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Chapter 2 

TELEVISION: 

THE MEDIUM AND ITS MESSAGE 

F I or those concerned about television democracy, there is indeed something 

fascinating in the idea of the "electronic town meeting" proposed by Ross 

Perot in his election campaign in 1992 (Munson 1993: 2,155). 

Reminiscent of the colonial town meeting in early New England where citizens met in a hall to 

discuss directly matters of immediate concerns, the idea implies a public space accessible to 

all citizens through the use of television technology. That particular "space" created by 

television functions as an electronic townhall where both interpersonal and mediated 

communications on public affairs take place simultaneously. Actually, the idea has been put 

into practice with great zeal by the Clinton administration as a way of governance (see Chapter 

4 for further discussion). Certainly, it remains to be seen whether every voice counts equally 

and whether those in the seat of power are held accountable to the participating public. The 

point of significance for now is that this happens after all when public communication is 

diagnosed as in crisis, following further privatization and marketization of television in the 

multichannel era. 

Ironically enough, the medium highly honored by the idea has a rather 

troublesome image. On the one hand, television has assumeably an awesome power for 

persuasion, propaganda, and even manipulation. On the other hand, it has been so connected 

with cultural vulgarity that it earns its notoriety as the box that produces idiots or couch 

potatoes. When people who care about their own distinction in Bourdieu's sense (1979) are 

still busy disassociating themselves from television viewing even in the mid-1990s, arguments 

and counterarguments about television technology has been voiced and heard for more than a 

half century since its inception. Whatever has been voiced and heard, there lies the plain fact: 

television is there, and being extensively and intensively used. While there are some who feel 

that television is something they can do without, a great majority of others find its charm 

irresistible with various reasons. Those reasons range from "the desire for a show" 

(Baudrillard 1988: 217) to believing it to be "the most comprehensive, most credible, quickest 

with the latest medium in news coverage" (Comstock 1988: 325). 
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Whatever inspires the idea of the electronic town meeting and however it is being 

practiced, to make it successful and effective regardless of whose terms, will necessitate an 

understanding of the medium. It is therefore the intention of this chapter to contribute to that 

understanding. The following pages will be divided into three sections: The first explores 

television as a distribution technology, the second examines it as a cultural environment. 

Based on what will have been found by the two sections, the third one will focus on 

television's technological features that might influence the role it plays in public 

communication. 

1. TELEVISION AS A DISTRIBUTION TECHNOLOGY: 
PESSIMISM vs. OPTIMISM 

Whether or not technology is necessarily neutral is often highly contested. 

Feminists, for example, have endeavored greatly to demonstrate how power relations are 

intertwined in the developments and social construction of technologies, including 

communication technologies, and television among them (see e.g. Wajcman 1991, Spigel 

1922). The integration of (or conversion from) scattered technologies related with electricity, 

telegraphy, photography, motion pictures and radio into one specific technology we know 

today as television, however, is basically out of economic, rather than political, considerations 

(Williams 1974a: 25). While its eventual institutionalization often involves a complex of 

struggles among different interests (e.g. Syvertsen 1992), the innovation of television 

technology evinces a unique process quite different from that of previous communication 

technologies. According to Williams (ibid), it is a process that emphasized primarily the means 

of distribution, rather than in production. Investments on production were intended to make 

the distribution technically possible and then attractive. Thus Williams concludes, "it is not 

only that the supply of broadcasting facilities preceded the demand, it is that the means of 

communication preceded their content" (ibid: 25). 

This fact may not make television appear technologically neutral, though. Before 

the challenge of new media was felt, the dominant technology of television was characterized 

by one-way transmission, instead of two-way interaction. There have been possibilities of 

introducing interactive television, which doubtlessly implies higher democratic potential, since 

the very beginning of television. Obviously it didn't work out that way (Carey and O'Hara 

1995: 220). The overwhelming dominance of the more familiar one-way broadcast system, 

still well in effect even today, inevitably inspires a wide span of views on television as a mass 

distribution technology. They range from gloomy pessimism to blissful optimism. 

In the following paragraphs, Adomo, Benjamin, Enzensberger, and McLuhan will 
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be the representative examples for our discussion. Each of them demonstrates a unique 

position in the debate, either pessimistic or optimistic. 

