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Amusing Ourselves to Death 126
bles, aces and double faults cannot be blurred, even by the
pomposities and malapropisms of a Howvard Cosell. If politics
were like a sporting event, there would be several virtues to
attach to its name: clarity, honesty, excellence.

But what virtues attach to politics if Ronald Reagan is right?
Show business is not entirely without an idea of excellence, but
its main business is to please the crowd, and its prindpal instru-
ment is artifice. If politics is like show business, then the idea is
not to pursue excellence, clarity or honesty but to appear as if
you are, which is another matter altogether. And what the
other matter is can be expressed in one word: advertising. In
Joe McGinnis’ book about Richard Nixon’s campaign in 1968,
The Selling of the President, he said much of what needs to be said
about politics and advertising, both in his title and in the book.
But not quite all. For though the selling of a President is an
astonishing and degrading thing, it is only part of a larger point:
In America, the fundamental metaphor for political discourse is
the television commercial. ’ :

The television commerdal is the most pec
form of communication to issue forth from the electric plug. An
American who has reached the age of forty will have seen well
over one million television commercials in his or her lifetime,
and has close to another million to go before the first Social
Security check arrives. We may safely assume, therefore, that
the television commercial has profoundly influenced American
habits of thought. Certainly, there is no difficulty in demonstrat-

uliar and pervasive:

ing that it has become an important paradigm for the structure

of every type of public discourse. My major purpose here is to
show how it has devastated political discourse. But there may

be some value in my pointing, first, to its effect on commerce

itself.

business—music, drama, imagery, humor, celebrity—the tele-
vision commercial has mounted the most serious assault on
capitalist ideology since the publication of Das Kapital. To un-

By bringing together in compact form all of the arts of show
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Qm.n&m:m why, we must remind ourselves that capitalism, lik ‘
m.Qn:nn and liberal democracy, was an outgrowth of Hrm msw
rm:mmd:an:r Its principal theorists, even its most prosperous
Practitioners, believed capitalism to be based on the idea th
both buyer and seller are sufficiently mature, well informed a mmﬁ
reasonable to engage in transactions of mutual self-interest ::,
greed was taken to be the fuel of the capitalist’ engine Hr.n
surely n.mm_.o:m:Q was the driver. The theory states, in vmn\ﬁ EMM
competition in the marketplace requires that the c—w%mn uomoa
_ knows what is good for him but also what is good. If the ma__nw
v_:&:nom nothing of value, as determined by a rational market-
M hMm\ me: he loses out. It is ﬁn assumption of rationality
T ng buyers that spurs competitors to become winners, and
winners to keep on winning. Where it is assumed that a g\ eris
unable H.o make rational decisions, laws are passed to Eﬁ_wamﬂm
MMH.&M%M” as, for example, 45% which prohibit children
. | g contracts. In America, there even exists in law a
A RQ.E@S»E that sellers must tell the truth about their products
for :. the buyer has no protection from false claims, rati _
decisior“making is seriously impaired. e
OmNM_ Mo““w@ :w#. vmm.n.mnm of capitalism has :W,no:.ﬁm&nnosm.
e onopolies, for example, undermine the theory
But television commercials make hash of it. To take the simpl n
mxmﬂEn“ ,ﬁo be rationally considered, any Q&Bln,noE:KWnM_
or otherwise—must be made in language. More precisely, it
Mwnmn take the mo:...u of-a proposition, for that is the universe of
ocﬂm from which such words as “true’” and ““false”” come. If
that universe of discourse is discarded, then the application .0m

_empirical tests, logical analysis or any of the other instruments

of reason are impotent.
maHMM MM<W M€m< from the use of propositions in commercial
s :m: o wm: “: :..w end of the :ﬁmﬁnﬁr century. But it
Miionlys € 1950’s that Eo television commercial made
w< e hwnocn.mm obsolete as the basis for product decisions.
ng images for claims, the pictorial commercial
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Amusing Ourselves to Death 130

know, Javits believed as strongly in reason as did Ramsey Clark.
But he believed more strongly in retaining his seat in the Sen-
ate. And he knew full well in what century we are living. He
understood that in a world of television and other visual media,
“political knowledge” means having pictures in your head
more than having words. The record will show that this insight
did not fail him. He won the election by the largest plurality in
New York State history. And I will not labor the commonplace
that any serious candidate for high political office in America
requires the services of an image managerto design the kinds of
pictures that will lodge in the public’s collective head. 1 will
want 1o return to the implications of ““image politics” but it is
necessary, before that, to discuss the second method by which
the television commercial shapes political discourse.

