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) Vldeolo yv Space and Tlme

in Po]itical Television

Thomas - W. Ben~on*

On November 13, 1969, in a speech before the \Ild-WeLti
Regional Republican Committee in Des Moines, Iowa, Vice Presi-
“dent Spiro T. Agnew charged that “a small group of men, num-
bering perhaps no more than a dozen anchormen, commentators,
and exceutive producers, settle upon the 20 minutes or so of fllm
and commentary that is to reuch the public.”! Too often, accord-
ing to Agnew, these men reveal their biases in slander of the
President and in suppression of the normal in favor of conflict,
dissent, and radicalism. “Gresham’s Law seems to be operating -
in the network news. Bad news drives out good news. The'.
irrational is more controversial than the rational. Concurrence
can no longer compete with dissent.”* Agnew pmpoacd that “tire -
people can let the networks know they want their news straight
and objective.”™ Agnew called for a broad public questxomng of
the networks by the people, and in retrospeet, marked the begin-
ning of an apparent campaign by the \Iwon adm&mst ation to
punish the press. _ :
Mos¢ communication ~<.h()l.n s, including me, can be depended
upon to deplore the government's atticks on freedom of informa-
tion. Most recently such attacks have been evident in dark warn-

~ings about network news coverage; ia attempts to separate local.

affiliates from network control, thereby r(-p avmg the network
news breadeasts with a broadeast equivalent of the wire servie es’
velation to local papers; in judicial assaults on the privacy of
reporters’ notes and film outt: itkes; and in a general program of
government secrecy. Of course we all know the networks make
so much money that they can hardly gebble up publishing houses,
baseball teams, and other businesses fast enocugh to unload their
enormous profits.! We have learned to respond with- skeptical,
but on halance sympathetic, murmurs when network presidents,- -
presiding over empires built on violence, soap operas, and deodo-
rant commercials scold congressional  commitieex about ' the
sanctity of freedom of expression in the scheme of American
-alues. And when a television news anchorman gives a sx)eeéh

*Mr. Benson is Associate Professor of Sprech Com‘i‘m»‘tsica'ion at the Pennsyl-
vania State University. The author gratefully ackoe- Srlses the assistance ot
Leslic Davis in preparing the manuscript for pllbu\&! on,
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~ telling television’s critics to shut up or offer constructive alterna-
tives, we muay’ overlook the relevance of a comment he made -

after an interview with a harried and indignant public official

‘the night before last, reminding us that his questions contained
~no personal mulice and that those who work in public must be
‘prepared to accept criticism. '

" My own myth of network news comes from pre-school
memories of CBS-radio,correspondents reporting World War I11.
These men were heroic, incorruptible, and infallible. Myths die
hard, to be replaced by other myths, perhaps. T have come to

. believe that in news broadeasting, competition has bred sameness
" ‘and government pressure has created a shallow and disagreeable

compromise with error that calls itwelf balunce in the name of
professional journalism. In a dangerous market, format is the

refuge to which broadcasters have fled. The tremendous competi-

tion for advertising revenues breeds not variety but equivalency.

_ Television programming, both in content and in scheduling, is

dominated by 2 limited set of recognizable categories (news,
variety, situation comedy, cartoons, soap operas, games, sports)

- doled out in half:hour packages and punctuated by commercials,
~One of television broadcasting’s major paradoxes is that in a

medium where time is precious and the pace frantie, repetition

- is the rule. Format becomes a powerfully motivating fore

shaping our andio-visual access to others and one-another, just

“as format to a large degree determines how scholars can com-

municate with one another through the medium of an academic

“journal, where discovery and criticism too often give way to an
- endless and conventional replication of the myths of the academic

disciplines. ‘
In 1970 the National Developmental Project on Rhetoric
encouraged rhetorical scholars to examine forms of communica-
tion other than public address, and mentioned, among priority
areas for investigation, “the rhetorical nature of such forms- as
television news and editorial programs.”® This paper is a narra-
tive and a speculaticn, from the perspective of rhetorical and
médi;l theory, about network television coverage of political
conventions. .
' What follows is not an objective description but an interpre-
tation. It is offered not as absolute truth but as a- critical ‘view.
The essay is written-in the first person because that is the way

