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I 

The Culture of Television 

Let's say Ken Lewis is from Wyoming. He works at a small-market radio 

station in the middle of the state. The town where he works is in a valley with 

13,000 foot mountains on all sides. Until 1978, there was no television at all in 

the town. With the exception of a bi-weekly newspaper, the sole outlet for 

advertising in the valley was the radio station. 

In the fall of 1978, cable TV came to town. At first there were only 

thirteen stations, but in the course of five years, the available channels exploded 

to thirty-six. Suddenly there were several advertising options for local busi

nesses-the newspaper, the radio station, the electronic bulletin board on the 

cable service, and a regional television station in Casper. 

Now let's say, in the early '80's, Ken's boss is worried that the radio 

station's advertising revenues will drop because of the availability of television. 

So, he decides to send Ken off to a convention in Terre Haute, Indiana. At this 

convention, Ken is to find out how to deal with the sudden 100% increase in 

advertising outlets in rural areas. The convention lasts three days; this means 

that Ken is supposed to save the radio station with three days of information. 

So let's say Ken flies from the tiny airport in his town to a bigger hub in 

Casper. From Casper he flies to Denver where he has a two-hour layover waiting 

for his connection to Chicago. He doesn't have time to do much except grab 

something to eat and read the paper. The state high school football playoffs are 

going on, and since he is the sports director as well as the music director at the 

station, he wants to find out how things are going. 
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Just a few years earlier, Ken wouldn't have had any way to find out about 

Wyoming high school sports outside of the state, even in a neighboring state, 

but a nationwide newspaper designed by Gannet Communications, Incorpo

rated, USA Today. had been covering regional sports since its inception. 

Ken goes up to a rack of newspaper vending machines. Most of the 

machines are rectangular, looking like little brightly colored front loading 

washers. There is one exception to the regularity of the machines' shapes - the 

USA Today machine. Rather than a rectangle, it is a box which rests on a 

pedestal. The newspaper is displayed off to one side of the box, about six inches 

from the center. Just to the right of the newspaper displayed in the door is a six

inch rectangle for the coin slot. Ken puts his money in the slot in the panel, 

which looks an awful lot like a control panel with a knob even, pulls open the 

door and grabs a paper. 

If Ken would have had a sense for such things, he would have found it 

ironic that the machine from which he had just bought a newspaper looked 

surprisingly like a television set; after all he was headed to Terre Haute because 

his radio station needed to find a way to combat television's influence on the 

valley. Ostensibly. USA Today would have needed to do the same thing, but 

rather than fight television USA Today, as Neil Postman says, imitates it (17). 

In reaction to the far reaching effects of television, both our fictitious 

music/sports director and the very real newspaper go to extremes to maintain 

some sort of hold on an audience. Though capricious and artificial, the influence 

of television is real. 

In his 1984 keynote address at the Frankfurt Book Fair, Neil Postman 

describes the influence of television: 

As TV moves typography [and other media forms] to the 

edges of our culture and takes its place at the center, the 

television show becomes our most compelling model and 

metaphor of all communication. Newspapers have chosen to 

49 



imitate television, education becomes entertainment, 

ministers use show business style to preach. (16) 

In Postman's vision, everything from acquisition of reading skills to 

selection of political leaders is based on images from the TV screen. 

Postman's address was delivered, unknown to Postman or his audience, 

during the waning years of the Cold War. In the spirit of the war, the theme of 

the book fair was Orwell in the year 2000, but instead of solely invoking images 

of 1984 or Animal Farm. Postman describes the world as we approach the third 

millennium as a Huxleyan nightmare of people loving their oppression and 

adoring technology which undoes their capacity to think (14). Only five years 

after Postman's address the prison walls of Orwellian oppression begin to fall, 

and almost ten years after, the Huxleyan means of oppression is about to increase 

in scope to 500 channels. 

