, they founded daily
publications. In 1650, a German publisher began printing the world’s oldest surviving daily paper,
Einkommende Zeitung, and an English publisher followed suit in 1702 with London’s Daily Courant.
Such daily publications, which employed the relatively new format of headlines and the embellishment of

illustrations, turned papers into vital fixtures in the everyday lives of citizens.
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Colonial American Newspapers

Newspapers did not come to the American colonies until September 25, 1690, when Benjamin Harris
printed Public Occurrences, Both FORREIGN and DOMESTICK. Before fleeing to America for publishing
an article about a purported Catholic plot against England, Harris had been a newspaper editor in
England. The first article printed in his new colonial paper stated, “[t]he Christianized Indians in some

» B'The other articles

parts of Plimouth, have newly appointed a day of thanksgiving to God for his Mercy.
in Public Occurrences, however, were in line with Harris’s previously more controversial style, and the
publication folded after just one issue.

Fourteen years passed before the next American newspaper, The Boston News-Letter, launched. Fifteen
years after that, The Boston Gazette began publication, followed immediately by the American Weekly
Mercury in Philadelphia. Trying to avoid following in Harris’s footsteps, these early papers carefully
eschewed political discussion to avoid offending colonial authorities. After a lengthy absence, politics
reentered American papers in 1721, when James Franklin published a criticism of smallpox inoculations
in the New England Courant. The following year, the paper accused the colonial government of failing to
protect its citizens from pirates, which landed Franklin in jail.

After Franklin offended authorities once again for mocking religion, a court dictated that he was
forbidden “to print or publish The New England Courant, or any other Pamphlet or Paper of the like
Nature, except it be first Supervised by the Secretary of this Province.” ) Immediately following this
order, Franklin turned over the paper to his younger brother, Benjamin. Benjamin Franklin, who went on
to become a famous statesman and who played a major role in the American Revolution, also had a
substantial impact on the printing industry as publisher of The Pennsylvania Gazette and the conceiver of
subscription libraries.

The Trial of John Peter Zenger

Figure 4.5
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The New York Weekly Journal founder John Peter Zenger brought controversial political discussion to the New
York press.

Boston was not the only city in which a newspaper discussed politics. In 1733, John Peter Zenger

founded The New York Weekly Journal. Zenger’s paper soon began criticizing the newly appointed
colonial governor, William Cosby, who had replaced members of the New York Supreme Court when he
could not control them. In late 1734, Cosby had Zenger arrested, claiming that his paper contained “divers
scandalous, virulent, false and seditious reflections.” ® Eight months later, prominent Philadelphia lawyer
Andrew Hamilton defended Zenger in an important trial. Hamilton compelled the jury to consider the
truth and whether or not what was printed was a fact. Ignoring the wishes of the judge, who disapproved
of Zenger and his actions, the jury returned a not guilty verdict to the courtroom after only a short
deliberation. Zenger’s trial resulted in two significant movements in the march toward freedom of the
press. First, the trial demonstrated to the papers that they could potentially print honest criticism of the
government without fear of retribution. Second, the British became afraid that an American jury would

never convict an American journalist.
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With Zenger’s verdict providing more freedom to the press and as some began to call for emancipation
from England, newspapers became a conduit for political discussion. More conflicts between the British
and the colonists forced papers to pick a side to support. While a majority of American papers challenged
governmental authorities, a small number of Loyalist papers, such as James Rivington’s New York
Gazetteer, gave voice to the pro-British side. Throughout the war, newspapers continued to publish
information representing opposing viewpoints, and the partisan press was born. After the revolution, two
opposing political parties—the Federalists and the Republicans—emerged, giving rise to partisan
newspapers for each side.

Freedom of the Press in the Early United States

In 1791, the nascent United States of America adopted the First Amendment as part of the Bill of Rights.
This act states that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the
free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people

» 1 In this one sentence,

peaceable to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.
U.S. law formally guaranteed freedom of press.

However, as a reaction to harsh partisan writing, in 1798, Congress passed the Sedition Act, which
declared that any “writing, printing, uttering, or publishing any false, scandalous and malicious writing or
writings against the government of the United States” was punishable by fine and imprisonment. " When
Thomas Jefferson was elected president in 1800, he allowed the Sedition Act to lapse, claiming that he
was lending himself to “a great experiment ... to demonstrate the falsehood of the pretext that freedom of
the press is incompatible with orderly government.” **' This free-press experiment has continued to
modern times.

Newspapers as a Form of Mass Media

As late as the early 1800s, newspapers were still quite expensive to print. Although daily papers had
become more common and gave merchants up-to-date, vital trading information, most were priced at
about 6 cents a copy—well above what artisans and other working-class citizens could afford. As such,
newspaper readership was limited to the elite.

The Penny Press

All that changed in September 1833 when Benjamin Day created The Sun. Printed on small, letter-sized

pages, The Sun sold for just a penny. With the Industrial Revolution in full swing, Day employed the new
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steam-driven, two-cylinder press to print The Sun. While the old printing press was capable of printing
approximately 125 papers per hour, this technologically improved version printed approximately 18,000
copies per hour. As he reached out to new readers, Day knew that he wanted to alter the way news was
presented. He printed the paper’s motto at the top of every front page of The Sun: “The object of this
paper is to lay before the public, at a price within the means of every one, all the news of the day, and at
the same time offer an advantageous medium for advertisements.” "

The Sun sought out stories that would appeal to the new mainstream consumer. As such, the paper
primarily published human-interest stories and police reports. Additionally, Day left ample room for
advertisements. Day’s adoption of this new format and industrialized method of printing was a huge
success. The Sun became the first paper to be printed by what became known as the penny press. Prior to
the emergence of the penny press, the most popular paper, New York City’s Courier and Enquirer, had

sold 4,500 copies per day. By 1835, The Sun sold 15,000 copies per day.

Figure 4.6
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Benjamin Day’s Sun, the first penny paper. The emergence of the penny press helped turn newspapers into a truly
mass medium.

Another early successful penny paper was James Gordon Bennett’s New York Morning Herald, which
was first published in 1835. Bennett made his mark on the publishing industry by offering nonpartisan
political reporting. He also introduced more aggressive methods for gathering news, hiring both
interviewers and foreign correspondents. His paper was the first to send a reporter to a crime scene to
witness an investigation. In the 1860s, Bennett hired 63 war reporters to cover the U.S. Civil War.
Although the Herald initially emphasized sensational news, it later became one of the country’s most
respected papers for its accurate reporting.

Growth of Wire Services

Another major historical technological breakthrough for newspapers came when Samuel Morse invented
the telegraph. Newspapers turned to emerging telegraph companies to receive up-to-date news briefs
from cities across the globe. The significant expense of this service led to the formation of the Associated
Press (AP) in 1846 as a cooperative arrangement of five major New York papers: the New York Sun,

the Journal of Commerce, the Courier and Enquirer, the New York Herald, and the Express. The success
of the Associated Press led to the development of wire services between major cities. According to the AP,
this meant that editors were able to “actively collect news as it [broke], rather than gather already
published news.” " This collaboration between papers allowed for more reliable reporting, and the
increased breadth of subject matter lent subscribing newspapers mass appeal for not only upper- but also
middle- and working-class readers.

Yellow Journalism

In the late 1800s, New York World publisher Joseph Pulitzer developed a new journalistic style that relied
on an intensified use of sensationalism—stories focused on crime, violence, emotion, and sex. Although he
made major strides in the newspaper industry by creating an expanded section focusing on women and by
pioneering the use of advertisements as news, Pulitzer relied largely on violence and sex in his headlines
to sell more copies. Ironically, journalism’s most prestigious award is named for him. His New York
World became famous for such headlines as “Baptized in Blood” and “Little Lotta’s Lovers.” " This
sensationalist style served as the forerunner for today’s tabloids. Editors relied on shocking headlines to

sell their papers, and although investigative journalism was predominant, editors often took liberties with
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how the story was told. Newspapers often printed an editor’s interpretation of the story without
maintaining objectivity.

At the same time Pulitzer was establishing the New York World, William Randolph Hearst—an admirer
and principal competitor of Pulitzer—took over the New York Journal. Hearst’s life partially inspired the
1941 classic filmCitizen Kane. The battle between these two major New York newspapers escalated as
Pulitzer and Hearst attempted to outsell one another. The papers slashed their prices back down to a
penny, stole editors and reporters from each other, and filled their papers with outrageous, sensationalist
headlines. One conflict that inspired particularly sensationalized headlines was the Spanish-American
War. Both Hearst and Pulitzer filled their papers with huge front-page headlines and gave bloody—if
sometimes inaccurate—accounts of the war. As historian Richard K. Hines writes, “The American Press,
especially ‘yellow presses’ such as William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal [and] Joseph

Pulitzer’s New York World ... sensationalized the brutality of the reconcentrado and the threat to
American business interests. Journalists frequently embellished Spanish atrocities and invented

others.” *?

Comics and Stunt Journalism

As the publishers vied for readership, an entertaining new element was introduced to newspapers: the
comic strip. In 1896, Hearst’s New York Journal published R. F. Outcault’s the Yellow Kid in an attempt
to “attract immigrant readers who otherwise might not have bought an English-language

paper.” "Readers rushed to buy papers featuring the successful yellow-nightshirt-wearing character. The
cartoon “provoked a wave of ‘gentle hysteria,” and was soon appearing on buttons, cracker tins, cigarette
packs, and ladies’ fans—and even as a character in a Broadway play.” "/ Another effect of the cartoon’s
popularity was the creation of the term yellow journalism to describe the types of papers in which it

appeared.

Figure 4.7
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R. F. Outcault’s the Yellow Kid, first published in William Randolf Hearst’s New York Journal in 1896.