1.1. Adorno: Individuals Massified, Art's Autonomy Lost 

Adorno is presented as the first, not only because he is chronically the first among 

the three, but because he seems to serve a good point of departure. This is especially true for 

many who happen to encounter the two currents of relevance to this study: "One toward a 

theoretically decapitated and mostly affirmative description of "popular" culture, the other 

toward a moralizing condemnation of imperial mind management by a media apparatus 

allegedly totally in the grip of profit interests." (Huyssen 1986:19-20) 

Typically scornful of the broadcasting media, Adorno seems to see everything 

wrong with television, not to mention its mass distribution capacity that allows "authoritarian 

voices" to penetrate everyday life (Poster 1995: 8). Leveling an assault on television in his 

assay Television and the Patterns of Mass Culture, he argues that television tends to "make for 

automated reactions and to weaken the forces of individual resistance"(Adorno 1954: 216). In 

his eyes, television's ability to disseminate widely and instantaneously an identical information 

signal serves merely to massify individuals. The broadcast mode of transmission deprives 

individuals of the opportunity to enter the dialogue. Individuals can only react to it 

unconsciously, namelessly and facelessly. Since the Enlightenment Project of modernity, a 

central concern for Adorno and his colleagues, prerequisites a liberal, logocentric subject 

characterized by independence, rationality, reflectivity, and autonomy, the deprivation of the 

chance to respond in the distribution system has disastrous consequences. Not only the 

autonomy of the subject is in danger, but also the autonomy of cultural products, i.e., art, is 

being nullified. 

Other main figures of the Frankfurt School (e.g. Horkheimer, Macuse), authors for 

mass society theory (e.g. C. Wright Mils), and theorizers who draw on Marxism for media 

analysis generally share Adorno's position, though with various nuances and emphases. For 

them, television is a "mass" medium that has been integrated into the cultural industry and 

helps the formation of mass society. Their vision of mass society is often pessimistic because it 

"strongly invokes the images of control and filtering" and "portrays the direction of influence 

from above downwards" (McQuail 1987: 63). But even without the operation of cultural 

industry, the thesis of which Adorno and Horkheimer worked out together, the sheer mass 

capacity of distribution is itself troublesome enough for Adorno. 

1.2. Benjamin: the Vaporization of the "Aura" 
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Being a "dissident" member of the Frankfurt School, Walter Benjamin does not 

share the pessimistic view of his colleagues about broadcasting media technology. Probably 

enchanted by the "collective enjoyment" typical in popular culture (see Docker 1994), he 

shows no disdain toward the cultural products disseminated by the electronic media. Though 

he does not have any study specifically dedicated to television, his general attitude toward 

mass media can be grasped in his essay The work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction (1936, quoted in Huyssen 1986). It is this essay that draws a reply from Adorno 

and Horkheimer in their famous essay on the cultural industry, and that has inspired, together 

with his other works, sympathizers or theorizers of popular culture for the decades to come 

(see Huyssen, 1986:152-153). 

For Benjamin, the electronic media promote equality and liberty precisely because 

of their ability to bring works of art to the masses of people through unlimited distribution 

Unlike Adorno, who tends to be very defensive of the autonomy of art enshrined in high 

culture and characterized by a contemplative, genial yet asocial reception, Benjamin favors a 

collective reception of art typically found in popular culture. The collective reception made 

possible by mass distribution has a three-fold implication: 

• The aloof "aura" normally surrounding works of art evaporates when art is reproduced 

many times and dispersed throughout social space, even appearing in working class 

districts. 

• The mediation of art by technology serves to distance the audience from the performance. 

Once works of art are placed closer to the people, this will shift the point of identification 

from the performer to the technology. 

• A critical stance can be promoted since the audiences take the position of the camera, not 

the actors (Poster 1995). 

Thus, even a mass distribution technology like television can have its progressive 

potential. When the "aura", a pre-requisite for the autonomy of art according to Benjamin, 

evaporates, the autonomy of art becomes groundless. Art can then be returned to the reality of 

everyday life in the service of people. (Huyssen 1986, Docker 1994, Poster 1995). 