In 1984, television was not nearly as huge as it was going to be soon, yet 

Postman said: 

Television is not merely an entertainment medium. It is a 

philosophy of discourse, every bit as capable of altering a 

culture as was the printing press .... Television disdains 

exposition, which is serious, sequential, rational, and 

complex. It offers instead a mode of discourse in which 

everything is accessible, simplistic, concrete, and above all 

entertaining. ( 18) 

It is not merely our media which are shaped by television; nor is it merely our 

institutions, i.e. politics, education, the family; it is these and more. It is our 

culture. 
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II 
Cultural Literacy 

After four years away from a college campus, I went back to school in 

1989. Having spent the previous two and a half years in Germany, I wasn't very 

attuned to the spirit of the times. So I was a bit confused when a reporter showed 

up on campus asking questions which seemed better fitted to "Trivial Pursuit" 

than academe. At the time I wasn't sure what the point was of printing in the 

newspaper the things that someone didn't know. 

Being in Europe, I had no idea that there was a crisis in literacy going 

on. This crisis had been sensationalized by the media during the late 1980's as 

the media pointed to all the information they did not know. I say they because it 

was always someone else who had this literacy deficit; even the reporter suppos

edly knew the answers to the questions he was posing. With all the finger

pointing and decrying the state of literacy, it seemed there were few solutions 

offered. Little did this reporter, or I for that matter, know that two years earlier 

E.D. Hirsch had proposed the solution to the literacy crisis. 

In his book Cultural Literacy, Hirsch tackled this problem which at the 

time was perceived by the general population to be the biggest crisis facing 

America, and he offered a simple solution to the problem; he even offered a 

handbook. The Dictionary of Cultural Literacy. to help remedy the problem. 

What he set out in his book was that there was a body of knowledge 

every American, English-speaking member of society needed in order to be 

literate. He argued that the teaching of reading devoid of this body of knowledge 

was the cause of the literacy crisis. This body of knowledge together with a 

mastery of a standardized English was what he meant by cultural literacy. 

But there are some serious problems with what Hirsch presents as a 

solution. As Ray Browne and Arthur Neal point out in their article "The Many 

Tongues of Literacy": 
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Being literate is clearly important for the individual and for his 

whole culture. But Hirsch's argument is seriously flawed because 

of the specific assumptions upon which it depends. These 

assumptions include the view that there is a center or core to 

modern culture which mature individuals must share if they are 

to communicate effectively with one another. (157) 

Browne and Neal go on to point out that this core knowledge is identified by 

Hirsch and therefore carries with it his biases. They also point out, "that the 

essential knowledge is to be acquired primarily from the print medium" (157). 

These assumptions and others that Browne and Neal point out are not the 

answers to the supposed literacy crisis, for the assumptions ignore that the 

literacy most Americans strive for is not print based. 

One of the premises that Hirsch is working from is that there is a body of 

knowledge which can be quantified by Hirsch and his cohorts Joseph Kett and 

James Trefil (146). But in amassing this body of knowledge these three are 

setting the standards of literacy using their emphasis. "This is an emphasis that 

has little relevance for the everyday lives of most Americans" (Browne and Neal 

161). 

Hirsch is correct in his assumption that there is a commonality involved 

in literacy, but that commonality cannot be imposed by someone above the fray. 

The unifying force already exists. "The major unifying force is of course, televi

sion" (Browne and Neal 161 ). 

III 
Accepting the Cultural Force 

In 1988 the Westchester Library System of Elmsford, New York, created 

a series of Public Service Announcements imitating the style of current adver

tisements and MTV videos. The designers of the PSA spots thought the style 

would help generate interest in reading in the age of MTV: 
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Each video [PSA] is short (30-40 seconds), depends heavily 

on music and is professional looking and stylish enough to 

be taken for a rock video or even a jeans commercial! Yet 

the end of each bears a message urging teens to "Check out 

the book" or [asks] "Want to know what happens next? Ask 

your public library's young adult librarian." Then the name 

and logo of the Westchester Library System Appears. 