1 reached my present opinions, and .because the reader needs.to -

be reminded that the interpretations advanced here, even when
hotly defended, are tentative and personal. I have been le‘ss’_inter-
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‘.ested in the truth about politic‘al~ccnx'entidns than in the way
“those conventions look on television. To cloak my interpretations
"in neutral prose would be to adopt the same mystifying camou-

flage I am objecting to in the television networks. ,
Standard televixion coverage. of party nominating conveh-
tions serves the public in a variety of ways. It emphasizes the -

‘centrality of policy ahd of political decisions in all ‘aspects f}f
naticnal life, 1t mediatey between political leaders and the public,
“thereby removing direct control over information from the hanls

of political leaders. 1t provides vital insights into the sorts of
people and inteyests that make up our society. And by makiny
public a decision making process it provides a virtual ;public
participation in the decisions reached. But all of these servicds

are provided at a risk which arises from the very nature uf
" broadcast journalisni :

The television journalist is prompted by his own professional
training and by a wish to insure his network against charges of

‘bias to treat what is largely a pseudo-event as if: it were a harg-

news tory.s A political convention is elaborately prearranged
and its conelusions usually foreordained. But the myth of havd
news leads the news team to treat the convention as the stoxy
“who gets nominated?” The journalists themselves realize that
from their point of View what is important is not merely Who
gets nominated, singe the choices are at best narrow and at worgt
predictable before the comvention ever begins. But there aye
ratings to consider, as well as hard news formats, If what really
mattered were covering who wets the nomination, the networks

~ would not need continpous coverage, On the other hand, having

decided to provide continuous coverage, the networks feel forced -
to maintain the myth of journalistic news gathering. The nélvs-
man and his network face a dilemma: What matters in the evept

‘as n spectacle and as a communicated process is not simply ‘“Who

gets nominated but What sorts of political decisions are being
made, and what they reveal about our public life, across the
whole country, in our past and future. We need to know how
the convention mirrors the continuity of American history, and

© what it means for future policy. The dilemma arises just baye.

“Interpretation” would lay the network open to the charge ofgn
anprofessional loss of objectivity. But a straight analysis of the .
hard news of the nomination itself would, ‘they seem to reaSofi,

i be crushingly boring. The standard solution? Artificially crapk
- up the drama by emiphasizing the uncertainty and the. conflict in
‘the process. Several journalistic consequences follow. . '
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* Firgg, in masqueradi’® as hard-n“”v‘vsf.]ourn.alis.m, the cover.
age congentrates upon the impoytance tnao neeg a8 OPPOSed -
to policies, A political con¥ention s ir{?_f’arAs Yeljgous SPectacle,
in part gp OCcasion for d'ecls‘ioﬂ~makiﬂ ur rleligious spectacle, |
“the eveny MAgnifies the iMPortayce of (:n , Wagygnnial search
fors leyder who will refoive the gathel o’rbn cm‘ttadicti‘_’ns .thutf o
“erupt and then are tn-anﬁc?"dé(i in the.'ml o ent of nomination s
“To supppsée that a leader will solve gur ! 0.:(](_.!‘(}“’ and fO“focus,olll' j
symbolic resources on ch?oSing g .p » l?“,ecl Crapy foll Years,
"is a fory of what Kennet? Burky call? | :r,lt.u“l‘ prayel Mueh
~ like proposing “that Con#l'ess Pagg a lflﬁl lf]:i l.nst bad weitherm s
The'@epjction of a muass Fescueq 1y =T hay a],-'ei'ld)' begn
f“'efe"xtahl,, rriumph of
I,{]tler‘s 19‘.\ NLll'Clibelw;;,@_i