Pulitzer responded to the success of the Yellow Kid by introducing stunt journalism. The publisher hired
journalist Elizabeth Cochrane, who wrote under the name Nellie Bly, to report on aspects of life that had
previously been ignored by the publishing industry. Her first article focused on the New York City Lunatic
Asylum on Blackwell Island. Bly feigned insanity and had herself committed to the infamous asylum. She
recounted her experience in her first article, “Ten Days in a Madhouse.” “It was a brilliant move. Her
madhouse performance inaugurated the performative tactic that would become her trademark reporting
style.” ™ Such articles brought Bly much notoriety and fame, and she became known as the first stunt
journalist. Although stunts such as these were considered lowbrow entertainment and female stunt
reporters were often criticized by more traditional journalists, Pulitzer’s decision to hire Bly was a huge
step for women in the newspaper business. Bly and her fellow stunt reporters “were the first
newspaperwomen to move, as a group, from the women’s pages to the front page, from society news into
political and criminal news.” *°

Despite the sometimes questionable tactics of both Hearst and Pulitzer, each man made significant
contributions to the growing journalism industry. By 1922, Hearst, a ruthless publisher, had created the
country’s largest media-holding company. At that time, he owned 20 daily papers, 11 Sunday papers, 2

wire services, 6 magazines, and a newsreel company. Likewise, toward the end of his life, Pulitzer turned
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his focus to establishing a school of journalism. In 1912, a year after his death and 10 years after Pulitzer

had begun his educational campaign, classes opened at the Columbia University School of Journalism. At

the time of its opening, the school had approximately 100 students from 21 countries. Additionally, in

1917, the first Pulitzer Prize was awarded for excellence in journalism.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Although newspapers have existed in some form since ancient Roman times, the modern newspaper
primarily stems from German papers printed in the early 1600s with Gutenberg’s printing press. Early
European papers were based on two distinct models: the small, dense Dutch corantos and the larger,
more expansive German weeklies. As papers began growing in popularity, many publishers started
following the German style.

e The Sun, first published by Benjamin Day in 1833, was the first penny paper. Day minimized paper size,
used a new two-cylinder steam-engine printing press, and slashed the price of the paper to a penny so
more citizens could afford a newspaper. By targeting his paper to a larger, more mainstream audience,
Day transformed the newspaper industry and its readers.

e Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst were major competitors in the U.S. newspaper industry in
the late 1800s. To compete with one another, the two employed sensationalism—the use of crime, sex,
and scandal—to attract readers. This type of journalism became known as yellow journalism. Yellow
journalism is known for misleading stories, inaccurate information, and exaggerated detail.

Please respond to the following writing prompts. Each response should be a minimum of one paragraph.

1. Examine one copy of a major daily newspaper and one copy of a popular tabloid. Carefully examine
each publication’s writing style. In what ways do the journals employ similar techniques, and in what
ways do they differ?

2. Do you see any links back to the early newspaper trends that were discussed in this section? Describe
them.

3. How do the publications use their styles to reach out to their respective audiences?
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4.2 pifferent Styles and Models of Journalism
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain how objective journalism differs from story-driven journalism.

2. Describe the effect of objectivity on modern journalism.

3. Describe the unique nature of literary journalism.

Location, readership, political climate, and competition all contribute to rapid transformations in
journalistic models and writing styles. Over time, however, certain styles—such as sensationalism—
have faded or become linked with less serious publications, like tabloids, while others have
developed to become prevalent in modern-day reporting. This section explores the nuanced
differences among the most commonly used models of journalism.

Objective versus Story-Driven Journalism

In the late 1800s, a majority of publishers believed that they would sell more papers by reaching out to
specific groups. As such, most major newspapers employed a partisan approach to writing, churning out
political stories and using news to sway popular opinion. This all changed in 1896 when a then-failing
paper, The New York Times, took a radical new approach to reporting: employing objectivity, or
impartiality, to satisfy a wide range of readers.

The Rise of Objective Journalism

At the end of the 19th century, The New York Times found itself competing with the papers of Pulitzer and
Hearst. The paper’s publishers discovered that it was nearly impossible to stay afloat without using the
sensationalist headlines popularized by its competitors. Although The New York Times publishers raised
prices to pay the bills, the higher charge led to declining readership, and soon the paper went bankrupt.
Adolph Ochs, owner of the once-failing Chattanooga Times, took a gamble and bought The New York
Times in 1896. On August 18 of that year, Ochs made a bold move and announced that the paper would no
longer follow the sensationalist style that made Pulitzer and Hearst famous, but instead would be “clean,
dignified, trustworthy and impartial.” "

This drastic change proved to be a success. The New York Times became the first of many papers to
demonstrate that the press could be “economically as well as ethically successful.” ” With the help of
managing editor Carr Van Anda, the new motto “All the News That’s Fit to Print,” and lowered prices, The

New York Times quickly turned into one of the most profitable impartial papers of all time. Since the
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newspaper’s successful turnaround, publications around the world have followed The New York Times’
objective journalistic style, demanding that reporters maintain a neutral voice in their writing.

The Inverted Pyramid Style

One commonly employed technique in modern journalism is the inverted pyramid style. This style
requires objectivity and involves structuring a story so that the most important details are listed first for
ease of reading. In the inverted pyramid format, the most fundamental facts of a story—typically the who,
what, when, where, and why—appear at the top in the lead paragraph, with nonessential information in
subsequent paragraphs. The style arose as a product of the telegraph. The inverted pyramid proved useful
when telegraph connections failed in the middle of transmission; the editor still had the most important
information at the beginning. Similarly, editors could quickly delete content from the bottom up to meet
time and space requirements. "

The reason for such writing is threefold. First, the style is helpful for writers, as this type of reporting is
somewhat easier to complete in the short deadlines imposed on journalists, particularly in today’s fast-
paced news business. Second, the style benefits editors who can, if necessary, quickly cut the story from
the bottom without losing vital information. Finally, the style keeps in mind traditional readers, most of
who skim articles or only read a few paragraphs, but they can still learn most of the important

information from this quick read.

Figure 4.8
Most important information leads the story
Subsequent paragraphs give
additional facts
The least important
informatian
closes
the

story
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Interpretive Journalism

During the 1920s, objective journalism fell under critique as the world became more complex. Even
though The New York Times continued to thrive, readers craved more than dry, objective stories. In
1923, Time magazine launched as the first major publication to step away from simple objectivity to try to
provide readers with a more analytical interpretation of the news. As Time grew, people at some other
publications took notice, and slowly editors began rethinking how they might reach out to readers in an
increasingly interrelated world.

During the 1930s, two major events increased the desire for a new style of journalism: the Great
Depression and the Nazi threat to global stability. Readers were no longer content with the who, what,
where, when, and why of objective journalism. Instead, they craved analysis and a deeper explanation of
the chaos surrounding them. Many papers responded with a new type of reporting that became known

as interpretive journalism.

Interpretive journalism, following Time’s example, has grown in popularity since its inception in the
1920s and 1930s, and journalists use it to explain issues and to provide readers with a broader context for
the stories that they encounter. According to Brant Houston, the executive director of Investigative
Reporters and Editors Inc., an interpretive journalist “goes beyond the basic facts of an event or topic to
provide context, analysis, and possible consequences.” '/ When this new style was first used, readers
responded with great interest to the new editorial perspectives that newspapers were offering on events.
But interpretive journalism posed a new problem for editors: the need to separate straight objective news
from opinions and analysis. In response, many papers in the 1930s and 1940s “introduced weekend
interpretations of the past week’s events ... and interpretive columnists with bylines.” ' As explained by
Stephen J. A. Ward in his article, “Journalism Ethics,” the goal of these weekend features was to
“supplement objective reporting with an informed interpretation of world events.”

Competition From Broadcasting

The 1930s also saw the rise of broadcasting as radios became common in most U.S. households and as
sound—picture recordings for newsreels became increasingly common. This broadcasting revolution
introduced new dimensions to journalism. Scholar Michael Schudson has noted that broadcast news

“reflect[ed] ... a new journalistic reality. The journalist, no longer merely the relayer of documents and
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messages, ha[d] become the interpreter of the news.”” However, just as radio furthered the interpretive
journalistic style, it also created a new problem for print journalism, particularly newspapers.

Suddenly, free news from the radio offered competition to the pay news of newspapers. Scholar Robert W.
McChesney has observed that, in the 1930s, “many elements of the newspaper industry opposed
commercial broadcasting, often out of fear of losing ad revenues and circulation to the

broadcasters.” “This fear led to a media war as papers claimed that radio was stealing their print stories.
Radio outlets, however, believed they had equal right to news stories. According to Robert W. McChesney,
“commercial broadcasters located their industry next to the newspaper industry as an icon of American
freedom and culture.” "” The debate had a major effect on interpretive journalism as radio and
newspapers had to make decisions about whether to use an objective or interpretive format to remain
competitive with each other.

The emergence of television during the 1950s created even more competition for newspapers. In response,
paper publishers increased opinion-based articles, and many added what became known as op-ed pages.
An op-ed page—short foropposite the editorial page—features opinion-based columns typically produced
by a writer or writers unaffiliated with the paper’s editorial board. As op-ed pages grew, so did
interpretive journalism. Distinct from news stories, editors and columnists presented opinions on a
regularly basis. By the 1960s, the interpretive style of reporting had begun to replace the older descriptive
style. '?

Literary Journalism

Stemming from the development of interpretive journalism, literary journalism began to emerge during
the 1960s. This style, made popular by journalists Tom Wolfe (formerly a strictly nonfiction writer) and
Truman Capote, is often referred to as New Journalism and combines factual reporting with sometimes
fictional narration. Literary journalism follows neither the formulaic style of reporting of objective
journalism nor the opinion-based analytical style of interpretive journalism. Instead, this art form—as it is
often termed—brings voice and character to historical events, focusing on the construction of the scene
rather than on the retelling of the facts.

Important Literary Journalists

Figure 4.9
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The works of Tom Wolfe are some of the best examples of literary journalism of the 1960s.