( Courtney 183) 

Instead of decrying the fate of literacy, the Westchester Library System ·used the 

bane of print to draw young adults to read. Surely telling young adults that their 

viewing habits were wrong would do nothing except increase those habits; that's 

the nature of teen rebellion. With this in mind the library system cleverly 

addressed the issue. 

As purveyors of print literacy, the library could easily have fallen into 

the lamentation mode of Hirsch, but the library realized this would accomplish 

little except alienating potential readers when it was interested in engaging 

readers. 

Notice too the detail to which the designers went to instill the PSA's 

with the feel of contemporary commercials and videos. Being aware of the 

adeptness with which the young viewers watch television, the designers were 

careful to produce a product of similar quality to the usual fare, recognizing that 

the potential readers were already attuned to the medium of television. 

The concept holds true for us as English instructors. We are interested in 

engaged students, and our students are practiced TV viewers. That is not to say 

that all of them are good readers of television by any means. The motif in 

television does not lend itself to reading. 

Barbara Morris is an English instructor who teaches using television. She 

recognizes that television does not invite active reading. She sees the need to 

prepare her students to watch TV. As she says: 
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Consequently, I tell students that they have become accus

tomed to not questioning their responses to television, and 

because there is no public encouragement to engage in TV 

analysis, we need to practice three kinds of analysis in our 

classes: (1) individual detailed logs of text, (2) group dia

logue about TV programming, and (3) researched essays 

documenting and interpreting details of television programs. 
(35) 

In doing this Morris accomplishes several things which add to the 

engagement of the students. First she gives the students' experience and interest 

in television validity by making it a suitable medium for research. She also 

encourages them to do something they perhaps already engage in, which is 

talking about television. And thirdly, she encourages interpretation of programs. 

I personally find the final objective the most interesting. It is this type of 

work that will generate a critical eye for television; it is this type of work that 

will transform students from passive consumers of television to critical readers of 
the dominant medium of our society. 

IV 

Helping Viewers Become Readers 

One of the hazards I see in presenting fixes to the cultural problem of 

television is that the fixes usually ignore one crucial possibility-most Americans 

choose to watch television and most Americans choose to live the way they do. 

So presenting TV and the culture students derive from it as being a travesty to 

humankind is totally invalidating these students' lives. What can one truly 

expect to accomplish in an atmosphere based on a derision of student lives? 

In a paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Conference on 

College Composition and Communication in 1990, Terry Mulcaire and Frank 

Grady lay out a course based on an assumption similar to that of the above-
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mentioned library. In this experiment they attempted "to teach [their] course 

based on the assumption that culture was something that students did in fact 

possess, but that they tended to leave it at the door when they entered the ... 

classroom" (2). 

These two instructors entered into the classroom expecting the students 

to have already amassed a valuable set of experiences. Instead of immediately 

placing the students on the outside and relegating their experiences to the dung 

heap, " ... this curriculum attempts to put before their eyes the fact that they 

have been inside culture, interpreting it, all along" (Mulcaire and Grady 3 ). 

Mulcaire and Grady entered the classroom prepared to accept the 

experiences of the students. They felt the students already had developed" . .. a 

set of sophisticated skills for reading [popular culture texts-movies, television, 

music, et.al.] against and in terms of one another" (2). So they designed a 

syllabus which employed popular texts as part of the curriculum. 

Someone of a traditional academic bent, a defender of the canon

including the new canon of diversity-would possibly question the validity of a 

course based on popular culture texts. But study of the popular was not the sole 

purpose of the Mulcaire and Grady course. The instructors included high culture 

texts as well in juxtaposition to the popular. They" . .. hoped that juxtaposing 

popular and elite texts would reveal their affiliations and similarities and pro

duce critical insights into both that students would not be afraid to own" (5). 