1.3. Enzensberger: Mobilization Power as the Open Secret 

Dichotomizing the use of the electronic media into "emancipating" and 

"repressive", Enzensberger (1982) nonetheless seems to express a relentless enthusiasm for 

television's emancipatory use. Due to his observations of the conscious industry (1974), he 

conceptualizes television more as a potential instrument of progressive social change. Though 
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aware that television has the overall effect of stabilizing the social order and containing 

opposition, he still sees a reason for optimism in "the lack of one, unified ruling class with a 

unitary strategy, goals, and a politics of control". And such a lack, he argues, is constantly 

suggested and exposed to the masses of people in their everyday life by television itself: "The 

degree to which the power struggles within the ruling class are extroverted by Western 

television is without precedent in history, and all current theories of manipulation only serve to 

obscure the fact." (1977, quoted in Kellner 1990:101). 

Furthermore, Enzensberger seems to be rather confident about the transparent 

nature of the electronic media in reflecting the messages they transmit. For him, mobilization 

power is "the open secret" of the electronic media. Their disseminating power makes possible 

"mass participation in a social and socialized productive process". As they are "an immense 

threatening power...for the first time", they "present a basic challenge to bourgeois culture." 

(1982: 47-8, 52). Such blatant confidence on the emancipation power of the technology seems 

to suggest an ignorance of the mediation problems frequently happening in communication 

relationships. 

1.4. McLuhan: the Extension of Men and the Global Village 

Marshall McLuhan is the man who introduced into the language our present usage 

of the term media as well as a number of other precepts, among them global village and Age of 

information (Lapham, in McLuhan 1964/1995: x). In Understanding Media: The Extensions of 

Man (ibid), the book that introduces these terms and precepts, McLuhan argues that the 

electronic media are like extensions of human nervous systems that embrace the planet. Due to 

this embrace, both space and time are abolished for humans as far as the planet is concerned 

(ibid: 3^1). And television seems to symbolize "the final phase" of this human extension. In 

fact, the whole book can be read as an endeavor to put television back into its context, that is, 

the long history of human extension through various innovations, such as clothing, money, 

clocks, roads, cars, and other electric technologies. 

Influenced by Harold Innis, who conceives the media in terms of either being 

time-biased or space-biased, McLuhan presents this thesis, provocative in his time, with a 

rather celebrative tone. He divides the media into two categories, i.e. hot and cool, with the 

former referring to those that disallow participation and are high in definition informational 

content while the latter are those that leave more space for the audience to participate (e.g. 

McLuhan ibid: 314-319, Stevenson 1995). Accordingly, he predicts a gradual displacement of 

the hot media (such as print) by the cool media. And surprisingly, television happens to be a 

cold medium that activates "involvement" (Stevenson ibid: 9) and cultivates a "depth 
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participation" (ibid: 321) for reasons we will explore in the next section The more significant 

here are the Utopian reunions envisioned by the idea of global village and presumably made 

possible by the electronic media. Due to our electronic sensors, of which television plays a 

central part, McLuhan predicted in the 1960s that we will all return to village-like encounters 

on a global scale. Everyone will be involved in everyone else's business as a result of the 

widespread use of electronic media, 

A passing note is worth being made here on one of his earlier works, The 

Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man (1951, quoted in Stevenson 1995). Interestingly 

enough, the book seems to be very critical of the opportunities for manipulation and control 

opened up by the electronic media particularly in a consumer society. Obviously a deviant 

from his later writings, for which he is much more recognized, the book suggests McLuhan's 

early indebtedness to the early Frankfurt School (see Stevenson 1995: 117-118). 

Whether pessimistic or optimistic, the above arguments share a common concern 

regarding the impact of television on human society, particularly on ordinary people, as a 

distribution technology. While some see in the one-way distribution an in-built technology for 

manipulation and control, others find it inherently a device for mass participation and 

motivation. With the exception of McLuhan, whose technological optimism has its emphasis 

elsewhere, the other three share a common ground on which they stand to observe the 

technology. It is more or less a Marxist ground where class domination is seen as the main 

source of human misery. Thus the emancipation of the lower class, whether through liberalist 

participation or socialist revolution, becomes the theme to be addressed in debates on 

technology and democracy. In the three examples, how the term "emancipation" is interpreted 

and how the creativity of the lower class is perceived can significantly influence the shaping of 

pessimism or optimism. This is suggested by the contrast between Adomo and Benjamin (see 

Huyssen 1986, Docker 1994 for further discussion). 