Tom Wolfe was the first reporter to write in the literary journalistic style. In 1963, while his newspaper,
New York’s Herald Tribune, was on strike, Esquire magazine hired Wolfe to write an article on
customized cars. Wolfe gathered the facts but struggled to turn his collected information into a written
piece. His managing editor, Byron Dobell, suggested that he type up his notes so that Esquire could hire
another writer to complete the article. Wolfe typed up a 49-page document that described his research
and what he wanted to include in the story and sent it to Dobell. Dobell was so impressed by this piece
that he simply deleted the “Dear Byron” at the top of the letter and published the rest of Wolfe’s letter in
its entirety under the headline “There Goes (Varoom! Varoom!) That Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake
Streamline Baby.” The article was a great success, and Wolfe, in time, became known as the father of new
journalism. When he later returned to work at the Herald Tribune, Wolfe brought with him this new style,
“fusing the stylistic features of fiction and the reportorial obligations of journalism.” ™"

Truman Capote responded to Wolfe’s new style by writing In Cold Blood, which Capote termed a
“nonfiction novel,” in 1966. " The tale of an actual murder that had taken place on a Kansas farm some
years earlier, the novel was based on numerous interviews and painstaking research. Capote claimed that
he wrote the book because he wanted to exchange his “self-creative world ... for the everyday objective
world we all inhabit.” ™ The book was praised for its straightforward, journalistic style. New York

Times writer George Plimpton claimed that the book “is remarkable for its objectivity—nowhere, despite

his involvement, does the author intrude.” " After In Cold Blood was finished, Capote criticized Wolfe’s

style in an interview, commenting that Wolfe “[has] nothing to do with creative journalism,” by claiming
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that Wolfe did not have the appropriate fiction-writing expertise. '*' Despite the tension between these
two writers, today they are remembered for giving rise to a similar style in varying genres.

The Effects of Literary Journalism

Although literary journalism certainly affected newspaper reporting styles, it had a much greater impact
on the magazine industry. Because they were bound by fewer restrictions on length and deadlines,
magazines were more likely to publish this new writing style than were newspapers. Indeed, during the
1960s and 1970s, authors simulating the styles of both Wolfe and Capote flooded magazines such

as Esquire and The New Yorker with articles.

Literary journalism also significantly influenced objective journalism. Many literary journalists believed
that objectivity limited their ability to critique a story or a writer. Some claimed that objectivity in writing
is impossible, as all journalists are somehow swayed by their own personal histories. Still others,
including Wolfe, argued that objective journalism conveyed a “limited conception of the ‘facts,” which
“often effected an inaccurate, incomplete story that precluded readers from exercising informed
judgment.” "

Advocacy Journalism and Precision Journalism

The reactions of literary journalists to objective journalism encouraged the growth of two more types of
journalism: advocacy journalism and precision journalism. Advocacy journalists promote a particular
cause and intentionally adopt a biased, nonobjective viewpoint to do so effectively. However, serious
advocate journalists adhere to strict guidelines, as “an advocate journalist is not the same as being an
activist” according to journalist Sue Careless. "’ In an article discussing advocacy journalism, Careless
contrasted the role of an advocate journalist with the role of an activist. She encourages future advocate
journalists by saying the following:

A journalist writing for the advocacy press should practice the same skills as any journalist. You don’t
fabricate or falsify. If you do you will destroy the credibility of both yourself as a working journalist and
the cause you care so much about. News should never be propaganda. You don’t fudge or suppress vital
facts or present half-truths. '**

Despite the challenges and potential pitfalls inherent to advocacy journalism, this type of journalism has

increased in popularity over the past several years. In 2007, USA Today reporter Peter Johnson stated,

“[i]ncreasingly, journalists and talk-show hosts want to ‘own’ a niche issue or problem, find ways to solve
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it, and be associated with making this world a better place.” " In this manner, journalists across the

world are employing the advocacy style to highlight issues they care about.
Oprah Winfrey: Advocacy Journalist

Television talk-show host and owner of production company Harpo Inc., Oprah Winfrey is one of the
most successful, recognizable entrepreneurs of the late-20th and early-21st centuries. Winfrey has long
been a news reporter, beginning in the late 1970s as a coanchor of an evening television program. She
began hosting her own show in 1984, and as of 2010, theOprah Winfrey Show is one of the most popular
television programs on the air. Winfrey has long used her show as a platform for issues and concerns,
making her one of today’s most famous advocacy journalists. While many praise Winfrey for using her
celebrity to draw attention to causes she cares about, others criticize her techniques, claiming that she
uses the advocacy style for self-promotion. As one critic writes, “I'm not sure how Oprah’s endless self-
promotion of how she spent millions on a school in South Africa suddenly makes her ‘own’ the ‘education
niche.” She does own the trumpet-my-own-horn niche. But that’s not journalism.” **

Yet despite this somewhat harsh critique, many view Winfrey as the leading example of positive advocacy
journalism. Sara Grumbles claims in her blog “Breaking and Fitting the Mold”: “Oprah Winfrey obviously
practices advocacy journalism.... Winfrey does not fit the mold of a ‘typical’ journalist by today’s
standards. She has an agenda and she voices her opinions. She has her own op-ed page in the form of a
million dollar television studio. Objectivity is not her strong point. Still, in my opinion she is a
journalist.”"”"

Regardless of the arguments about the value and reasoning underlying her technique, Winfrey
unquestionably practices a form of advocacy journalism. In fact, thanks to her vast popularity, she may be
the most compelling example of an advocacy journalist working today.

Precision journalism emerged in the 1970s. In this form, journalists turn to polls and studies to
strengthen the accuracy of their articles. Philip Meyer, commonly acknowledged as the father of precision
journalism, says that his intent is to “encourage my colleagues in journalism to apply the principles of
scientific method to their tasks of gathering and presenting the news.” ” This type of journalism adds a
new layer to objectivity in reporting, as articles no longer need to rely solely on anecdotal evidence;
journalists can employ hard facts and figures to support their assertions. An example of precision

journalism would be an article on voting patterns in a presidential election that cites data from exit polls.
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Precision journalism has become more popular as computers have become more prevalent. Many
journalists currently use this type of writing.

Consensus versus Conflict Newspapers

Another important distinction within the field of journalism must be made

between consensus journalism and conflict journalism. Consensus journalism typically takes place in
smaller communities, where local newspapers generally serve as a forum for many different voices.
Newspapers that use consensus-style journalism provide community calendars and meeting notices and
run articles on local schools, events, government, property crimes, and zoning. These newspapers can
help build civic awareness and a sense of shared experience and responsibility among readers in a
community. Often, business or political leaders in the community own consensus papers.

Conversely, conflict journalism, like that which is presented in national and international news articles
in The New York Times, typically occurs in national or metropolitan dailies. Conflict journalists define
news in terms of societal discord, covering events and issues that contravene perceived social norms. In
this style of journalism, reporters act as watchdogs who monitor the government and its activities.
Conflict journalists often present both sides of a story and pit ideas against one another to generate
conflict and, therefore, attract a larger readership. Both conflict and consensus papers are widespread.
However, because they serve different purposes and reach out to differing audiences, they largely do not
compete with each other.

Niche Newspapers

Niche newspapers represent one more model of newspapers. These publications, which reach out to a
specific target group, are rising in popularity in the era of Internet. As Robert Courtemanche, a certified
journalism educator, writes, “[i]n the past, newspapers tried to be everything to every reader to gain
circulation. That outdated concept does not work on the Internet where readers expect expert, niche
content.” ”* Ethnic and minority papers are some of the most common forms of niche newspapers. In the
United States—particularly in large cities such as New York—niche papers for numerous ethnic
communities flourish. Some common types of U.S. niche papers are papers that cater to a specific ethnic
or cultural group or to a group that speaks a particular language. Papers that cover issues affecting
lesbians, gay men, and bisexual individuals—like the Advocate—and religion-oriented publications—

like The Christian Science Monitor—are also niche papers.
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The Underground Press

Some niche papers are part of the underground press. Popularized in the 1960s and 1970s as individuals
sought to publish articles documenting their perception of social tensions and inequalities, the
underground press typically caters to alternative and countercultural groups. Most of these papers are
published on small budgets. Perhaps the most famous underground paper is New York’s Pulitzer Prize—
winning Village Voice. This newspaper was founded in 1955 and declares its role in the publishing
industry by saying:

The Village Voice introduced free-form, high-spirited and passionate journalism into the public discourse.
As the nation’s first and largest alternative newsweekly, the Voice maintains the same tradition of no-
holds-barred reporting and criticism it first embraced when it began publishing fifty years ago. *"
Despite their at-times shoestring budgets, underground papers serve an important role in the media. By

offering an alternative perspective to stories and by reaching out to niche groups through their writing,

underground-press newspapers fill a unique need within the larger media marketplace. As journalism has

evolved over the years, newspapers have adapted to serve the changing demands of readers.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Objective journalism began as a response to sensationalism and has continued in some form to this day.
However, some media observers have argued that it is nearly impossible to remain entirely objective
while reporting a story. One argument against objectivity is that journalists are human and are, therefore,
biased to some degree. Many newspapers that promote objectivity put in place systems to help their
journalists remain as objective as possible.

e Literary journalism combines the research and reporting of typical newspaper journalism with the writing
style of fiction. While most newspaper journalists focus on facts, literary journalists tend to focus on the
scene by evoking voices and characters inhabiting historical events. Famous early literary journalists
include Tom Wolfe and Truman Capote.

e  Other journalistic styles allow reporters and publications to narrow their editorial voice. Advocacy
journalists encourage readers to support a particular cause. Consensus journalism encourages social and
economic harmony, while conflict journalists present information in a way that focuses on views outside

of the social norm.
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e Niche newspapers—such as members of the underground press and those serving specific ethnic groups,
racial groups, or speakers of a specific language —serve as important media outlets for distinct voices. The
rise of the Internet and online journalism has brought niche newspapers more into the mainstream.

EXERCISES
Please respond to the following writing prompts. Each response should be a minimum of one paragraph.
1. Find an objective newspaper article that includes several factual details. Rewrite the story in a literary
journalistic style. How does the story differ from one genre to the other?
2. Was it difficult to transform an objective story into a piece of literary journalism? Explain.