For Mulcaire and Grady, this ownership of insight has tremendous 

potential to bring students into the classroom in an active sense: They" .. . 

propose not a new way to engage students with what goes on in a composition 

classroom, but suggest rather that students are already engaged in cultural 

studies, and that composition classes ought to cake full advantage of that engage

ment." ( 13) One of the keys of this type of engagement is the ownership 

principle-the students must be allowed to take ownership of their experiences, 

skills, and views. 
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IV 

The Point 

When I think of the debates over the demise of written discourse, I flash 

back to The Name of the Rose with the monks cloistered above the masses, 

throwing their refuse out a chute for the masses to pick through. The basic "plot" 

in this story was a select group's protection of a labyrinth of written works, all 

carefully hand copied from the originals. Did a brouhaha erupt when Guttenburg 

came along? I imagine it did. After all, Martin Luther presented the Gospel to 

the people, thereby tearing the clergy from their strongholds. 

Did the storytellers or balladeers lament the decline of orality? Did the 

monks and scholars decry the bastardization of writing? I tend to think that they 

did. For awhile they were able to fight off the envelopment of the word by the 

populace by avoiding the use of the vernacular, but eventually the written word 

was accessible to the people. 

Is this transition from orality to the printed word analogous to the 

current transition from the page to the screen? To some extent I think it is. No 

lamentations and decryings can reverse the technological momentum. But that 

is not to say that as a society we must sit passively by and watch the transition 

unfold before us. 

One way that we can become involved in the transition is to become 

critical thinkers about the media. I switch to using the more general term media 

in place of television because it is already accepted that the other media are in 

the process of imitating television. 

As the instructors I have mentioned in this paper have recognized, 

students have a set of experiences, habits, and previous education upon which 

they might base their actions, yet sometimes it seems they do not draw upon this 

base. They have not become critical readers of the culture. They have not 

considered the implications of the images presented to them. 
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In a description of a course in critical reading of advertisements, Joseph 

Harris describes the students' tendency to write criticisms from the perspective 

they believe they are supposed to hold. Students have a notion that there" ... is 

some sort of party line to be either mimicked or resisted" (6). This reading of 

advertisements from the institution's/instructor's viewpoint is nowhere near the 

critical thinking we should strive for, yet I think there is a tendency by some 

instructors to imagine that these readings accomplish some sort of critical 

thinking. 

Part of the problem of this mimicking comes from the way a cultural 

issue is presented. The instructor will present a societal issue and point out how 

awful or how wonderful it truly is. The opinion of the instructor is recognized by 

the students, and the students pressure themselves into concurring with the 

instructor, even if this is not the intention of the instructor. Students will see 

the side they are supposed to take and fall in line. 

Even when teaching critical thinking, we in academe typically concen

trate on political issues, i.e. the relationship between individuals and society; 

after all, this is one of the purposes of education: to provide students with the 

opportunity to find their niche in society. But often we concentrate on the 

wrong end of the relationship-society, and we are often overtly highly judg

mental of it. I say wrong in that since society does not exist without individuals, 

it is senseless to concentrate on the goodness or evilness of it. The only way to 

have an effect on society is for the students to consider their own actions. 

Perhaps the best way to teach cultural criticism is to give the students 

the opportunity to observe their culture in an atmosphere of acceptance. By 

doing so we can offer the students, as Harris says, " ... a number of chances both 

to identify with and resist some of the voices and images in that culture-and 

thus to begin to define their own places in it" (7). After all, this is the only thing 

students are able to control-themselves. 

Students can control their own actions. This is completely within the 
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students' realm of efficacy. They can ensure they get the education they need. 

They can consider their treatment of others. They can judge what their place in 

society is. And they can make a difference in their own lives. And in doing so, 
they can have an impact on society. 

But in order to accomplish this we must teach cultural criticism in a way 

which does not immediately alienate students. We must not approach their 

culture from an elitist standpoint that judges the place from which they have 

drawn their lives; this approach to teaching can do nothing except breed resent

ment and will accomplish nothing besides the reactions we associate with 
backlash. 
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