Because the television commercial is the single most volu-
minous form of public communication in our sodety, it was
inevitable that Americans would accommodate themselves to
the philosophy of television commercials. By ““accornmodate,” 1
mean that we accept them as a normal and plausible form of
discourse. By ““philosophy,” I mean that the television commer-
cial has embedded in it certain assumptions about the nature of
communication that run counter to those of other media, espe-

cially the printed word. For one thing, the commercial insists on

an unprecedented brevity of expression. One may even say, in-
stancy. A sixty-second commercial is prolix;. thirty seconds is’

longer than most; fifteen to twenty seconds is about average.

This is a brash and startling structure for communication since,
as I remarked earlier, the commercial always addresses itself to
the psychological needs of the viewer., Thus it is not merely

therapy. It is instant therapy. Indeed, it puts forward a psycho-
logical theory of unique axioms: The commercial asks us to be-

lieve that all problems are solvable, that they are solvable fast,

and that they are solvable fast through the interventions of -

technology, techniques and chemistry. This is, of course, a pre-
posterous theory about the roots of discontent, and would ap-
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r .
M“w”w Mh M%&m:m wnm::m or reading it. But the .commercial
( sition, for that takes time and invi
Is a very bad commercial i s the remmr i

ndeed that engages the vi i
wondering about the validi being made. T
dity of the point bei . i
why most commerdal i e e o i
§ use the literary device of
' . of the pseudo-

MEmGN as a means of doing their work. Such :vm_.mzmmw as ,:Mm
wromu : now_sm the n.o=m5 The Lost Traveler’s Checks and The
nBomonmm_ rom the m.o: Far Away not only have irrefutable
e ._,Mos\”n but, like Biblical parables, are unambiguously

- Ine television commercial is aboui
e , about products only in
SE_MEM MM.MH .5@ story of Jonah is about the mntSW of
2 Is to say, it isn’t. Which i

e : . Wi s to say further, it i

:mME n”oi one ought to live one’s life. Moreover, noBBmam_M

na (3 n._ mnﬁﬁﬂmm of vivid visual symbols through which we

mnnw QM_MMM learm Mrn lessons being taught. Among those lessons
] ort and simple messages are
A preferable to lon d
ar . . . an
mplex ones; that drama is to be preferred over mxvomwzo:.

- that being sold solutions is better than being confronted with

Riesti
“5 vﬂwmw MWM“noEoEﬂ:m. m:ar beliefs would naturally have
oy eadtons for ur orentation to political discourse; that is to
e <. . gin to wnnnvﬂ as normal certain assumptions
e political domain that either derive from or are ampli-

.fied . isi i
by the television commercial. For example, a person who

Mwmmﬂ mMm:ﬁMMM MMHE_OD cn_aunsmmo: comimercials might well believe
measaren .ocv“ ems have fast solutions through simple
rasted, amde m: to. Or that complex language is not to be
vnmmmmor ot a vnozmﬂm._mza themselves to theatrical ex-
58?3@._0 ::nmdm_.‘mcanmﬁ is in bad taste, and leads only to an
that 1t 5 mon e ainty. Such a person may also come to believe
other o nm.mm—..x to draw any line between politics and

rms of social life. Just as a television commercial will

use an at ici
hlete, an actor, a musician, a novelist, a scientist or a

count i ,

o MMm 8. speak for the virtues of a product in no way within

he _mgﬂw_m wm wxbm:_mn television also frees politicians from
eld of their own expertise. Political figures may
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Amusing Ourselves to Death

such things as miore capable in negotiation, more imaginative i
executive skill, more knowledgeable about international affairg
more understanding of the interrelations of €conomic systerns,
and so on. The reason has, almost entirely, to do with “image
But not because politicians. are preoccupied with presenting
themselves in the best possible light. After all, who isn't? It is a°
rare and deeply disturbed person who does not wish to project 5
favorable image. But television gives image a bad name. For on’