deminitively captured on ilm, iy .
the Wil the official dociMentay., op HiLers "
party rajties In Trivm ph of the “i’ill WE ‘bi?ecll"“mu's» -‘lﬂlmt‘){- o
_Masses yetiNE in unison, and we ., re l;::bl(t that the ‘t.elevlsiﬂh
‘commentato's' contempt Or thy ¢ha debs of ,)ogitxc:ml‘QOn_
ventiony ma¥ boomerang’ 't May yppe? © contempt for go. -
‘bate itself, &nd, because of the sheel 9 'na]l Of the spectacler
_DI‘OI'I‘IOt‘Q the Search fora Jeader Whg wi ) -lg 911 ‘!hQ nd Of lf‘ternalu
“division, suth a vision of faderghip i lmln' l‘ut.]y athotitarian
. Secynds (iisugl-eemcllt I8 talked ul’ot. o‘fl:\‘ A hellow POS€ or,
“more frequently, as an il &itimye stte the Sapsyar- Debateg
are drapatized into wrloo~fighte put mt co*ln rep_m-ted a5 the
“normal | geMocratic altertive ¢4 ViOIﬁrr]nodelnfliCt. A5 ,D““c;\h
e democrd®Y Ntedy a titiO‘ - of zlctiol}_‘\\'}]ich
nornaliygs disngreement l‘l\'alz-y, compe, B n, ang coxlfll(;t. W o
~ Thiyd, the temporal fPYmof tye tcle\,:::;)? Overagl }"Ol'ks o b
Ca pre“eﬂt e Focus o the l)resent o he i"mmedlnte :Paét
as they point toward the futupe s © 1t Mt with the best .
standargs 0f television JPUTnaliyy b oo o Sures the largyy. -

to b

¢

! . q . itin]] A he. :
~ perspectjve °f American history ¢t le rthé ;e\\ ] 15 OFdey
to the proceSs. If the caMird Noyer lef® Odjyym, televisiony,

. preference foy the. prese?t tensq \youl .r;?:]lbe_ such & pl'Oblem'
“because the ongoing debit® both jn itﬁ'ltf(;i‘c g on i conteny,
“would - if often hypoct!tically w’n.ork e the conBiNUILY of
__the politjca! process. Bub Once the et k ha e o
freely awzy from the wofficlal” Conventio:'for 43 fogun 2 PrOCeyy.
of interpretation which, 'hoits prese res naeizes the
present ab e ciponse of the pygt THO ! .ll.‘ 0t pocomes 2 dis-
comected £rigment rathe’ Han an i‘hisf‘,’l-lﬁ‘blmoment. S
Fourth, sovsily becols the best :l,"’%im ® montage €leMent,
When a detision is mad® to cut gywny. - ‘1 the_platf‘?rm, for

(.
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ahytriirig other than a commercial, the cut is to the anchor booth,
a delegate in a-hallway, a candidate in a catcus room, or a breath-
less correspondent on the floor. Gossip and rumor become hard
‘news and heighten the drama and mystery surrounding the
emergence of a new leader. S

Fifth, the concentrution on looking for a winner-f-leads‘tda ‘

magnification of computer analysis oftan interesting and accu-

" rate, but hardly a corrective for the other ills of -the format. The

computer promotes the fantasy that what is happening is factual
and that tachnological means will enable us to predict and control
it. A terhnological society is likely to fall victim to its own meta-
phor=. We come to believe that a “problem’” implies a “golution”
which will work if only the socicety can act upon ‘the problem
with efliciency und-unanimity, under the guidance of a leader
in whom we can have “faith.”’ o
11
I worked out the analysis of convention coverage described
above after the 1968 conventions and by 1971 1 had developed a
 geries of proposals that addressed each of the difficulties, not
without inviting difficulties of their own. At first I regarded my
plans as of purely speculative, theoretical value, but several
students and colleagues urged me to pass them along :to the
networks, And the networks themselves, under attack from the
administration and large segments of the public, had often
enough responded by saying that they needed constructive sug-
gestions for improvement, not mere carping. And so 1 did what-
I could to offer my plans to the networks. Before I describe the .
proposal I had developed, let me briefly describe my contacts
- ywith the networks. o
I suppose; in retrospect, that I was naive to imagine that I
had merely to offer my services for them to be welcomed. At the
" suggestion of some television executives (the friends of friends)
I first wrote to Walter Cronkite, Robert Wood, and. Richard-
Salant of the Coumbia Broadcasting System on February 18, -
1971. Wood, President of the CBS Network, passed his letter
on to Salant, President of CBS News: My letter 'o‘utl‘ined the
~ analyrix described above and requested an appointment to discuss,
_alternative presentational formats, Cronkite replied that he had
passed my letter along to Gordon Manning, Vice President and
Director of News for CBS News. Manning replied on February.
24. I quote his letter in its entirety: Pt Lo L