While elitist pessimists such as Adorno and technological optimists like Adorno 

and McLuhan often invite the label of technological determinism, the over-enthusiasm of 

Enzensberger induces for him his share of determinism as an optimistic populist (McGuigan 

1992, Poster 1995). In contrast, Benjamin is more in the middle in the spectrum. Being very 

aware that the media are themselves mediated by the social institutions, especially capitalism, 

he sees the potential democratic advances of the media as something reversible, depending on 

how they are used and institutionalized This position is of great significance today. Due to the 

challenge of new media, the dominance of the one-way broadcast mode has been giving way 

to a more decentralized, diversified and interactive mode of distribution (McQuail 1987). To 

discuss television merely as a one-way distribution system is becoming increasingly obsolete. 
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In fact, there is a tendency to envision beyond the rjessirnistic/optimistic dichotomy regarding 

television potential for emancipation/manipulation Before we get to the point of the use of 

television for democratic communication, a more sophisticated consideration about television 

itself has to be developed This has something to do with looking beyond its distribution 

capacity and trying to understand it as something in which meanings of life are constructed and 

formulated. 

2. TELEVISION AS A CULTURAL ENVIRONMENT 

First of all, there is a theoretical base to conceptualize the communication media 

as a cultural environment. It can date back to as early as the 1920s, when I. A. Richards 

characterized the book as "a machine to think with", though emphasizing that the product-

thought- has greater consequence than the medium- book. In 1932, Frank Raymond Leavis 

and Denys Thompson collaborated on a study, Culture and Environment, in which they 

recognized a shift in the English language brought about in less than a decade by sound cinema 

and network radio (Marc 1995: 40-41). A similar vein of thought on television came much 

later, however, and involved scholars from different but related fields of study. 

Strictly speaking, there has been no systematic, specific study on television as a 

cultural environment1 until 1978 Joshua Meyrowitz completed his doctoral dissertation, which 

then served as an early draft for his well-recognized No Sense of Place2 (1985). In the book, 

Meyrowitz tries to bridge between what he terms as "medium theory", represented by Marshall 

McLuhan and Harold Innis, and "situation theory" developed by Harold Garfinkel the ethno-

methodologist and Erving Gofiman the micro-sociologist. The book examines how television 

creates new situations for people in their social life and how such new situations lead to new 

behaviors both in public and private life. With a convincing case study on three dimensions of 

social change, namely, changing group identity, role transition, changing authority, Meyrowitz 

concludes that because of television, social order has been reshaped and our sense of place 

been undermined. 

Fascinating in its originality, Meyrowitz's book inspires us to take a closer look at 

what he calls "medium theory". In the following pages, I will specify on four representative 

authors in order to show how in this medium theory television has been perceived differently 

1 In 1978, John Fiske and John Hartley published their Reading Television. Treating television as human spoken 
language, the book applies linguistics and semiotics to television study. Though there is an emphasis on television as 
an oral medium, television is essentially studied as a human construct just like language. 

In 1986, the book was awarded "The Best Book on Electronic Media" by the national Association of 
Broadcasters and Broadcast Education, and "The Golden Anniversary Book' by the Speech Communication 
Association. 
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as a cultural environment. 

2.1. McLuhan's Message 

In the previous section I glanced at the hot/cool classification of the media by 

McLuhan. Besides this quite puzzling dichotomous division, McLuhan contributes to the 

decades-old controversy about him with an assertion: Television, with its nature as a less visual 

but more tactual-auditory medium, "involves all our senses in deep interplay" (1964/1995: 

336). Added to this assertion is the statement: "Most other technology produces an implication 

that is quite explicit in its separation of the senses" (ibid: 333). Accordingly, television is a 

cool medium that encourages "deep participation" through the sensory balance it makes 

possible: 

For people long accustomed to the merely visual experience of the typographic 
and photographic varieties, it would seem to be the synthesia (emphasis original), or 
tactual depth of TV experience, that dislocates them from their usual attitudes of 
passivity and detachment. 