. television the politician does not so much offer the audience ap, |

image of himself, as offer himself as an :dmmm of the audience.
And therein lies one of the most powerful influences of the tele-
vision commercial on political discourse. -

To understand how image vomnnmuioﬂwm,ou television, we
may :.mm_ as an entry point the well-known commercial from

which this chapter takes the first half of its title. I refer to the ,

Bell Telephone romances, created by Mr. Steve Homn, in which
we are urged to ““Reach Gut and Touch Someone.” The ““some-
one” is usually a relative who lives in Denver or Los Angeles or
Atlanta—in any case, very far from where we are, and who, in
a good year, we will be lucky to see on Thanksgiving Day. The
someone” used to play adaily and vital role in our lives; that is
to say, used to be a member of the family. Though American
culture stands vigorously opposed to the idea of family, there
nonetheless still exists a residual nag that something essential to
our lives is lost when we give it up. Enter Mr. Horn's commer-
cials. These are thirty-second homilies concerned to provide a
new definition of intimacy in which the telephone wire will
take the place of old-fashioned co-presence. Even further, these
commercials intimate a new conception of family cohesion for a
nation of kinsmen who have been split asunder by automobiles,
jet aircraft and other instruments of family suicide. In analyzing
these commercials, Jay Rosen makes the following observation:
“Horn isn’t interested in saying anything, he has no message,to
get across. His goal is not to provide information about Bell, but
to somehow bring out from the broken ties of millions of Armer-

rovide a slogan, afo
: woavnnwmbm?m, and compelling i

“sought.

' the television screen and as
. Queen in Snow White a

. the screen, give back a better answer thant

~ " politics has added a new wrinkle:
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i : one. . . .
- Jives a feeling which might focus on the S_nww -
. does not express himself. You do not express y
mQB. "3
, xpresses you. o e The
moa.w .v the lessom of all great television noBanamwm y
e a symbol or a focus that creates for viewers a
y mage of themselves. In Hr.n
isi iti ame goal.is
iti sion politics, the s ne
i arty politics to televi . . s
it ?oﬂ%ﬁ%:oﬁ permitted to know who is best at vn.Ew P e
i i tin touch-
dent o1 Governor or Senator, but whose image is best
i

i k at
discontent. We loo
ing a i deep reaches of our .
g e e and. k. in the same voracious way as the

nd the Seven Dwaryfs, :Z:E.o«. mirror on
¢ one of all?” We are inclined to vote
family life, and style, as gwwm.a on
: he Queen received.

the wall, who is the »,mr,o.m
for those whose personality,

. -
S rem turies age, men a
arked twenty-five cen . 0
e e then ds in their own image. But to this, television
y Those who would be gods

i ve
refashion themselves into images the viewers would ha
.EMM% Mo\ while image politics vwnmnn.ﬁwm. H
voting, it alters the meaning of “’self-interest. e inter.

" and father voted for the party that repres e inwer
o BU<H “interests” meant to them something tangi Bv
Mwwwmmm preferential treatment, protection ?.oB .?.Hmm“.“ wnnww
s ¢ e’s union or community, Thanksgiving urkeys
. .mcv.vo_.a o MM:E@ Judged by this &mﬁ.&mﬂ& blacks may be
on igmnaoﬁnm E.ﬂ. in America. Most of the vnmmﬂ. of ,8 vote oMM,
w:? mmzmc<5 they are _mnmnv:\ symbolic ones, Sr._na m to say, !
Eﬁnzwmhm‘_ ical nature. Like television commercials, .@mmm m.wz

w.vmxn omom of therapy, which is why so much o.m it is cha o ,
g0 _.m . Mg elebrity and personal disclosure. It is a mOGnM_m. QW.
- _ooﬁ N nnnnm: that there are no photographs of Abra o
&ocmwﬂ mHMEbm that his wife was in- all :w&?o.oa a wmﬁ .
W””Mw and that he was subject to lengthy fits of aavnmmm__os.