' Dear Mr. Benqon

‘Walter Cronkite has pa%ed on to me your letter of
S Febl uary 18. [ thank you for vour interest in CBS News’
‘ ."‘con\ ention coverage, and your offer to give us proposals .
“in ‘this regard, Gur convention coverage is planned and
. executed by an internal CBS News unit, and while we
- haven’t got a monopoly. on-all the good ideas in:the
- world, our budget and our Policy both dictate that this
work be planned and exccuted internally.
Sincerely,
{(signed) G. Manning

- A few more phone cills and I gathered for another approach to
- CBS, 'armed with the-advice of & CBS News corresponderit, who
: asked me to withhold his name. At his suggestion, I wrote o *
- Martin Plissner of the CBS Naws Election Unit, to Robexl .
- Wussler, Director of Special Events for CBS News, and to Joan
Richman, his assistant., On March 22, 1971, Wussler sent me the -
foilowing letter: ‘
Dear Mr, Benson:
I have received your letter to me of March 14 and
- also your note to Mr. Salant dated February 18 dealing
“'with the same subject.
‘T am in the process of reviewing your progosal and
as. $oon as we have some specific details on the matter,
“we will contact vou further. In goneml let me add
that this type of pw,nammmq u)ncept is 1ese1vcd for
in-house origination. IHowever, you will be hearing from
us. .
Thank vou for your interest in CBS News.
“Yours very truly,
(signed) Robert Wussler

That was the last I heard from CBS News. In May 7, 1971 T -
wrote to NBC and ABC, again offering an an: alysis ‘md requesi--. -
ing an opportunity to suggest a series of program modifications.

Donald Meaney, Vice Prerident of NBC News, replied to my.
letter on June 3. His was the longest 1eply [ had re(.el\'ed yet‘
but not mm.h mone open to my offer. ‘ :

Dem Pxofessox Benson: . ‘
1 appxeu,tto vour takmg the txme to wnte/ ffenng

‘us your suggestions on how we may alter our coverage
28
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of .the ‘1“97?‘. political conventions. I do not agree with
votr fundamental premise, however. I do not think that
we deal entirely in. ‘‘hard objective news” and treat
the conventions as the story purely of “who gets -
nominated.” We regard the conventions as a great
American experience and bring to our public all of the
events surrounding the process of choosing the candi-
dates for whom they will have the oppprtunity to vote..
We do believe, though, that the coverage is of these
events not the background, outside interpretive or other-.
wise related material. The events may be on the con- :
vention floor, just off it, elsewhere in the convention
city, or some place else in the United States. But it is
always one of the associated events, B

As for interpretation, it is provided amply through
our team of long experienced, highly competent corre-
spondents, both in their own observations and in their
extensive continuing contact with the participants. ‘

Iu not seeking further outside approaches, such as
vou proffer, we are not being complacent or resting on '
our laurels. What we do is"a product of many years of .
evolution, that continues with each convention. I do,
however, appreciate your writing. e

‘ ‘ Sincerely, L
- (signed) Donald Meaney

What I had come to, then, was that CBS and NBC, as a matter
of policy, would not even listenn to outside suggestiohs‘ as to
program modification. ABC never replied to my letter.!® .. .
The networks probably have what seem to: them good
reasons for avoiding outside suggesticns. Suppose"‘they‘_listened )
_to me an: then found I was proposing an idea ahready developed
" by them? Presumably I would begin illegitimate copyright dis-
putes, or try to hold the network up for compensation. And :
with all the unprofessional crackpots, intellectuals, and artists .
~on the loose, the networks must get lots of mail suggesting what
" to broadcast. Certainly, they must reason, they cdnnot listen ‘to -
‘it all. And temperamentally, the network staff is inclined :to:
think of itself as an elits, and is reluctant to see outside offers
as anything but crankish or critical attacks on the best efforts |
. of the country’s most talented and highly- paid broadcasters. '
; _Whatever the cause, brecadcasters seem to have closed them-.
~ selves off from new ideas as a matter of general policy. If so,’
the networks must share the blaume for the present turmoil