3. Do you prefer reading an objective journalism piece or a literary journalism piece? Explain.
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4.3 How Newspapers Control the Public’s Access to Information and Impact American

Pop Culture

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
1. Describe two ways that newspapers control stories.
2. Define watchdog journalism.
3. Describe how television has impacted journalistic styles.
Since 1896, The New York Times has printed the phrase “All the News That’s Fit to Print” as its
masthead motto. The phrase itself seems innocent enough, and it has been published for such a long
time now that many probably skim over it without giving it a second thought. Yet, the phrase
represents an interesting phenomenon in the newspaper industry: control. Papers have long been
criticized for the way stories are presented, yet newspapers continue to print—and readers continue
to buy them.
“All the News That’s Fit to Print”
In 1997, The New York Times publicly claimed that it was “an independent newspaper, entirely fearless,
free of ulterior influence and unselfishly devoted to the public welfare.” " Despite this public
proclamation of objectivity, the paper’s publishers have been criticized for choosing which articles to print
based on personal financial gain. In reaction to that statement, scholar Edward S. Herman wrote that the
issue is that The New York Times “defin[es] public welfare in a manner acceptable to their elite audience
and advertisers.” ) The New York Times has continually been accused of determining what stories are
told. For example, during the 1993 debate over the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), The
New York Times clearly supported the agreement. In doing so, the newspaper exercised editorial control
over its publication and the information that went out to readers.
However, The New York Times is not the only newspaper to face accusations of controlling which stories

are told. In his review of Read All About It: The Corporate Takeover of America’s Newspapers, Steve
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Hoenisch, editor ofCriticism.com, offers these harsh words about what drives the stories printed in
today’s newspaper:

I've always thought of daily newspapers as the guardians of our—meaning the public’s—right to know. The
guardians of truth, justice, and public welfare and all that. But who am I fooling? America’s daily
newspapers don’t belong to us. Nor, for that matter, do they even seek to serve us any longer. They have
more important concerns now: appeasing advertisers and enriching stockholders. "

More and more, as readership declines, newspapers must answer to advertisers and shareholders as they
choose which stories to report on.

However, editorial control does not end there. Journalists determine not only what stories are told but
also how those stories are presented. This issue is perhaps even more delicate than that of selection. Most
newspaper readers still expect news to be reported objectively and demand that journalists present their
stories in this manner. However, careful public scrutiny can burden journalists, while accusations of
controlling information affect their affiliated newspapers. However, this scrutiny takes on importance as
the public turns to journalists and newspapers to learn about the world.

Journalists are also expected to hold themselves to high standards of truth and originality. Fabrication
and plagiarism are prohibited. If a journalist is caught using these tactics, then his or her career is likely to
end for betraying the public’s trust and for damaging the publication’s reputation. For example, The New
York Times reporter Jayson Blair lost his job in 2003 when his plagiary and fabrication were discovered,
and The New Republic journalist Stephen Glass was fired in 1998 for inventing stories, quotes, and
sources.

Despite the critiques of the newspaper industry and its control over information, the majority of
newspapers and journalists take their roles seriously. Editors work with journalists to verify sources and
to double-check facts so readers are provided accurate information. In this way, the control that
journalists and newspapers exert serves to benefit their readers, who can then be assured that articles

printed are correct.
The New York Times Revisits Old Stories

Despite the criticism of The New York Times, the famous newspaper has been known to revisit their old

stories to provide a new, more balanced view. One such example occurred in 2004 when, in response to
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criticism on their handling of the Iraq War, The New York Times offered a statement of apology. The
apology read as follows:

We have found a number of instances of coverage that was not as rigorous as it should have been. In some
cases, information that was controversial then, and seems questionable now, was insufficiently qualified
or allowed to stand unchallenged. Looking back, we wish we had been more aggressive in re-examining
the claims as new evidence emerged—or failed to emerge. *

Although the apology was risky—it essentially admitted guilt in controlling a controversial story—The
New York Times demonstrated a commitment to ethical journalism.

Watchdog Journalism

One way that journalists control stories for the benefit of the public is by engaging

in watchdog journalism. This form of journalism provides the public with information about government
officials or business owners while holding those officials to high standards of operation. Watchdog
journalism is defined as “(1) independent scrutiny by the press of the activities of government, business
and other public institutions, with an aim toward (2) documenting, questioning, and investigating those
activities, to (3) provide publics and officials with timely information on issues of public concern.”
One of the most famous examples of watchdog journalism is the role that Bob Woodward and Carl
Bernstein of The Washington Post played in uncovering information about the Watergate break-in and
scandal that ultimately resulted in President Richard Nixon’s resignation. Newspapers and journalists
often laud watchdog journalism, one of the most important functions of newspapers, yet it is difficult to
practice because it requires rigorous investigation, which in turn demands more time. Many journalists
often try to keep up with news as it breaks, so journalists are not afforded the time to research the
information—nor to hone the skills—required to write a watchdog story. “Surviving in the newsroom—
doing watchdog stories—takes a great deal of personal and political skill. Reporters must have a sense of
guerilla warfare tactics to do well in the newsroom.” "°

To be successful, watchdog journalists must investigate stories, ask tough questions, and face the
possibility of unpopularity to alert the public to corruption or mismanagement while elevating the public’s

expectations of the government. At the same time, readers can support newspapers that employ this style

of journalism to encourage the press to engage in the challenging watchdog form of journalism. As
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scholars have observed, “not surprisingly, watchdog journalism functions best when reporters understand

it and news organizations and their audiences support it.” "

Impact of Television and the Internet on Print

Newspapers have control over which stories are told and how those stories are presented. Just as the
newspaper industry has changed dramatically over the years, journalistic writing styles have been
transformed. Many times, such changes mirrored a trend shift in readership; since the 1950s, however,
newspapers have had to compete with television journalism and, more recently, the Internet. Both
television and the Internet have profoundly affected newspaper audiences and journalistic styles.

Case Study: USA Today

USA Today, founded in 1982 and known for its easy-to-read stories, is but one example of a paper that
has altered its style to remain competitive with television and the Internet. In the past, newspapers placed
their primary focus on the written word. Although some newspapers still maintain the use of written
narration, many papers have shifted their techniques to attract a more television-savvy audience. In the
case of USA Today, the emphasis lies on the second track—the visual story—dominated by large images
accompanied by short written stories. This emphasis mimics the television presentation format, allowing
the paper to cater to readers with short attention spans.

A perhaps unexpected shift in journalistic writing styles that derives from television is the more frequent
use of present tense, rather than past tense, in articles. This shift likely comes from television journalism’s
tendency to allow a story to develop as it is being told. This subtle but noticeable shift from past to present
tense in narration sometimes brings a more dramatic element to news articles, which may attract readers
who otherwise turn to television news programs for information.

Like many papers, USA Today has redesigned its image and style to keep up with the sharp immediacy of
the Internet and with the entertainment value of television. In fact, the paper’s management was so
serious about their desire to compete with television that from 1988 to 1990 they mounted a syndicated
television series titled USA Today: The Television Show (later retitled USA Today on TV). ® Despite its
short run, the show demonstrated the paper’s focus on reaching out to a visual audience, a core value that
it has maintained to this day. Today, USA Today has established itself as a credible and reliable news

source, despite its unorthodox approach to journalism.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
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e Newspapers control which stories are told by selecting which articles make it to print. They also control
how stories are told by determining the way in which information is presented to their readers.

e  Watchdog journalism is an investigative approach to reporting that aims to inform citizens of occurrences
in government and businesses.

e Television has not only contributed to the decline of readership for newspapers but has also impacted
visual and journalistic styles. Newspapers, such as USA Today, have been profoundly affected by the
television industry. USA Today caters to television watchers by incorporating large images and short
stories, while primarily employing the present tense to make it seem as though the story is unfolding
before the reader.

Please respond to the following writing prompts. Each response should be a minimum of one paragraph.

1. Compare the journalistic styles of USA Today and The Wall Street Journal. Examine differences in the
visual nature of the newspapers as well as in the journalistic style.

2. How has television affected these particular newspapers?

3. What noticeable differences do you observe? Can you find any similarities?

4. How did each newspaper cover events differently? How did each newspaper’s coverage change the

focus and information told? Did you find any watchdog stories, and, if so, what were they?

[1] Edward S. Herman, “All the News Fit to Print: Structure and Background of the New York Times,” Z Magazine,

April 1998, http://www.thirdworldtraveler.com/Herman%20/AlINewsFit Herman.html.

[2] Edward S. Herman, “All the News Fit to Print: Structure and Background of the New York Times,” Z Magazine,

April 1998, http://www.thirdworldtraveler.com/Herman%20/AlINewsFit Herman.html.

[3] Steven Hoenisch, “Corporate Journalism,” review of Read All About It: The Corporate Takeover of America’s

Newspapers, by James D. Squires, http://www.criticism.com/md/critl.html#section-Read-All-About-It.

[4] Editorial, “The Times and Iraqg,” New York Times, May 26, 2004,

http://www.nytimes.com/2004/05/26/international/middleeast/26FTE _NOTE.html.

[5] W. Lance Bennett and William Serrin, “The Watchdog Role,” in The Institutions of American Democracy: The

Press, ed. Geneva Overholser and Kathleen Hall Jamieson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 169.
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[6] W. Lance Bennett and William Serrin, “The Watchdog Role,” in The Institutions of American Democracy: The
Press, ed. Geneva Overholser and Kathleen Hall Jamieson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 182.
[7] W. Lance Bennett and William Serrin, “The Watchdog Role,” in The Institutions of American Democracy: The
Press, ed. Geneva Overholser and Kathleen Hall Jamieson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 185.

[8] “U.S.A Today: The Television Series,” Internet Movie Database, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0094572/.

4.4 current Popular Trends in the Newspaper Industry
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify newspapers with high circulations.

2. Describe the decline of the newspaper industry.

Popular media such as television and the Internet have forever changed the newspaper industry. To
fully understand the impact that current technology is having on the newspaper industry, it is
necessary to first examine the current state of the industry.

Major Publications in the U.S. Newspaper Industry

Although numerous papers exist in the United States, a few major publications dominate circulation and,
thus, exert great influence on the newspaper industry. Each of these newspapers has its own unique
journalistic and editorial style, relying on different topics and techniques to appeal to its readership.

USA Today

USA Today currently tops the popularity chart with a daily circulation of 2,281,831. " This national
paper’s easy-to-read content and visually focused layout contribute to its high readership numbers.
Although the paper does not formally publish on weekends, it does have a partner paper titled USA
Weekend.USA Today consists of four sections: news, money, sports, and life; for the ease of its readers,
the newspaper color-codes each section. Owned by the Gannett Company, the paper caters to its audience
by opting for ease of comprehension over complexity.

The Wall Street Journal

Established in the late 1800s, The Wall Street Journal closely trails USA Today, with a circulation of
2,070,498. " In fact, USA Today and The Wall Street Journal have competed for the top circulation spot
for many years. An international paper that focuses on business and financial news, The Wall Street

Journal primarily uses written narration with few images. Recent changes to its layout, such as adding
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advertising on the front page and minimizing the size of the paper slightly to save on printing costs, have
not dramatically shifted this long-standing focus. The paper runs between 50 and 96 pages per issue and
gives its readers up-to-date information on the economy, business, and national and international

financial news.

