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Review essay

The electronic bribe

Power and knowledge in the video age

A discussion of John L. Caughey, Imaginary Social Worlds (Lincoln:

University of Nebraska Press, 1984); Joshua Meyrowitz, No Sense of

Place: The Impact of Electronic Media on Social Behavior (New

York: Oxford University Press, 1985); and Neil Postman, Amusing

Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business

(New York: Viking, 1985).

SUE CURRY JANSEN

Cedar Crest College and Muhlenberg College

Jerzy Kosinski describes the characters who populate his satirical novel,

Being There (1970), as "videots": men and women whose language,

dreams, desires, conceptions of community, and images of self have been

thoroughly colonized by television. Like Kosinski's anti-hero, Chauncey

Gardiner, the citizens of this netherworld, cum contemporary America,

"just watch." The three ambitiously conceived books reviewed here, No

Sense of Place by Joshua Meyrowitz, Amusing Ourselves to Death by

Neil Postman, and Imaginary Social Worlds by John Caughey survey the

profound changes that four decades of "watching" have wrought in

American language, character, and culture. Although each of these

books focuses on different artifacts of media-made culture, all three

authors maintain that television has profoundly altered the ways we

know, interact, and construct social reality. That is, they support the

proposition that electronic culture power has radically re-ordered the

deep-structure of viewers' epistemological orientation to the world. This

structural shift is most pronounced in America because the Age of Tele-

vision arrived here first: if vidiocy is a cultural syndrome, the United

States has the most advanced case.

Meyrowitz frames his account of the impact of electronic media on

American culture in the rhetoric of academic caution. Secured in a syn-
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thesis of the theories of Erving Goffman and Marshall McLuhan, Mey-

rowitz's "situational analysis" describes "how electronic media affect so-

cial behavior - not through the power of their messages but by

reorganizing the social settings in which people interact and by weaken-

ing the once strong relationship between physical place and social

'place."' Meyrowitz traces the ways this reorganization has restructured

categories of time and place, redefined social situations, roles, and be-

haviors, penetrated barriers that formerly separated public and private

spheres, created new group identities and new modes of socialization,

merged masculine and feminine identities, blurred the distinctions be-

tween childhood and adulthood, and undermined traditional concepts

of hierarchy and authority. More specifically, he argues that widespread

use of electronic media permitted minorities, women, and children vicar-

ious access to the once sacrosanct spheres of elite male power-

knowledge. In turn, these media-made tunnels fostered a kind of "situa-

tional androgyny" that is responsible, at least in part, for many recent

social developments: the social unrest of the 1960s, the "integration"

movements of blacks, women, the aged, children, the disabled, et al.,

changes in family structure, challenges to the authority of professionals,

and much more. In short, Meyrowitz's theory suggests that many seem-

ingly unrelated social changes are in fact intelligible responses to the new

social situations created by electronic media. No Pangloss, Meyrowitz

recognizes the discontinuities and paradoxes created by the new episte-

mology. He acknowledges the problems its creates for parents, educa-

tors, gatekeepers, and politicians. Nevertheless Meyrowitz's argument is

pervaded by a kind of democratic, even populist, optimism. He is con-

vinced that the new epistemology secures "information systems" that are

essentially egalitarian and that new communicative technologies (espe-

cially computers) provide the potential for equalizing access to informa-

tion resources. Moreover, Meyrowitz believes that the new epistemology

can reverse current patterns of technocratic elitism ("organized igno-

rance"), and empower "a renewed appreciation of a kind of Renaissance

generalism."

In contrast, Postman's argument is a jeremiad addressed to a general au-

dience. He is convinced that his message is too urgent to be conveyed by

the cadences of caution. The message Postman delivers is that television

has changed the structure of contemporary discourse by "encouraging

certain uses of the intellect, by favoring certain definitions of intelligence

and wisdom, and by demanding a certain kind of content - in a phrase,

by creating new forms of truth-telling." He contends that these new

forms of truth-telling are not only "inferior" to print-based epistemolo-
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gies but also "dangerous and absurdist." Indeed, he believes that the new