29




“which seeks new relationships among- broadcast - journalism’s -
- needs for autonomy, accessibility, competltnon, and reqponsnblhty
The press serves the public best when it is in the main free from
public pressure ‘to inhibit its inquiries, but when :the channels -
--are limited as severely as in-the area of television journalism,
public cLums to access must not be lumped into the same category
““ag pressured to muzzle the news media. It is possible to deplore -
television’s -ignorance, avarice, cowardice, and pride without
joining the White House invasion of freedom of the press. We
need more {clevision news, not less, and we desperately need’
' fommts which will provide intensive and comprehensive infor-
mation.on. public affairs.’

The original proposal . for a series of changes in netwmk
coverage never did get before the networks. 1 offer it here for .
its possible value as a speculative venture, which was its inten-
tlon in the tnat place.

1 ‘
“Th&proposal 1 hoped to put before one of the networks in
1971 was simple enough, though a departure from  established

- formats. [ reasoned that although the outcome of a political

. convention:might be in doubt, its format and even content were
~to a large: e\ctent predictable. Committee ‘meetings,. caucuses, ..
; debateb, speeches, the arrival of delegates and candidates, ballot-
ing, parhament(uv maneuvering—all could be fairly well antici- . -
pated. The predictability of format would make possible the
" preparation before the convention even began of a large repertory
. of pre- -packaged  #nd self-containad miniature documentaries—
_ a set of audio-visual modules that could be put on the air on short
. notice to ¢ larify: any point that wrose during - the ongoing pto- :
‘ ceedmgs The packages, or modules, which could conv ementh b -
* stored on mdnndua] video - cassettes, film clips, or on longer.

coded reels, would be set up so as to be instantly aceessible, g

They would seldom run more than a minute or two, but wouldw
run the g(lmut from a single still picture through short, silent
‘clips to four or fiv e-minute documentaries. For a I)O]lth'l] con- |
~.vention there mlght be from two to three hundred separate
¢ items, not counting a ]‘lrger set of still plctures and theSe would
be added to as. the convention proceeded.. I am. assuming that -

“'present con\entlon format, ‘with ‘mchox booth floor reporters, . 5

. -and so on would be 1etamed, and that the moduleb descnbed here
.~would be an added montage element. :
- What would be recorded on theqe p'l(.kdg'&%" l\Iost of thn
~materials would be “historical” in nature. A team of researchers
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N would comb through net\vork and oth achives to find‘fbo'tage -
" of people and events. \\'hlch mlght later be needed ‘as part of the :

montage plan at the convention, In addition, film’ crews ‘would

. “record-interviews of two types: “expository"” interviews with
- experts on points of policy or procedme that might require
: e\pl(m‘ltlcn during the convention, and “news ¥ interviews with -

convention pd1't|(.1pants—(lelegatcs. managers, candidates,”and -

© son—also on matters related to policy and procedure. : ;

‘Obviously, what is put on the recorded modules w ould depend :

“on why and how they were to be used. A dexéFiption of why the =

modules are to be used is also a deseription of their advantages.

I

Such a desceription beging with the most modest claims and moves -

toward the most ambitious—and most controversial.

At the very least, the plan propesed here would add both.f
interest and clarity to present convention progv amraing. When

the anchorman reters to Franklin Roosevelt, it would be. po%lblea
to. fill the sereen with FDR's picture, or project it behind the.:
anchorman, or cut to a brief sound film of FDR. When it is"

necessary to compare voting patterns of 1968 with 1972, a chart _
‘or series of charts would be ready to put on the screen. At this:
level of use, the madules would be available to give visual re-
inforeement to verbal references, taking advantage of television’s:
apacity to clarify and add interest through graphic illustration.
‘Such a plan would give the program director someplace to cut to

in moments ol boredom or confusion, and-the whole thing would.f

reasonable to suppose that archival research can anticipate the’

later necds of the convention®reporting team because a con\'entlon"

is, structurally, a highly prédictable event.

v “‘An-even more modest use of the ‘l!‘Chl\'al plan suggestq itself.".
At various points during.the reporting day, a reporter assigned.
“to the task could narrate a miniature documentary on how .the:
,‘(lxly s events compare to the history of conventions and the issues’ "
‘and men involved: In this plan the reporter would in effect have.
“his own special feature, r: ather than mtegratmg the archwalj

material with the ongoing conv ention.