The New York Times

The New York Times is another major publication, with circulation at 1,121,623."

Founded in 1851, the
New York City—based paper is owned by the New York Times Company, which also publishes several
smaller regional papers. The flagship paper contains three sections: news, opinion, and features. Although
its articles tend to be narrative-driven, the paper does include images for many of its articles, creating a
balance between the wordier layout of The Wall Street Journal and the highly visual USA Today. The
New York Times publishes international stories along with more local stories in sections such as Arts,
Theater, and Metro. The paper has also successfully established itself on the Internet, becoming one of the
most popular online papers today.

Los Angeles Times

The Los Angeles Times—currently the only West Coast paper to crack the top 10 circulation list—has also
contributed much to the newspaper industry. First published in 1881, the California-based paper has a
distribution of 907,977. “’Perhaps the most unique feature of the paper is its Column One, which focuses
on sometimes-bizarre stories meant to engage readers. Known for its investigative journalistic approach,
the Los Angeles Times demands that its journalists “provide a rich, nuanced account” of the issues they

cover. ' By 2010, the paper had won 39 Pulitzer Prizes, including 5 gold medals for public service.

The Washington Post

First published in 1877, The Washington Post is Washington, DC’s oldest and largest paper, with a daily
circulation of 709,997. " According to its editors, the paper aims to be “fair and free and wholesome in its
outlook on public affairs and public men.” ' In this vein, The Washington Post has developed a strong
investigative journalism style, perhaps most exemplified by its prominent investigation of the Watergate
Scandal.

The paper also holds the principle of printing articles fit “for the young as well as the old.” ' In 2003, The
Washington Post launched a new section called the Sunday Source which targets the 18- to 34-year-old

age group in an attempt to increase readership among younger audiences. This weekend supplement
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section focused on entertainment and lifestyle issues, like style, food, and fashion. Although it ceased
publication in 2008, some of its regular features migrated to the regular paper. Like the Los Angeles
Times, The Washington Post holds numerous Pulitzer Prizes for journalism.

Chicago Tribune

One other major publication with a significant impact on the newspaper industry is the Chicago Tribune,
wielding a circulation of 643,086. "% First established in 1847, the paper is often remembered for
famously miscalling the 1948 presidential election with the headline of “Dewey Defeats Truman.”

Figure 4.10

The Chicago Tribune’s inaccurate declaration of the results of the tight 1948 presidential election has become one of
the most famous headlines of all time.

Despite this error, the Chicago Tribune has become known for its watchdog journalism, including a
specific watchdog section for issues facing Chicago, like pollution, politics, and more. It proudly proclaims
its commitment “to standing up for your interests and serving as your watchdog in the corridors of

power.” ™

Declining Readership and Decreasing Revenues
Despite major newspapers’ large circulations, newspapers as a whole are experiencing a dramatic decline
in both subscribers and overall readership. For example, on February 27, 2009, Denver’s Rocky Mountain

News published its final issue after nearly 150 years in print. The front-page article “Goodbye, Colorado”
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reflected on the paper’s long-standing history with the Denver community, observing that “It is with great
sadness that we say goodbye to you today. Our time chronicling the life of Denver and Colorado, the
nation and the world, is over.” !

Readership Decline

The story of Rocky Mountain News is neither unique nor entirely unexpected. For nearly a half-century,
predictions of the disappearance of print newspapers have been an ongoing refrain. The fear of losing
print media began in the 1940s with the arrival of the radio and television. Indeed, the number of daily
papers has steadily decreased since the 1940s; in 1990, the number of U.S. dailies was just 1,611. By 2008,
that number had further shrunk to 1,408. ™ But the numbers are not as clear-cut as they appear. As one
report observed, “The root problems go back to the late 1940s, when the percentage of Americans reading
newspapers began to drop. But for years the U.S. population was growing so much that circulation kept

» "'During the 1970s when circulation stopped rising, more

rising and then, after 19770s, remained stable.
women were entering the workforce. By the 1990s when “circulation began to decline in absolute
numbers,” the number of women in the workforce was higher than had ever been previously

experienced. "* With women at work, there were fewer people at home with leisure time for reading daily
papers for their news. This, combined with television journalism’s rising popularity and the emergence of
the Internet, meant a significant decrease in newspaper circulation. With newer, more immediate ways to
get news, the disconnect between newspapers and consumers deepened.

Compounding the problem is newspapers’ continuing struggle to attract younger readers. Many of these
young readers simply did not grow up in households that subscribed to daily papers and so they do not
turn to newspapers for information. However, the problem seems to be more complex “than fewer people
developing the newspaper habit. People who used to read every day now read less often. Some people who
used to read a newspaper have stopped altogether.” '*

Yet the most significant challenge to newspapers is certainly the Internet. As print readership declines,
online readership has grown; fast, free access to breaking information contributes to the growing appeal

of online news. Despite the increase in online news readers, that growth has not offset the drop in print

readership. In 2008, the Pew Research Center conducted a news media consumption survey in which only
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39 percent of participants claimed to having read a newspaper (either print or online) the day before,
showing a drop from 43 percent in 2006. Meanwhile, readership of print newspapers fell from 34 percent
to 25 percent in that time period. "

The study also observed that younger generations are primarily responsible for this shift to online
reading. “The changes in reader habits seem to be similar amongst both Generation X and Y
demographics, where marked increases in consulting online news sources were observed.” ** Baby
boomers and older generations do, for the most part, still rely on printed newspapers for information.
Perhaps this distinction between generations is not surprising. Younger readers grew up with the Internet
and have developed different expectations about the speed, nature, and cost of information than have
older generations. However, this trend suggests that online readership along with the general decline of
news readers may make printed newspapers all but obsolete in the near future.

Joint Operating Agreements

As readership began to decline in the 1970s and newspapers began experiencing greater competition
within individual cities, Congress issued the Newspaper Preservation Act authorizing the structure of
joint operating agreements (JOAs). The implementation of JOAs means that two newspapers could “share
the cost of business, advertising, and circulation operations,” which helped newspapers stay afloat in the
face of an ever-shrinking readership. "” The Newspaper Preservation Act also ensured that two competing
papers could keep their distinct news divisions but merge their business divisions.

At its peak, 28 newspaper JOAs existed across the United States, but as the industry declines at an
increasingly rapid rate, JOAs are beginning to fail. With today’s shrinking pool of readers, two
newspapers simply cannot effectively function in one community. In 2009, only nine JOAs continued
operations, largely because JOAs “don’t eliminate the basic problem of one newspaper gaining the upper

9 [20

hand in circulation and, hence, advertising revenue.” *” With advertising playing a key role in
newspapers’ financial survival, revenue loss is a critical blow. Additionally, “in recent years, of course, the
Internet has thrown an even more dramatic wrench into the equation. Classified advertising has migrated
to Internet sites like craigslist.org while traditional retail advertisers ... can advertise via their own

websites.” ") As more advertisers move away from the newspaper industry, more JOAs will likely

crumble. The destruction of JOAs will, in turn, result in the loss of more newspapers.
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Newspaper Chains

As newspapers diminish in number and as newspaper owners find themselves in financial trouble, a
dramatic increase in the consolidation of newspaper ownership has taken place. Today, many large
companies own several papers across the country, buying independently owned papers to help them stay
afloat. The change has been occurring for some time; in fact, “since 1975, more than two-thirds of
independently owned newspapers ... have disappeared.” “’However, since 2000, newspaper
consolidation has increased markedly as more papers are turning over control to larger companies.

In 2002, the 22 largest newspaper chains owned 39 percent of all the newspapers in the country (562
papers). Yet those papers represent 70 percent of daily circulation and 773 percent of Sunday. And their
influence appears to be growing. These circulation percentages are a full percentage point higher than
2001.

Among the 22 companies that own the largest percentage of the papers, four chains stand out: Gannett,
the Tribune Company, the New York Times Company, and the McClatchy Company. Not only do these
companies each own several papers across the country, but they also enjoy a higher-than-normal profit
margin relative to smaller chains.

Recent Ownership Trends

In addition to consolidation, the decline of print newspapers has brought about several changes in
ownership as companies attempt to increase their revenue. In 2007, media mogul Rupert Murdoch’s
News Corporation purchased The Wall Street Journal with an unsolicited $5 billion bid, promising to
“pour money into the Journal and its website and use his satellite television networks in Europe and Asia
to spread Journal content the world over.” ** Murdoch has used the buyout to move the paper into the
technological world, asking readers and newspapers to embrace change. In 2009, he published an article
in The Wall Street Journal assuring his readers that “the future of journalism is more promising than
ever—limited only by editors and producers unwilling to fight for their readers and viewers, or
government using its heavy hand either to overregulate or subsidize us.” *” Murdoch believes that the
hope of journalism lies in embracing the changing world and how its inhabitants receive news. Time will
tell if he is correct.

Despite changes in power, the consolidation trend is leveling off. Even large chains must cut costs to avoid

shuttering papers entirely. In January 2009, the newspaper industry experienced 2,252 layoffs; in total,
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the U.S. newspaper industry lost 15,114 jobs that year. ' With the dual challenges of layoffs and
decreasing readership, some in the journalism industry are beginning to explore other options for
ownership, such as nonprofit ownership. As one article in the Chronicle of Philanthropy puts it, “[i]t may
be time for a more radical reinvention of the daily newspaper. The answer for some newspapers may be to
adopt a nonprofit ownership structure that will enable them to seek philanthropic contributions and
benefit from tax exemptions.” "

It is clear that the newspaper industry is on the brink of major change. Over the next several years, the

industry will likely continue to experience a complete upheaval brought on by dwindling readership and

major shifts in how individuals consume news. As newspapers scramble to find their footing in an ever-

changing business, readers adapt and seek out trustworthy information in new ways.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Some key players in the U.S. newspaper market include the USA Today, The Wall Street Journal, The New
York Times, the Los Angeles Times, The Washington Post, and the Chicago Tribune.
e Although readership has been declining since the invention of the radio, the Internet has had the most
profound effect on the newspaper industry as readers turn to free online sources of information.
e  Financial challenges have led to the rise of ever-growing newspaper chains and the creation of JOAs.
Nevertheless, newspapers continue to fold and lay off staff.
Please respond to the following writing prompts. Each response should be a minimum of one paragraph.
1. Pick a major national event that interests you. Then, select two papers of the six discussed in this
section and explore the differences in how those newspapers reported on the story. How does the
newspaper’s audience affect the way in which a story is presented?
2. Spend some time exploring websites of several major newspapers. How have these papers been

responding to growing online readership?