Though with only thirty pages dedicated to television in the thick book, McLuhan scatters in 

them certain flatteries that could sound irritating, though inspiring too, especially when 

popular culture was still treated negatively as mass culture. No matter what is being said, there 

is a message in it that, as acknowledged by Meyrowitz and Stevenson (1995), has its 

significance but has been neglected in media study. 

The message is that media are not simply channels for conveying information 

between environments, but rather "environments in and of themselves" (Meyrowitz 1985: 16). 

Different types of media imply different environments with potentially different effects on 

individuals and society, especially whenever and wherever the perceptions of time and place 

and the involvement of senses are concerned. Therefore, to study how technical forms of 

media serve to shape human perception, constitutes the most important theoretical issue in 

media studies today. This message was welcomed shortly after the book (1964/1995) was 

published, but then nearly dropped to oblivion until the 1980s when sporadic efforts (most 

noticeably Meyrowitz and Baudrillard3) resumed the pursuit his thoughts had provoked. 

McLuhan's writing style, which touches the soul but tortures the mind (Meyrowitz 1985: 21), 

has its share in contributing to its long-term neglect. Yet more significantly is the tradition of 

cultural critics that tends to count merely cultural contents as well as the forms they happen to 

take. The technological nature of the media is hardly an issue in media studies. 

3 See Section 2 for McLuhan and Kellner (1989) for Baudrillard. 
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Besides the message that had waited long before being picked up again by 

Meyrowitz, McLuhan's book has another line of thought that also had to wait long time until 

being picked up by Baudrillard in the 1980s. It is the concepts of "implosion" and the 

"technological simulation of consciousness" (McLuhan ibid: 3). The concepts seem much 

more intelligible and tangible for people who have been accustomed to the age of 

multichannel media abundance. What McLuhan predicted in the mid-1960s seems to have 

become our daily experienced reality today. 

2.2. Walter Ong's Electronic Orality 

According to Meyrowitz's study (ibid), in the 1960s McLuhan was not alone in his 

interest in the media as the environments. A list offered by Meyrowitz showed that some of 

McLuhan's contemporaries were making similar efforts from the perspective of literary studies, 

though a bit later in timing than McLuhan. Their concern focused more on the differences 

between the modes of human consciousness shaped respectively by orality and literacy. Walter 

Ong, for example, had relevant publications in 1967, 1971, and began to specify the effects of 

electronic media on thinking patterns and social organization in 1977 (see Meyrowitz ibid: 18, 

41, Ong 1982: 191). In his Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (1982), 

intended as a synchronical and diachronical exploration of the contrasts and interrelationships 

between oral and literate cultures, the electronic age is claimed to be a time when our 

understanding of the issue can truly develop. The reason is that in any case, we have 

encountered contrasts between electronic media and print. This, according to Ong, has already 

"sensitized" us to the earlier contrast between writing and orality. 

For Ong, the electronic age is the age of "secondary orality" in contrast to the age 

of pre-literate, primary orality that is gone forever. This secondary orality bears a striking 

resemblance to the old one in its "participatory mystique" and its "fostering of a communal 

sense". Nonetheless, it is essentially a more deliberate and self-conscious orality. Taking 

television as an example, Ong suggests that the secondary orality involves a cultivated air of 

spontaneity, while a sense of closure, a heritage of print, still dominates. Unlike primary orality, 

there is no open and intense interplay between the speaker and his audience. Ong believes that 

this is because a show of "open antagonism" is not to be tolerated in mediated communication 

(Ong 1982:136). 

2.3. Peter Conrad: Television's Belittling Effects 

In 1982, Peter Conrad published his Television: The Medium and Its Manners. 

While the main purpose of the book is to explore how the form of television programs 
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influences its content, Conrad nonetheless takes an approach that has a relevant emphasis for 

us here. With a beginning chapter treating television as domestic "furniture", the book 

examines the program forms such as news, soap and ads, in a way that indicates they are 

meditations on the medium itself. Echoing the fact that most people have a certain unease 

about television, either disowning it by disavowal or by inventing subtle innocuous disguises 

for it, Conrad tells us that such unease stems from the way the medium works: "It absorbs the 

messages it transmits, inventing a world of its own by mdiscriminately masticating its own 

material. This creates a kind of plenitude not unlike that of the supermarket. From television, 

what can be expected is "an array of spurious alternatives, innumerable competing versions of 

the same thing" (ibid: 167). 