7 A shghtlv more ambitious use of the modular plan involves
fa (.onsuous attempt to analyze and mterpret to oﬁ'er the Ameri-
can public expanded grounds upon which- to compare, e evaluate, .
" and choose Current coverage of conventions is not only occasxon-
ally bormg ox confus.mg 1t cin be downnght cymcal 12 Wlthout

L

~-be us simple to operate.as cutting to a commercial. And; ‘besides
helping-to boost ratings, it would be a way of making use of the,
- capital invested in network archives at a very modest cost. It 1;'
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qacn‘[lcmg its obJectn'nt) or even its he.\lthy skeptlcmm, a net- ‘

work wlth 1nst.mt access to archival materials could do much to
place an ongoing polm al convention mto historical context. The
a.s‘sumptxon here is that a natural side effect of showing how
conventions work, and have worked in the past as part of «
—.complex apparatus of policy and power, would be the opportunity

-«-1'01' the viewing public to develop some sense of the legitimacy

of;comvp‘etltnc decision making. A political convention is part of
a system designed to make choices, and to ratify a series of
choices made in a long series of primaries, state conventions,

Jand_so_on, 1f-a network could place the convention in historical

“context, L‘\})L‘th”\ it the context were analyzed by both historiiais’

and rhetorical scholars, a real public service. might be performed
without ever departing from journalistic standards of objectivity.
All'that would be changed would be that a convention could be
visualized as part of a process of history-—a process that can be
recalled to the sereen at appropriate moments during the conven-
tion. The convention might then emerge not simply as a cynical
jostling for power, or a heated scarch for a new monarch, but
as a stage in an ongoing historical process, designed to balance
forces and harmonize judgments of competing, but coope cating,
men . and women., The country’s film archives constitute a part

of the national memory which it would be foolish to ignore.

. What sorts of modules would be needed to produce this
historicul context? Nothing particularly obscure. A series of

‘modules explaining the history and structure of public decision-

making on a variety of matters: war and peace, economics, human
rights. erime and punishment, definitions of technological pro-
gress, campaign practices, political procedures, the Presidency.
Clips would show what Americans had argued for on these
issues in the recent and distant part, what they had at vi wriovs
stages decided and with what consequences, how the decisions had
been arrived at, what Americans perceive as the most. important

issues afPresent, and Whilt leading candidates and commentators

-né sayving now—and have said in the past—about the issues. This
m.l\ sound like a tall order, but even so little as a total hour or
two. of such information xpxe.ld over a convention week would
help to show the conv ention in a clearer light.

An(l so, without altering its basic convention format or
commlttmg a tremenduus amount of money, a network could add
c].mtv interest, and historical perspectwe ‘to its coverige.

Om, might.stop here with a descriptioniof the adv‘mtdges ‘of

'the sort of modul.n' mont.lgc- ystem I have been descnbmg But

Can

“‘
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at the risk of fnghtenmg away or offendmg professional Jour- "

nalists, it must beadded that the system here described could go
one step further, and permit network commentators to become

critics, in the best sense, of the convention, its participants, and

its manner of reaching and implementing decisions. The critical
function I am proposing would not simply be an array of negative

obseivations on the shortcomings of various politicians, but it
wonld try to open ongoing political reality to histor ical serutiny.
For instance, a candidate would not simply be .asked what he

~thought abuut such-and-such an issue, but a film would show the

evolution of his thought on the issue and give him time to explain

" how he arrive¢ at his present view. That view \\ould then be

contrasted with that of his opponents, each of whom would also
be treated in the same way. The object of this exercise would be
to give viewers information that might contribute both to choice-

making and to a sense that on many issues no simple slogan is
suflicient to describe the evolution of a camhdate s dpproach to an

()ng‘omg colceern,

Mv purnvose here is not to describe the modular program m\
detail but to sketch the way it would operate and indicate its
advantages as an addition to the current very high quality of
convention journalism. But I do not entertain high hopes that the
scheme will ever Le put into use. I have tried to present the idea -
where it might be used, and that has not worked. The justifi-
cation for discussing such a plan in a Jou1n‘1l is Hmely not that
it may catch the eye of CBS News. No, in this.context the pro-

o poxal may be more useful as a perspective from which to examme
" current television journalism, or as a metaphor for a ‘new

direction in media theory.
A S
- Everything that has been proposed up to this point ambunts

" to'a-criticism of current methods of reporting. pontlc'ﬂ conven-
. tions—and by analogy other such events—Dby the major networks.
. Innone of this is it my intention to attack the motives or even the
. competence of the various people who report the .conventions.