epistemology poses a profound threat to the survival of American

democracy. Contra conventional genres of mass-culture criticism, Post-

man does not conceive of the colonization of leisure as the core of the

problem. He does not believe that the intellectual junkfood served up in

such generous portions by television soaps, game shows, sit-coms, and

cartoons is the major damage. Rather Postman maintains that television

is most dangerous when it attempts to be serious: when it presents news,

public affairs and political debates. The real menace is Sixty Minutes,

not The A-Team, because, according to Postman, all attempts to present

serious discourse on television must inevitably reduce that discourse to

the canons of entertainment. Because television has become our culture's

principal mode of knowing about itself, Postman contends the way tele-

vision stages the world has also become the model for how the world is

to be correctly staged: "It is not merely that on the television screen en-

tertainment is the metaphor for all discourse. It is that off the screen the

same metaphor prevails." Postman points out that the world staged by

television is pervaded by discontinuity. It is an incoherent world in which

the principle of non-contradiction can no longer serve as a test of truth

or merit. As a result, the decisive epistemological question is no longer,

"Is it inconsistent?" but "Is it boring?" According to Postman, televi-

sion entertainment now provides the model against which all discourse

is measured. This measure reduces preaching, pedagogy, and political

discourse to the aesthetics of television commercials. It creates socially

structured silences that undermine dialogically-based democratic dis-

course and thereby render egalitarian dreams obsolete. Far from giving

birth to a renewed appreciation of Renaissance generalism, Postman

contends: "Television does not extend or amplify literate culture. It at-

tacks it." He concludes we are literally "assuming ourselves to death":

killing our print-based democratic covenant by accepting an electronic

bribe.

Caughey cuts a path between these two poles. He engages conventional

social-science methodologies (interviews, case studies, and field work,

including cross-cultural study in Micronesia and Pakistan) and uses con-

ventional scholarly discourse to draw some unconventional, ground-

breaking conclusions. He proposes a radical reassessment of the theoret-

ical status of "imaginary social worlds" in cognitive sociology and an-

thropology. These imaginary social worlds include dreams, fantasies, an-

ticipations, hallucinations, and media-involvements. Caughey frames his

argument as an extension and amendment of the phenomenological per-

spectives of Schutz, Berger, and Luckmann. He is interested in the ways
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in which users' relations to media-made symbol systems and cognitive

structures (imaginary social worlds) affect their sense of self and their

perceptions of reality. He maintains that current social constructivist

theories are deficient because they fail to take into account the ways in

which members of audiences: (i) "interact" with the personalities, ideas,

and sentiments they experience primarily through exposure to mass me-

dia, and (ii) use these interactions to locate their own place in the world:

How, in short, electronic media remove the walls that separate fact and

fiction, and make possible imaginary social relations between fans and

celebrities and between audience members and fictional personae.

Caughey regards cases in which these interactions lead to "pathological

behavior" (e.g. John Hinckley/Ronald Reagan, Mark Chapman/John

Lennon, Ruth Steinhagen/Eddie Waitkus) as the jagged tip of an iceberg

that stretches across American culture. He maintains that imaginary re-

lations with celebrities are a significant, powerful, and pervasive aspect

of contemporary American life. Moreover, he points out that we do not

normally regard such relations as symptoms of mental aberrations: "In-

deed, intense imaginary relationships through fantasy, media, dreams,

and the stream of consciousness are characteristic of contemporary

American society." If this behavior is pathological, then, Caughey

would contend the syndrome is cultural. But unlike Postman, Caughey

is not especially interested in charting the etiology of the cultural syn-

drome. His concerns are primarily theoretical. He is interested in assem-

bling evidence in support of a radical constructivist argument that as-

serts that in developing our grammars of motives each of us draws, in

part, upon data provided by the personal and cultural repertoires that

make up our imaginary social worlds. If Caughey is right (and he pro-

vides some convincing documentation), then current social psychologi-

cal theories are deficient. He attributes the deficiencies of these theories

to excessive reliance on methodological strategies that are unable to

document the influence of imaginary social worlds. Like Meyrowitz,

Caughey concludes that adequate understanding of actual social worlds

requires attention to the culturally constituted motives behind role and

self-image formation.