[1] “Top 10 US Newspapers by Circulation,” Newspapers.com, http://www.newspapers.com/top10.html.

[2] “Top 10 US Newspapers by Circulation,” Newspapers.com, http://www.newspapers.com/top10.html.

[3] “Top 10 US Newspapers by Circulation,” Newspapers.com, http://www.newspapers.com/top10.html.

[4] “Top 10 US Newspapers by Circulation,” Newspapers.com, http://www.newspapers.com/top10.html.
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[7] “Top 10 US Newspapers by Circulation,” Newspapers.com, http://www.newspapers.com/top10.html.

[8] Washington Post, “General Information: Post Principles,”
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[11] Chicago Tribune, “On Guard for Chicago,” http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/chi-on-guard-for-

chicago,0,3834517.htmlpage.

[12] Rocky Mountain News, “Goodbye, Colorado,” February 7, 2009,

http://www.rockymountainnews.com/news/2009/feb/27/goodbye-colorado/.

[13] Newspaper Association of American, “Total Paid Circulation,” http://www.naa.org/TrendsandNumbers/Total-

Paid-Circulation.aspx.

[14] Project for Excellence in Journalism, “Newspapers: Audience” in The State of the News Media
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[24] Frank Ahrens, “Murdoch Seizes Wall St. Journal in $5 Billion Coup,” Washington Post, August 1,

2007, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/07/31/AR2007073100896.html.

[25] Rupert Murdoch, “Journalism and Freedom,” Wall Street Journal, December 8, 2009,

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704107104574570191223415268.html.
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12, 2009, http://gfem.org/node/492.

4.5 Online Journalism Redefines News
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Describe two ways in which online reporting may outperform traditional print reporting.

2. Explain the greatest challenges newspapers face as they transition to online journalism.

The proliferation of online communication has had a profound effect on the newspaper industry. As
individuals turn to the Internet to receive news for free, traditional newspapers struggle to remain
competitive and hold onto their traditional readers. However, the Internet’s appeal goes beyond free
content. This section delves further into the Internet and its influence on the print industry. The

Internet and its role in media are explored in greater detail in of this textbook.
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Competition From Blogs

Web logs, or blogs, have offered a new take on the traditional world of journalism. Blogs feature news and
commentary entries from one or more authors. However, journalists differ on whether the act of writing a
blog, commonly known as blogging, is, in fact, a form of journalism.

Indeed, many old-school reporters do not believe blogging ranks as formal journalism. Unlike journalists,
bloggers are not required to support their work with credible sources. This means that stories published
on blogs are often neither verified nor verifiable. As Jay Rosen, New York University journalism professor,
writes, “Bloggers are speakers and writers of their own invention, at large in the public square.

They’re participating in the great game of influence called public opinion.” "' Despite the blurry lines of
what constitutes “true” journalism—and despite the fact that bloggers are not held to the same standards
as journalists—many people still seek out blogs to learn about news. Thus, blogs have affected the news
journalism industry. According to longtime print journalist and blogger Gina Chen, “blogging has changed
journalism, but it is not journalism.”

Advantages Over Print Media

Beyond the lack of accountability in blogging, blogs are free from the constraints of journalism in other
ways that make them increasingly competitive with traditional print publications. Significantly, Internet
publication allows writers to break news as soon as it occurs. Unlike a paper that publishes only once a
day, the Internet is constantly accessible, and information is ready at the click of a mouse.

In 1998, the Internet flexed its rising journalistic muscle by breaking a story before any major print
publication: the Bill Clinton/Monica Lewinsky scandal. The Drudge Report, an online news website that
primarily consists of links to stories, first made the story public, claiming to have learned of the scandal
only after Newsweek magazine failed to publish it. On January 18, 1998, the story broke online with the
title “Newsweek Kills Story on White House Intern. Blockbuster Report: 23-year-old, Former White
House Intern, Sex Relationship with President.” The report gave some details on the scandal, concluding
the article with the phrase “The White House was busy checking the Drudge Report for details.” *' This
act revealed the power of the Internet because of its superiority in timeliness, threatening the relevancy of
slower newspapers and news magazines.

Print media also continuously struggle with space constraints, another limit that the Internet is spared. As

newspapers contemplate making the transition from print to online editions, several editors see the
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positive effect of this particular issue. N. Ram, editor-in-chief of The Hindu, claims, “One clear benefit
online editions can provide is the scope this gives for accommodating more and longer articles.... There
need be no space constraints, as in the print edition.” ' With the endless writing space of the Internet,
online writers have the freedom to explore topics more fully, to provide more detail, and to print
interviews or other texts in their entirety—opportunities that many print journalists have longed for since
newspapers first began publishing.

Online writing also provides a forum for amateurs to enter the professional realm of writing. With cost-
cutting forcing newspapers to lay off writers, more and more would-be journalists are turning to the
Internet to find ways to enter the field. Interestingly, the blogosphere has launched the careers of
journalists who otherwise may never have pursued a career in journalism. For example, blogger Molly
Wizenberg founded the blog Orangette because she didn’t know what to do with herself: “The only thing I
knew was that, whatever I did, it had to involve food and writing.” *’ After Orangette became a successful
food blog, Wizenberg transitioned into writing for a traditional media outlet: food magazine Bon Appetit.
Online Newspapers

With declining readership and increasing competition from blogs, most newspapers have embraced the
culture shift and have moved to online journalism. For many papers, this has meant creating an online
version of their printed paper that readers will have access to from any location, at all times of the day. By
2010, over 10,000 newspapers had gone online. But some smaller papers—particularly those in two-paper
communities—have not only started websites but have also ceased publication of their printed papers
entirely.

One such example is Seattle’s Post-Intelligencer. In 2009, the newspaper stopped printing, “leaving the

»l As Steve Swartz, president of Hearst Newspapers and

rival Seattle Times as the only big daily in town.
owner of the Post-Intelligencer, commented about the move to online-only printing, “Being the second
newspaper in Seattle didn’t work. We are very enthusiastic, however, about this experiment to create a
digital-only business in Seattle with a robust community website at its core.” "' For the Post-Intelligencer,
the move meant a dramatic decrease in its number of staff journalists. The printed version of the paper
employed 135 journalists, but the online version, Seattlepi.com, employs only 2 dozen. For Seattlepi.com,

this shift has been doubly unusual because the online-only newspaper is not really like a traditional

newspaper at all. As Swartz articulated, “Very few people come to our website and try to re-create the
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experience of reading a newspaper—in other words, spending a half-hour to 45 minutes and really reading
most of the articles. We don’t find people do that on the Web.” ¥/ The online newspaper is, in reality, still
trying to figure out what it is. Indeed, this is an uncomfortable position familiar to many online-only
papers: trapped between the printed news world and the online world of blogs and unofficial websites.
During this transitional time for newspapers, many professional journalists are taking the opportunity to
enter the blogosphere, the realm of bloggers on the Internet. Journalist bloggers, also known

as beatbloggers, have begun to utilize blogs as “tool[s] to engage their readers, interact with them, use
them as sources, crowdsource their ideas and invite them to contribute to the reporting process,” says
beatblogger Alana Taylor. ”’ As beatblogging grows, online newspapers are harnessing the popularity of
this new phenomenon and taking advantage of the resources provided by the vast Internet audience
through crowdsourcing (outsourcing problem solving to a large group of people, usually volunteers).
Blogs are becoming an increasingly prominent feature on news websites, and nearly every major
newspaper website displays a link to the paper’s official blogs on its homepage. This subtle addition to the
web pages reflects the print industry’s desire to remain relevant in an increasingly online world.

Even as print newspapers are making the transformation to the digital world with greater or less success,
Internet news sites that were never print papers have begun to make waves. Sites such as The Huffington
Post, The Daily Beast, and the Drudge Report are growing in popularity. For example, The Huffington
Post displays the phrase “The Internet Newspaper: News, Blogs, Video, Community” as its masthead,

"' In 2008, former Vanity Fair editor Tina

reiterating its role and focus in today’s media-savvy world.
Brown cofounded and began serving as editor-in-chief of The Daily Beast. On The Daily Beast’s website,
Brown has noted its success: “I revel in the immediacy, the responsiveness, the real-time-ness. I used to
be the impatient type. Now I'm the serene type. Because how can you be impatient when everything
happens right now, instantly?” "

Some newspapers are also making even more dramatic transformations to keep up with the changing
online world. In 2006, large newspaper conglomerate GateHouse Media began publishing under a
Creative Commons license, giving noncommercial users access to content according to the license’s
specifications. The company made the change to draw in additional online viewers and, eventually,

revenue for the newspapers. Writer at the Center for Citizen Media, Lisa Williams, explains in her article

published by PressThink.org:
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GateHouse’s decision to CC license its content may be a response to the cut-and-paste world of weblogs,
which frequently quote and point to newspaper stories. Making it easier—and legal—for bloggers to quote
stories at length means that bloggers are pointing their audience at that newspaper. Getting a boost in
traffic from weblogs may have an impact on online advertising revenue, and links from weblogs also have
an impact on how high a site’s pages appear in search results from search engines such as Google. Higher
traffic, and higher search engine rankings build a site’s ability to make money on online ads. '”
GateHouse Media’s decision to alter its newspapers’ licensing agreement to boost advertising online
reflects the biggest challenge facing the modern online newspaper industry: profit. Despite shrinking
print-newspaper readership and rising online readership, print revenue remains much greater than digital
revenue because the online industry is still determining how to make online newspapers profitable. One
article notes the following;:

The positive news is that good newspapers like The New York Times, The Guardian, The Financial Times,
and The Wall Street Journal now provide better, richer, and more diverse content in their Internet
editions.... The bad news is that the print media are yet to find a viable, let alone profitable, revenue
model for their Internet journalism. ™

The issue is not only that information on the Internet is free but also that advertising is far less expensive
online. As National Public Radio (NPR) reports, “The online-only plan for newspapers remains an
unproven financial model; there are great savings by scrapping printing and delivery costs, but even

» [14]

greater lost revenues, since advertisers pay far more money for print ads than online ads.