Another relevant point of Conrad's is his interesting comparison between film and 

television in which television's small screen is claimed to have a belittling effect on people. 

While the camera of both film and television demands self-exposure, the film camera tends to 

magnify physical features, segmenting them in a way that "fetishes" them. Through this 

festishization, the metonymically isolated and enlarged single expression or appendage is then 

used to identify the star. Thus, the film camera works to make their stars "more than human". 

In contrast, the television camera, which according to Conrad has licensed itself to spy since 

early on, tends to control the people on whom it spies by scaling them down to fit its small 

screen. Thus, the television camera works to belittlingly make its subjects "less than human" 

(Conrad 1982:29-34). 

Hence, Conrad argues that the belittling effect of television's small screen in turn 

has its own effect on the medium. The major one is that the medium becomes literally a mere 

box which ends up luring and contracting the world outside of it into the confines of its box 

(ibid: 167). Only those who are not bothered by the confinement of the box can survive and 

even exploit its belittling effects. Animals, for example, come into their own when caged in 

the box, because they match its scale (ibid: 34). Some television personalities, for another 

example, make their career success by acquiescently accepting "the strict typology" enforced 

on them by the medium. In Conrad's words, television is perhaps best with sub-human worlds 

(ibid: 34)! 

2.4. Baudrillard: Television's Hyperlogic of Simulations 

If Conrad is sarcastic, Baudrillard perhaps presents another perspective that is 

aimed to be "ironical and antagonistical" (1988:208, quoted in McGuigan 1992). Endeavoring 

to rethink radical social theory and politics in the light of developments in the consumer, 

media, information and technological society, Baudrillard persistently stares at the charm of 
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television as a cultural medium (Poster 1995), trying to grapple with how its technological 

nature affects its role in the new realm of experience, the new stage of history, new type of 

society called the postmodern era (Kellner 1989). 

In a sense, Baudrillard's television study can be understood as a contribution that 

has sought to develop the writing of McLuhan, yet with an apocalyptic tone. Drawing on 

McLuhan's concepts of implosion and simulation, he observes the way the mass media, 

particularly television, play with what he calls "the social"4 and what is termed "reality" by 

liberal thinkers and Marxist critics. A quote from In the Shadow of the Silent Majority (1981, 

quoted in Kellner 1989: 68-69) well shows us how he develops this from the line of 

McLuhan's thought: 

The medium is the message signifies not only the end of the message, but also the 
end of the medium. There are no longer media in the literal sense of the term.... that 
is to say, a power mediating between one reality and another, between one state of 
the real and another- neither in content nor in form. Strictly speaking this is what 
implosion signifies: the absorption of one pole into another, the short-circuit 
between poles of every differential system of meaning.... thus that of the medium 
and the real... 

Hence, television is no longer seen as a medium, but as a strange phenomenon that has a 

cultural logic of its own when no one seems to control or be able to control. It installs a new 

culture in the heart of everyday life, addicting everyone with its "hyperlogic" (quoted in 

Kellner 1989: 88). This hyperlogic cannot be grasped by the modern distinction of the real and 

imaginary, nor within the Enlightenment oppositions of the rational and irrational. It can only 

be understood in the historical context from which a progression toward the modem age of 

simulations is discernible. 

For Baudrillard (1983)5, the progression has moved through three historical stages. 

The first period refers to the one between the Renaissance and the industrial revolution. It can 

be described as the age of counterfeit because signs in this era signified order, rank and 

prestige. Questions of the true nature of the person, as notably found in Shakespeare plays, 

behind his mask were the central concern. The second period refers to the one already 

industrialized. Accompanying capitalism, industrialization makes possible the infinite 

doubling of objects, which, according to Walter Benjamin, had demolished the aura of the 

work of art. Thus in this second period, questions of authenticity or originality made little 

"The social" refers to something idealistic, at least for Baudrillard, such as human interaction, communication, 
civility, information, and the meanings from them (see Kellner 1989: 85). 

3 See Baudrillard's Simulations, (1983), quoted in Kellner 1989. 
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sense. As for the current third period, which Baudrillard calls a period of simulation, new 

media technologies have opened up new possibilities. The real is no longer to be copied, but to 

be produced. This endless simulation of the real is what constitutes television's hyperlogic 

today. 