But I have: drgued that the current format for convention report-

' 1ng encourages & harmful view of Amencan politics as nothing

more than an unseemly serambling for powex ‘The scramble
e\mts ‘it’s true, and needs to be reported. But:there is something .
more to the story, something missing par tly because the choices L

that have been made about formats for reporting create a view. .

of ‘social reality that- amounts dlmost to an 1deology-—-what we. -
mlght c‘xll v1deolog ‘ ‘ '
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' When I discusséd the proposal to add archival materials o

the montage mix for political conventions, some of my colleagues’

objected that such a plan’ violated® the nature ef the medium

‘itse.f. Television they said, as opposed to film, was technologically

and, by extension, ontologically - tied .to immediacy. It is of no

small importanze that such theoretical, even aesthetic, judgments. .
Care exactly parallel to the best journalistic cpinicn. As of now,
_the highest stanlarids of television journalism, both as a matter

of competence and as a matter of ethies, seem to require that

from all the events of the ongoing present the anchorman will

R

select the most important and pass them along tc us as object-

ively as possible. T want to argue that both the madia theorist
and the “objective” reporter are misled. :
First the objective reporter. There is no question here about

his'ideals or competence, but simply of the context in which he
werks. It is possible, perhaps, to report objectively about a fire, -

a harvest, or even an election. But a political conventinn is largely
a pseudo-event, in the special sense that much of what the journal-
ist reports is created so that he ean report it. It is for’ this

reason that simple reportorial objectivity, if it were strictly ad-

hered to, would reduce the network to a passive channel for the
- rhetorie being created by various politicians. To avoid the prob-

lem thus posed, television does in fact tuke a step backwards
an: ereate a hard-news story about the convention, mythologizinyg
it as a stroggle for power in u_c;n'nivul‘midfvuy full of political
sideshows. The reports are serious, because the reporters are
serious men, but the net effest of their reports ix to accept the
carnival for what it seems to ke — and to miss much of the
political reality that can be shown only in a larger perspective.

“To place the convention in the f cankly interpretive mode do-
] I

scribed in this proposal would not destroy objectivity — it would
simply provide a larger objective context.

The objections raised by media theorists depend upen the

" argument that television, as opposed to tilm, gives us immediacy

as opposed to history, The essence of television, this argument
goes, is live television. But this argument has flaws. First,
because television does have its own technological memory,

through videotape. In addition, the argument that cutting in time

is not snitable to television, since television is instantaneous, i3

misleading. Television already cuts in space and hence alters.
“our ordinary sense of the duration of time. We do not have to

sit through any ongoing event, but can cut trom, say, a plat-

_fdrm speech to a caucus or a commercial. Time is thus frag-
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1 mented 'a.s"‘spzlce‘is‘bohn:l together. The montage 1 propose he’r‘é)‘
“would not lead to any further f -agmentation but to time binding..
It is also misleading to argue that the cutting scheme pro=--

posed here would force television to imitate film. The plan pro-

posed is a radical departure from current practice, in that it
would provide for a cut from time present to time past, but such -
a departure is not contrary to the nature of television . as a:-;-‘
mediunt. In film a cut from one time to another is always a cut:’

from a time past to another time past. Even a film like Resnais’ .