Figure 4.11

Source of Netwspaper Revenue
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Despite these challenges, newspapers both in print and online continue to seek new ways to provide the
public with accurate, timely information. Newspapers have long been adapting to cultural paradigm
shifts, and in the face of losing print newspapers altogether, the newspaper industry continues to reinvent

itself to keep up with the digital world.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

Print newspapers face increasing challenges from online media, particularly amateur blogs and

professional online news operations.

Internet reporting outperforms traditional print journalism both with its ability to break news as it
happens and through its lack of space limitations. Still, nonprofessional Internet news is not subject to

checks for credibility, so some readers and journalists remain skeptical.

As newspapers move to online journalism, they must determine how to make that model profitable. Most
online newspapers do not require subscriptions, and advertising is significantly less expensive online than
itisin print.
Please respond to the following writing prompts. Each response should be a minimum of one paragraph.
1. Choose a topic on which to conduct research. Locate a blog, a print newspaper, and an online-only
newspaper that have information about the topic.
2.  What differences do you notice in style and in formatting?
3. Does one appeal to you over the others? Explain.
4. What advantages does each source have over the others? What disadvantages?
5. Consider the changes the print newspaper would need to make to become an online-only paper.
What challenges would the print newspaper face in transitioning to an online medium?
Review Questions
1) Questions for
1. Which European technological advancement of the 1400s forever changed the print industry?
2.  Which country’s “weeklies” provided a stylistic format that many other papers followed?
3. In what ways did the penny paper transform the newspaper industry?

4. What is sensationalism and how did it become a prominent style in the journalism industry?

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
ofele) 187



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books

2) Questions for
1. What are some challenges of objective journalism?
2.  What are the unique features of the inverted pyramid style of journalistic writing?
3. How does literary journalism differ from traditional journalism?
4. What are the differences between consensus journalism and conflict journalism?
3) Questions for
1. In what two ways do newspapers control information?
2. What are some of the defining features of watchdog journalism?
3. Using USA Today as a model, in what tangible ways has television affected the newspaper industry
and styles of journalism?
4) Questions for
1. What are a few of the country’s most prominent newspapers, and what distinguishes them from one
another?
2. Name and briefly describe three technological advances that have affected newspaper readership.
5) Questions for
1. In what ways might online reporting benefit readers’ access to information?
2.  Why are print newspapers struggling as they transition to the online market?
1. Have sensationalism or yellow journalism retained any role in modern journalism? How might these styles
impact current trends in reporting?
2. Do a majority of today’s newspapers use objective journalism or interpretive journalism? Why might
papers tend to favor one style of journalism over another?
3. In what ways has watchdog journalism transformed the newspaper industry? What are the potential
benefits and pitfalls of watchdog journalism?
4. Explore the challenges that have arisen due to the growing number of newspaper chains in the United
States.
5. How has the Internet altered the way in which newspapers present news? How are print newspapers

responding to the decline of subscribers and the rise of online readers?

CAREER CONNECTION
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Although modern print newspapers increasingly face economic challenges and have reduced the number
of journalists they have on staff, career opportunities still exist in newspaper journalism. Those desiring to
enter the field may need to explore new ways of approaching journalism in a transforming industry.

Read the articles “Every Newspaper Journalist Should Start a Blog,” written by Scott Karp, found

at http://publishing2.com/2007/05/22/every-newspaper-journalist-should-start-a-blog/, and “Writing the

Freelance Newspaper Article,” by Cliff Hightower,

athttp://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue32/Writefreenewspaper.htm.

Think about these two articles as you answer the following questions.

1. What does Scott Karp mean when he says that a blog entails “embracing the power and accepting the
responsibility of being a publisher”? What should you do on your blog to do just that?

2. According to Karp, what is “the fundamental law of the web”?

3. Karp lists two journalists who have shown opposition to his article. What are the criticisms or caveats
to Karp’s main article that are discussed?

4. Describe the three suggestions that Cliff Hightower provides when thinking about a career as a
freelance writer. How might you be able to begin incorporating those suggestions into your own
writing?

5. What two texts does Hightower recommend as you embark on a career as a freelance writer?

[1] Jay Rosen, “Brain Food for BloggerCon,” PressThink (blog), April 16, 2004,

http://journalism.nyu.edu/pubzone/weblogs/pressthink/2004/04/16/con_prelude.html.

[2] Gina Chen, “Is Blogging Journalism?” Save the Media, March 28, 2009,

http://savethemedia.com/2009/03/28/is-blogging-journalism/.

[3] “Original Drudge Reports of Monica Lewinsky Scandal (January 17, 1998),” AustralianPolitics.com,

http://australianpolitics.com/usa/clinton/impeachment/drudge.shtml.

[4] S. Viswanathan, “Internet Media: Sky’s the Limit,” Hindu, March 28, 2010,
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[5] Nick Wyke, “Meet the Food Bloggers: Orangette,” Times (London), May 26, 2009,
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Chapter 5

Magazines
Changing Times, Changing Tastes

Figure 5.1

On October 5, 2009, publisher Condé Nast announced that the November 2009 issue of respected food
magazine Gourmet would be its last. The decision came as a shock to many readers who, since 1941, had
believed that “Gourmet was to food what Vogue is to fashion, a magazine with a rich history and a perch
high in the publishing firmament.” "’ Although Condé Nast folded three other publications—parenting
magazine Cookie and bridal magazines Elegant Bride and Modern Bride—the elimination

of Gourmet received the most attention because of the publication’s long history and popularity. Although
some readers were angry about the sudden print halt, some understood that the closure was simply a
reflection of a changing market.

Magazine publishers have been struggling with competition for advertising dollars for years. The
magazine industry took a dramatic hit from the financial crisis that began in the fall of 2007, with many
publications folding altogether, several moving to online-only models, and nearly all implementing mass
layoffs to cut costs. ) The crisis forced the high-end retailers that support Condé Nast magazines to slash
their advertising budgets, and the subsequent decline in advertising revenue put the Condé Nast
publications in jeopardy. "

Although this appears to be grim news for an industry that has survived since the 17th century, magazines
may not be truly obsolete. Many analysts are hopeful that the magazine industry, with its long, complex

past, is simply in a slump. According to the Magazine Publishers of America, some 7,383 magazines
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appeared in publication in 2008. ' The following year, media private-equity firm Veronis Suhler
Stevenson predicted that magazine ad revenues would stabilize in 2013. ' Former Newsweek financial
writer Daniel Gross—though admittedly biased—believes that the industry will strengthen. He describes
the panic of some who refer to the demise of print media as symptoms of an “irrational depression
surrounding print.” ¥ Yet even he admits that he may be mistaken in his belief that the current downward
trend is just a bump in the road. As Gross stated, “[i]f 'm wrong, I may have to eat my words. And I'll be

» /IS0, many have

doubly sad because I won’t have Gourmet to tell me what wine goes best with them.
begun to wonder, what will the future of the magazine business hold?

If Gourmet’s closure is any indication, the magazines of the future will be a product of cross-media
integration, particularly between print and television. “Advertising support for luxurious magazines

like Gourmet has dwindled, while grocery store advertisers have continued to buy pages at more
accessible, celebrity-driven magazines like Every Day with Rachel Ray, which specializes in 30-minute
meals, and Food Network Magazine.” ™ This trend suggests that the best—and perhaps only—way for
magazines to remain viable is to gain an audience via another medium and then use that celebrity-driven
status to sell the print product.

The magazine industry may change drastically over the next several years. This evolution may be affected
by a number of variables, such as the Internet, a new generation of readers, the fluctuation of advertising

costs, and the recovery from the 2008 recession. What remains to be seen is whether the magazine

industry can continue to be a dominant force in American culture in the midst of these changes.

[1] Stephanie Clifford, “Condé Nast Closes Gourmet and 3 Other Magazines,” New York Times, October 6, 2009,
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[3] Daniel Gross, “Don’t Make Me Eat My Words,” Newsweek, October 7, 2009,
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[4] Association of Magazine Media, “Clearing up Misperceptions about Magazine Closings,” white paper, August

2009, http://www.magazine.org/ASSETS/ACC5AFCF184843B9B8A4CE13080DB232/misperceptions-about-

magazine-closings-082009.pdf.
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5.1 History of Magazine Publishing
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Describe the European roots of the modern magazine.

2. Identify the changes that took place in magazine printing in the 1830s United States.

3. Describe the trends in journalism that arose during the 20th century.

Like the newspaper, the magazine has a complex history shaped by the cultures in which it
developed. Examining the industry’s roots and its transformation over time can contribute to a better
understanding of the modern industry.

Early Magazines

After the printing press became prevalent in Europe, early publishers began to conceptualize the
magazine. Forerunners of the familiar modern magazine first appeared during the 17th century in the
form of brochures, pamphlets, and almanacs. Soon, publishers realized that irregular publication
schedules required too much time and energy. A gradual shift then occurred as publishers sought regular
readers with specific interests. But the early magazine was unlike any other previous publication. It was
not enough of a news source to be a newspaper, but it could not be considered pleasure reading either.
Instead, early magazines occupied the middle ground between the two. ™!

Germany, France, and the Netherlands Lead the Way

German theologian and poet Johann Rist published the first true magazine between 1663 and 1668.
Titled Erbauliche Monaths-Unterredungen, or Edifying Monthly Discussions, Rist’s publication inspired

a number of others to begin printing literary journals across Europe: Denis de Sallo’s French Journal des

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
ofele) 193



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/04/business/media/04adco.html
http://www.newsweek.com/2009/10/06/don-t-make-me-eat-my-words.html
http://www.newsweek.com/2009/10/06/don-t-make-me-eat-my-words.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/06/business/media/06gourmet.html

Scavans (1665), the Royal Society’s English Philosophical Transactions (1665), and Francesco Nazzari’s
Italian Giomale de’letterati (1668). In 1684, exiled Frenchman Pierre Bayle published Novelles de la
République des Lettres in the Netherlands to escape French censorship. Profoundly affected by a general
revival of learning during the 1600s, the publications inspired enthusiasm for education.