Caughey and Meyrowitz offer similar descriptions of the Achilles' heel

of current models of situated action. Both assert that contemporary so-

cial behaviorism, action theory, and phenomenology are deficient be-

cause they conceive "situation," "role," "action," and "interaction" in

terms that are too narrow (Caughey), outdated (Meyrowitz), and bound

by time and place (Caughey/Meyrowitz). Caughey simply proposes in-

clusion of imaginary social worlds within the analytic frames of a
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Schutzian-based theory. Meyrowitz has larger ambitions. He attempts a

comprehensive reworking of Goffman's dramaturgical perspective. Mey-

rowitz's revision reformulates Goffman's analytic categories so that they

can account for the impact of electronic media on social behavior. For

example, Meyrowitz supplements Goffman's frontstage/backstage dis-

tinctions with new media-conditioned regions: "middle regions," "side-

stage views," etc. His extension of Goffman's ideas retains the integrity

of the original and moves in the direction Goffman had outlined in his

last major work, Frame Analysis (1974). Both Meyrowitz and Caughey

are at their best when analyzing impacts of and interactions with mass

media at the level of interpersonal behavior. Caughey largely confines his

analysis to this level. For this reason, Imaginary Social Worlds is con-

vincing. Caughey has put together a scrapbook full of provocative and

persuasive examples of media involvements. He leaves readers with a rich

surplus of evidence. So much so that this reviewer came away from the

book with a strong desire to rewrite it: not because Caughey's rendering

is inadequate but because it was so pregnant with additional interpretive

opportunities. In short, Caughey's arguments make sense. The

resistances of methodological ascetics do not.

Unlike Caughey, Meyrowitz frequently presses his arguments beyond his

evidence. He asks big questions and proposes comprehensive answers. A

virtue and a hazard of No Sense of Place: success and failure are both

realized on a grand scale. Meyrowitz's major successes are secured by his

metaphoric play with the concept of "place" and his critique of the idea

of situated social action. His reframing of Goffman's dramaturgical

model to reflect the new conditions created by the impacts of electronic

media is original and provocative. No Sense of Place should force episte-

mologists and social psychologists to rethink their priorities. These are

major achievements. Moreover they are achievements that are presented

in accessible, literate and, yes, even "entertaining" prose.

However, Meyrowitz is on less secure ground when he generalizes his ar-

guments about situated action to the level of sociocultural analysis.

Neither Goffman nor McLuhan offer adequate theoretical underpin-

nings for apprehending the power-knowledge of the information society,

and Meyrowitz does not effectively fill the void. Meyrowitz's analysis of

how electronic media reorganize social settings and weaken the once

strong relations between physical and social place ignores a crucial varia-

ble: control. Who controls electronic media? Who decides how they will

be organized and how they will function? Who benefits from the separa-

tion of physical and social place? Who determines what technologies will
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be developed and how they will be organized and marketed? Ignoring

these considerations permits Meyrowitz to assert that "electronic media

not only bypass local and regional representatives, they also bypass the

national government." Media-bypasses? Autonomous technologies wire

the world and the profits just happen to end up in New York, London,

Tokyo, Paris, or Bonn.

The ghost in the machine is, of course, the same old spook: corporate

control/T.N.C.'s. But Meyrowitz never sees it. To the contrary, his failure

to develop any concept of social structure permits him to see greater so-

cial equality in America in the 1980s ("a continuation, rather than a

reversal of many trends that began in the 1960s") as well as "a new recog-

nition of the special needs and idiosyncrasies of individuals." No femini-

zation of poverty or distress calls from the underclass here. No discus-

sion of ideological distortion in Meyrowitz's description of media-made

tunnels to worlds of privilege. Meyrowitz's Americans are busily taking

possession of their P.C.s and V.C.R.s, and using them to give birth to a

new democracy. Meyrowitz's America is Yuppie-America: media-made.

Oskar Negte warns those who want to understand the media not to look

at the media.' An overstatement, but the superficial analysis produced

by Meyrowitz's focus on "information systems" and neglect of institu-

tional analysis underscores the validity of Negte's concern. Meyrowitz

could have avoided this error if he had been less concerned with claiming

originality and more attentive to previous scholarship in communica-

tions. He defends his negligence by asserting that existing studies of me-

dia effects "do not stray very far from the original assumptions that me-

dia 'inject' something into people and that the study of media effects,

therefore, must begin with an analysis of what is injected." He is wrong.