ways make their

the idea of self-interest
** Big Tim Sullivan
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Amusing Ourselves to Death

stroy the records of the past. Certainly, this is the way of the
Soviet Uniion, our modem-day Oceania. But as Huxley mg
accurately foretold it, nothing so crude as all that is require
‘Seemingly benign technologies devoted to providing the popu

lace with a politics of image, instancy and therapy may &mmv.;

pear history just as effectively, perhaps more permanently, and
without objection. - : -
We ought also to look to Huxley, not Orwell, to understand

the threat that television and other forms of imagery pose to the’

foundation of liberal democracy—namely, to freedom of in-
formation. Orwell quite reasonably supposed that. the state,
through naked suppression, would control the flow of informa-
tion, particularly by the banning of books. In this prophecy,
Orwell had history strongly on his side. For books have always
been subjected to censorship in varying degrees wherever they
have been an mavonmnm part of the communication landscape.
In ancient China, the Analects of Confucius were ordered de-
stroyed by Emperor Chi Huang Ti. Ovid’s banishment from
Rome by Augustus was in part aresult of his having written Ars
Amatoria, Even in Athens, which set enduring standards of
intellectual excellence, books were viewed with alarm. In
Areopagitica, Milton provides an excellent review of the many
examples of book censorship in Classical Greece, including the
case of Protagoras, whose books were burned because he began
one of his discourses with the confession that he did not know
whether or not there were gods. But Milton is careful to observe
that in all the cases before his own time, there were only two
‘types of books that, as he puts it, “the magistrate cared to take
notice of”": books that were blasphemous and books that were
libelous. Milton stresses this point because, writing almost two
‘hundred years after Gutenberg, he knew that the magistrates of
his own era, if unopposed, would disallow books of every con-

ceivable subject matter. Milton knew, in other words, that it"

was in the printing press that censorship had found its true
métier; that, .in fact, information and ideas. did not become a

v 139
nmx Out and Elect Someone
,A atil the maturing of the >mm of
ay bein a word that is WrEten,

tamped
rd is a hundred times more dangerous when Mm mannmv.m-
che M.Mav And the problem posed by J\vom_ﬁvﬂwmﬂc Chamber
! %Ma:.: tor example, by Benry VIIL ,%Mmgﬁ.a% d10 be
MM authorized to deal with Smﬁzmnﬂ cOMMw. ooy other vo%-
; he Stuarts, .
ized by Elizabeth I t in whose reign
nnomhﬂunnw nwosmarm. jncluding Pope Paul IV, ._M, %ﬁmnmgnmmn
n,nuaﬁwnmn Index Librorum Prohibitorum <_<Mm wﬂﬁwnm nformation
. 5 ofp ’ .
- 1 0i aly slightly, in a wor . their
U.mSa ?aﬂwwﬂwm_‘ Wﬁ, the mind; hence come the censors in thet
is the gun con
austere robes to dampen the nxv_oaosmnén nt
. Thus, Orwell envisioned that A_“V mwamen Western democacies.
i threa N
ori atter posed a serious : ht on both
?_.EQW ﬂ—d:m M“ poth counts. (He was, of nocan‘_mhmu”oan i
WM;NW insofar as Russia, China ,,mJa QMMMM MMMnmmmasm himself
e ed.) Orwell was, In eliect, . ,
oa mHM—nNManHm Wmn of Print—in fact, to the same %MMW_MH
O ang the men who wrotc the United maﬂnm e e
m.a &m.MMn Constitution was composed at a time W en _
tion.

~ m u . apt H u _ =
.

hey were quite well
i in form
share their political ideas with each otherin

s and contexts
h they had ¢ 1. Therefore, their great-
_over which they
est worty was the poss

ompetent contro o e Bl .
Emz.m is largely a v,—dmnav

...Omo<mn=5n=§< ,
-d_rwoz M: preventing mo<2:5mﬂ“ MMNMM
cting the flow of information and jdeas. But nrmn o e
athers m.m ot foresee that tyranny by governmen ght o
e el b other sort of problem altogether, Smn\_m <.m e
Suprsede e hich through television nOw nosmno_.m the o
nM%OMWMMM»nMVMm in America. 1 raise no strong objection tO .
of publi

-.Om
f Jeast not here) and have no intention of Ec:nﬂwﬁmm L.M”.ni
e ardb nd complaint against the corporate state. honps
mm:&mawcﬂm SEn, apprehension, as did George Omn‘c:ﬂ.a pea
M_MMN M”anwﬁm school of Communication, when he

. ] problem u
found cultura
,A.VE. Whatever dangers there m

control over (2) A
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