Another Frenchman, Jean Donneau de Vizé, published the first “periodical of amusement,” Le Mercure
Galant (later renamed Mercure de France), in 1672, which contained news, short stories, and poetry. This
combination of news and pleasurable reading became incredibly popular, causing other publications to
imitate the magazine. '” This lighter magazine catered to a different reader than did the other, more
intellectual publications of the day, offering articles for entertainment and enjoyment rather than for
education.

With the arrival of the 18th century came an increase in literacy. Women, who enjoyed a considerable rise
in literacy rates, began reading in record numbers. This growth affected the literary world as a whole,
inspiring a large number of female writers to publish novels for female readers. ' This influx of female
readers also helped magazines flourish as more women sought out the publications as a source of
knowledge and entertainment. In fact, many magazines jumped at the chance to reach out to women.
The Athenian Mercury, the first magazine written specifically for women, appeared in 1693.

British Magazines Appear

Much as in newspaper publication, Great Britain closely followed Continental Europe’s lead in producing
magazines. During the early 18th century, three major influential magazines published regularly in Great
Britain: Robinson Crusoe author Daniel Defoe’s the Review, Sir Richard Steele’s the Tatler, and Joseph
Addison and Steele’s the Spectator.

Figure 5.2
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Great Britain’s first magazines emerged during the early 18th century, shortly after publishers had popularized the
format in Europe.

All three of these publications were published either daily or several times a week. While they were
supplied as frequently as newspapers, their content was closer to that of magazines. The Review focused
primarily on domestic and foreign affairs and featured opinion-based political articles. The

Spectator replaced the Tatler, which published from 1709 to 1711. Both Tatler and Spectator emphasized
living and culture and frequently used humor to promote virtuous behavior. " Tatler and Spectator, in
particular, drew a large number of female readers, and both magazines eventually added female-targeted
publications: Female Tatler in 1709 and Female Spectator in 1744.

American Magazines

The first American magazines debuted in 1741, when Andrew Bradford’s American Magazine and
Benjamin Franklin’s General Magazine began publication in Philadelphia a mere 3 days apart from each
other. Neither magazine lasted long, however; American Magazine folded after only 3 months

and General Magazine after 6. The short-lived nature of the publications likely had less to do with the
outlets themselves and more to do with the fact that they were “limited by too few readers with leisure
time to read, high costs of publishing, and expensive distribution systems.” ' Regardless of this early
setback, magazines began to flourish during the latter half of the 18th century, and by the end of the
1700s, more than 100 magazines had appeared in the nascent United States. Despite this large publication

figure, typical colonial magazines still recorded low circulation figures and were considered highbrow.
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Mass-Appeal Magazines

All this changed during the 1830s when publishers began taking advantage of a general decline in the cost
of printing and mailing publications and started producing less-expensive magazines with a wider
audience in mind. Magazine style also transformed. While early magazines focused on improvement and
reason, later versions focused on amusement. No longer were magazines focused on the elite class.
Publishers took advantage of their freshly expanded audience and began offering family magazines,
children’s magazines, and women’s magazines. Women'’s publications again proved to be a highly
lucrative market. One of the earliest American women’s magazines was Godey’s Lady’s Book, a
Philadelphia-based monthly that printed between 1830 and 1898. This particular magazine reached out to
female readers by employing nearly 150 women.

The Saturday Evening Post

The first truly successful mass circulation magazine in the United States was The Saturday Evening Post.
This weekly magazine first began printing in 1821 and remained in regular print production until 1969,
when it briefly ceased circulation. However, in 1971 a new owner remodeled the magazine to focus on
health and medical breakthroughs. From the time of its first publication in the early 1800s, The Saturday
Evening Post quickly grew in popularity; by 1855, it had a circulation of 90,000 copies per year. *© Widely
recognized for transforming the look of the magazine, the publication was the first to put artwork on its
cover, a decision that The Saturday Evening Post has said “connected readers intimately with the
magazine as a whole.” "’ Certainly, The Saturday Evening Post took advantage of the format by featuring
the work of famous artists such as Norman Rockwell. Using such recognizable artists boosted circulation
as “Americans everywhere recognized the art of the Post and eagerly awaited the next issue because of

it.”

Figure 5.3
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The Saturday Evening Post popularized the use of artwork of its cover, setting a standard for other publications to follow.
But The Saturday Evening Post did not only feature famous artists; it also published works by famous
authors including F. Scott Fitzgerald, Sinclair Lewis, and Ring Lardner. The popularity of these writers
contributed to the continuing success of the magazine.

Youth’s Companion

Another early U.S. mass magazine was Youth’s Companion, which published between 1827 and 1929
when it merged with The American Boy. Based in Boston, Massachusetts, this periodical featured fairly
religious content and developed a reputation as a wholesome magazine that encouraged young readers to
be virtuous and pious. Eventually, the magazine sought to reach a larger, adult audience by including
tame entertainment pieces. Nevertheless, the magazine in time began featuring the work of prominent
writers for both children and adults and became “a literary force to be reckoned with.” "

Price Decreases Attract Larger Audiences

While magazines such as The Saturday Evening Post and Youth’s Companionwere fairly popular, the
industry still struggled to achieve widespread circulation. Most publications cost the then-hefty sum of 25
or 35 cents per issue, limiting readership to the relative few who could afford them. This all changed in
1893 when Samuel Sidney McClure began selling McClure’s Magazine, originally a literary and political
magazine, at the bargain price of only 15 cents per issue. The trend caught on.

Soon, Cosmopolitan (founded 1886) began selling for 12.5 cents, while Munsey Magazine (1886—1929)

sold for only 10 cents. All three of these periodicals were widely successful. Frank A. Munsey, owner
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of Munsey Magazine, estimated that between 1893 and 1899 “the ten-cent magazine increased the

» 1% For the first time, magazines could be sold

magazine-buying public from 250,000 to 750,000 persons.
for less than they cost to produce. Because of greater circulation, publications could charge more for
advertising space and decrease the cost to the customer.

By 1900, advertising had become a crucial component of the magazine business. In the early days of the
industry, many publications attempted to keep advertisements out of their issues because of publishers’
natural fondness toward literature and writing. ™ However, once circulation increased, advertisers
sought out space in magazines to reach the larger audience. Magazines responded by raising advertising
rates, ultimately increasing their profitability. By the turn of the 20th century, advertising became the
norm in magazines, particularly in some women’s magazine, where advertisements accounted for nearly
half of all content.

Early 20th-Century Developments

The arrival of the 20th century brought with it new types of magazines, including news, business, and
picture magazines. In time, these types of publications came to dominate the industry and attract vast
readerships.

Newsmagazines

As publishers became interested in succinctly presenting the fresh increase of worldwide information that
technology made available during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, they designed the newsmagazine.
In 1923, Time became the first newsmagazine that focused on world news. Time first began publication
with the proposition that “people are uninformed because no publication has adapted itself to the time
which busy men are able to spend simply keeping informed.” "” Although the periodical struggled during
its early years, Time hit its stride in 1928 and its readership grew. The magazine’s signature style of well-
researched news presented in a succinct manner contributed greatly to its eventual success.

Several other newsmagazines came onto the market during this era as well. Business Week was founded in
1929 with a focus on the global market. Forbes, currently one of the most popular financial magazines,
began printing in 1917 as a biweekly publication. In 1933, a former Time foreign editor founded
Newsweek, which now has a circulation of nearly 4 million readers. Today, Newsweek and Time continue

to compete with each other, furthering a trend that began in the early years of Newsweek.
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Picture Magazines
Photojournalism, or the telling of stories through photography, also became popular during the early 20th
century. Although magazines had been running illustrations since the 19th century, as photography grew
in popularity so did picture magazines. The most influential picture magazine was Henry Luce’s Life,
which regularly published between 1936 and 1972. Within weeks of its initial publication, Life had a
circulation of 1 million. In Luce’s words, the publication aimed “to see life; to see the world; to witness
great events; to watch the faces of the poor and the gestures of the proud; to see strange things.” "*' It did
not disappoint. Widely credited with establishing photojournalism, Life captured the attention of many on
first read. With 96 large-format glossy pages, even the inaugural issue sold out. The opening photograph
depicted an obstetrician holding a newborn baby with the caption “Life begins”.
While Life was the most influential picture magazine, it was certainly not the only photo-centric
publication. Popular biweekly picture magazine Look printed between 1937 and 1971, claiming to compete
with Life by reaching out to a larger audience. Although Look offered Life stiff competition during their
almost identical print runs, the latter magazine is widely considered to have a greater legacy. Several other
photo magazines—including Focus, Peek, Foto, Pic, and Click—also took their inspiration from Life.
Into the 21st Century
During the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the advent of online technology began to greatly affect both
the magazine industry and the print media as a whole. Much like newspaper publishers, magazine
publishers have had to rethink their structure to reach out to an increasingly online market. The specifics
of the changes made to the magazine industry will be discussed in further detail later in this chapter.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e The first magazine was published in Germany during the 17th century. The success of this publication led

to the introduction of magazines across Europe. During the 17th and 18th centuries, publishers founded

several different types of periodicals aimed at diverse audiences, including the elite and women.
e The 1830s triggered the arrival of mass circulation magazines in the United States. Magazines began

offering less expensive magazines to a wider audience, promoting greater consumption of the print

media.
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e The introduction of newsmagazines and picture magazines dramatically changed the U.S. magazine
industry during the early 20th century. Today, newsmagazines such as Time and Newsweek continue to
dominate the magazine industry.

Select a magazine that you enjoy reading and research its history. Then, answer the following writing

prompts.

1. When was it founded, and by whom? Is the magazine similar to the early European and U.S.
magazines? Why or why not?

2. How have its articles, photographs, and advertisements changed over the years? What changes in
printing technologies in the 1830s had a direct influence on the way the magazine looks now?

3. Based on the way the magazine has adapted to trends in journalism during the 20th century, how do

you predict the magazine will evolve in the future?
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5.2 The Role of Magazines in the Development of American Popular Culture
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify the change in regional and widespread advertising that occurred in the early 1900s.

2. Describe the backlash against pulp magazines in the 1930s.

Alt