The so-called "bullet" or "hypodermic" theory of media effects was put

to rest in the 1940s by Paul Lazarsfeld, Robert Merton, and Elihu Katz.2

Meyrowitz recognizes that the "cultivation analysis" of George Gerbner

and his associates stands outside of these traditions. However he pro-

vides only a superficial reading/dismissal of cultivation analysis, and

fails to acknowledge Gerbner's early articulation of the distinctive fea-

tures of the power-knowledge of the television age. Meyrowitz complete-

ly ignores the cultural studies traditions developed by Richard Hoggard

and Raymond Williams and applied to the analysis of video cultures by

Stuart Hall, John Fiske, John Hartley, Nicholas Garnham and others.

He is apparently unaware of the provocative studies of the social and

economic impacts of the new information technologies undertaken by

Schiller, Smythe, Hamelink, and others. In short, Meyrowitz is a "New
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Columbus" who really believes he has found India. This is unfortunate

because good maps are available and Meyrowitz has the imagination and

passion required of a good explorer.

Postman embraces the same McLuhanesque tenet that knocks Mey-

rowitz off course: "The Media is the Message." But Postman has a firm-

er command of historical and structural maps. Moreover he recognizes

that all Americans (including Neil Postman) are "Great Abbreviators,"

and acknowledges that he would be "very surprised if the story I have

to tell is anywhere near the whole truth." He has done his homework.

He knows that the Freudians, Marxists, structuralists, and other cultural

critics can shed additional light on the developments he describes. In his

hands neo-McLuhanism is more instructive, although, like McLuhan,

Postman embraces the philosophy of the absurd too readily and some-

times seems to prefer a clever line to a precise one. But at least he knows

the names and addresses of the winners and losers in America's informa-

tion age, and his approach - social criticism - permits him to list them.

Moreover, Postman is no shill for technological determinism. If there is

a ghost in the machine, he can tell you how it got there. To be sure, Post-

man is no political economist. He does not develop a systematic theory

of power, but he does at least implicitly recognize the existence of the

symbiotic ties that bind knowledge to power. For this reason his descrip-

tion of the new electronic-based epistemology is far more persuasive

than Meyrowitz's. Unfortunately Postman's pessimistic predictions are

also more persuasive.

The revival of McLuhan's ideas at a time when some apologists of the

new information technologies are heralding the end of the age of "mass"

communication is ironic. The owl of Minerva taking flight? More likely

the spirit of obfuscation taking root, as Liberals try to figure out how

their theories regarding free-flows of information and the evils of regula-

tion went awry. There is plenty of obfuscation in these three books.

None of the authors satisfactorily addresses the issue of control.

Nevertheless, each of them significantly advances our understanding of

the epistemological foundations of Chauncey Gardiner's America.

What is needed now is a detailed wiring diagram of the circuit board that

connects this epistemology to the power sources of post-liberal capital-

ism.
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Notes

1. Negt quoted by Nicholas Garnham in "Toward a Theory of Cultural Materialism" in

Ferment in the Field, An International Symposium, Journal of Communication 33(3):

315.

2. Not only has the bullet or hypodermic model never had the stranglehold Meyrowitz

ascribes to it, it has had almost no influence in communications studies since the end

of World War II. The "two-step model" developed by Merton, Lazarsfeld, and Katz ex-

ercised far greater hegemony within communications studies than the hypodermic the-

ory. The model of a two-step flow of communications explicitly rejected the mechanical

assumptions of the stimulus-response (sender-receiver) tradition, and sought to account

for intervening variables in the social environment (e.g. personal influence, opinion

leaders, etc.). This paradigm of communication "effects" has also succumbed to heavy

criticism and is being supplanted by models which take into account constructivist as-

sumptions. For a devastating criticism of the "effects" tradition in communication

research, see Todd Gitlin, "Media Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm," Theory and

Society 6(2): 205 - 254. For discussions of newer theoretical models, see Ferment in the

Field, An International Symposium, Journal of Communication 33(3) (1983).
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