Night and Foy, which explores the relation of time past to the"“
time of filming. is an artitact of the past by the time it is shown'

to the audience. But television can cut from an actual present °

to the past, opening up possibilities for a new sense of history

as ongoing, ‘

All theoretical arguments that a mzdium determines its con- f
tent are likely to come' to grief when followed to their extremes,

and <o it is with the eluim that television's essence is immediacy,
or the claim that pure fiim tends towards pure, indeterminate,
fortuitous physical reality.? Television, like film but. with
unique possibilities of its own, is @ medium not so much deter-
mined by an essenee but gifted with a unique capacity to create

relations in space and time, relations which in turn invite largely
unexplored uesthetic and rhetorical responses. A medium like

television invites us to- reck new relations, not philosophical

absolutes:
But having argued that television can create special relatiois
Letween past and present, T also want to say a word about the

neglected possibilities of immediacy on television. Television has.
been particularly negligent in exploiting the uesthetics of dura-

tion. Truly experimental televisicn would devote 2 channel or -

two of its cighty-channel capacity to abstract video art. Other.

channels woull carry uninterrupted coverage of government

meetings, sporting events, schools, and community activi‘ties.f}
During a political convention, one channel would carry complete-
live coverage of the podium — speeches, roll ealls, and all. This

might pave the way for truly experimental documentary tele- .

vi-icn in the present tense. The logical successor to American:
Family is continuous, live coverage of somebody’s living room,:

strest corner, or war aroundl the cloek.
There is another objection to the plan. here proposed.. A

revolutionary who is fed up with the system- would be likély:ta)'

argue that current convention coverage exposes the whole proceas
of American polities as a fraud. To put the convention into an
35
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}nstorlcal context, while it mlght c-ncourage damagmg reflectxons,

" about some current political leaders, might tend on the whole to -
reinforce the system by establishing its historical roots — hence, -

its legitim:cy. The objection is probubly accurate, and it empha-
sizes the choice thut needs to be made. Bu’ in my view it is de-
sirable to employ the media to sustain the process and the image
of shared decision-making as legitimate and to encourage reform

where necessary. The sume answer, of course, w ould have to be

‘made to politicians who would prefer that the public did not

exercise its historical mermory or observe too clesely the process

" of pohtlc.s u

Of eourse, we are not gomg to solve the n;ltlon s problems

by designing a new way to broadeast political conventions. It may -
‘be that gavel-to-gavel coverage already puts too great a strain .

on the convention as a political vehicle. Perhaps instead of worry-
ing about how to combat the ill effects of the convention itself
we should be proposing that the government pay for cable tele-
vision transmission of the Senate and House of Representatives,
both in full session and in important committee meetings. Cable.
television also. makes possible two way transmission. We can
broadeast, within the limits imposed by mass population, open
debate rather than professionally staged political spectacle. And
instead of reforming campaign abnses by donating public money
directiy to candidates. what if the government bought for euch
candidate n certain number of hours of television time, to he
used for speeches. debutes, discussions. and interviews? America
may need to see more. debate rather than improved coverage of
what may only look like debate. A democracy needs debate, and
no single image-event can be e\{pect"d to satisfy the need. With

more widespread debate we can remind curselves that not even

debate can be expected to solve all our problems. Television can
help to premote both high standards and reasonable expectations.

From this series of reflections and proposals several points
need to be underscored. Television networks, for all their sensi-
tivity to criticism and high standards of workmanship, are not
particularly open to new proposals. Current television Journalism,

‘though not con<ciously biased, does promote a mythical world
Sview that amounts to what T have called a videology. A plan to

modify current television reporting of political conventions, and -
similar events, by allowing a director to cut to montage elements o
from the past, could help to restore to American politics a sensz’
ut hlht()l'l(.‘l] contert und emphasize the lcgltmm voof rheto‘ncdl“
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“conflict. Such proposals as this, even if they are offered only as’
fantasies, allow media theorists to develop a sense of medium as
metaphor for social reality, as a way of coping with the gap:.
between what is possible and what we believe to be probable. ’
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44Polmc,.l conventions “have bacn a shambles of democrutic malfunction since

. their inception, and printed reports: through the years haven't had much
effect in reforming them. But now that the voters have beeni taken to’ them

by television, have sat - through the scssions with the delegates: and seen

_the petitical establishm:nt operate to suppress rather than develop . the

demaoseratic dialogue, there is a stronger reform movement than ever before,

" and the chances of success scem brightor.”” Walter Cronkite, “What It's .
Like to Broadcast News;” Francis and Lu: dmila Vovlker, eds., Mass Media

“(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1972), p. 228,
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