Being "a system of simulations", television according to Baudrillard has no 

relationship with any system of meanings (1983, quoted in Poster 1995: 22). As simulations 

are endlessly produced, a world of hyperreality is created. Thus, television becomes "nothing 

else than a marvelous instrument for destabilizing the real and the true, all historical or 

political true" (1988:217). 

The tour from McLuhan to Baudrillard seems to be a plunge from heavenly 

optimism to a bleak nihilist abyss. It is ironical indeed, since the section started with a wish to 

learn how television works as something that shapes the construction of meanings in social life 

with its technological nature. The wish becomes funny, even absurd, when bumping into the 

bizarre phenomenon of television in which the order of the real and the meaningful becomes 

obsolete. Lost in Baudrillard's vision is a recognition about human needs in the world of 

reality that brings up questions of emancipation and manipulation and of possibilities for 

ordinary people to participate. The existence and legitimacy of such needs have been long 

taken for granted by traditional social thinking, whether Marxists or Liberalists. 

As it is typical of Baudrillard to push his argument to the extreme as part of his 

fatal strategies in theorizing (Kellner 1989: 187-88), it remains controversial whether he is a 

postmodernist, who cares for only semiotic exchanges, or a modernist, who would assume a 

universal human nature with universal human needs. It is not my concern here, however, for 

the plausibility of bis arguments is not as important as the inspiring function they may happen 

to serve particularly in an era of media abundance with multichannel television. Questions 

about emancipation and participation remain important, even if, quite disappointedly as he 

claims, ordinary people may have only "the desire for a show" (1988: 217) from the hyperreal 

world of television. 

Indeed, these questions will continue to be asked, no matter how television as a 

cultural medium is conceived. Be it a nerval extension of humans, or as the epitome of the 

electronic orality, or as the personified box that belittles and lures and licenses itself to spy, the 

conceptualization of television as a cultural environment is nonetheless helpful in bringing to 

our awareness its significance for questions of concern. There is always an iota of truth in each 

conceptualization that would help us get closer to the heart of the matter. 
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3. TECHNOLOGICAL FEATURES OF TELEVISION 
THAT MAY AFFECT MODERN COMMUNICATION 

Behind the idea of an electronic town-meeting that rekindles the hope for 

television democracy, there lies an acknowledgement that this is a medium with its specific 

charm, and a consensus that such charm should and could somehow be the very base of 

television democracy. The acknowledgement of the charm is well grounded, of course. While 

the charm itself is perhaps a bit too complicated to grasp, as shown to us with a stunning effect 

by Baudrillard, it can still be well sensed by the bare fact that television is undeniably and 

unavoidably there. With about 3.5 billion hours devoted to it everyday (Kubey and 

Csikzentmihalyi 1990: 1), television is reported to have presented a significant threat to the 

subsistence of the print press in many countries (McQuail 1987). Because of its irreversible 

dominance, special policies have to be worked out and implemented so that the survival of the 

print press can be ensured in the era of television (McQuail 1994). 

It is far more problematic, however, for the consensus that television's charm 

should and could somehow be applied to boost television democracy presumably participated 

in not only by consumers but also by citizens. To begin with, there is the multifarious reality of 

television that makes the medium too elusive to even simply start talking about it. There have 

been a number of different popular and professional discourses that try to thematize television 

in different ways, with the similar ambition to link it with democracy and citizenship. While it 

remains of great importance to study the role it plays in social life, its economic dynamics, its 

institutional features, or its program output, a simple and straight start would mean turning to 

its technological uniqueness before getting entangled in the complicatedness of the dialectics 

between culture and technology. 

As should be clear by now, this is exactly the path intended for this chapter. Now 

that various viewpoints perceiving television as a distribution technology and as a cultural 

medium have been presented, hopefully there is a sufficient theoretical base for me to 

conclude my argument with the following two interrelated features of television, which I 

believe are relevant to television's charm in modern public communication 

3.1. Television: a Medium that Encourages 
Wide, not Deep, Participation 

The most obvious charm of television is that it releases us from a dependency on 

literacy for getting involved in media-mediated communication Even a kindergartner, as 
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described by McLuhan (ibid: 317), can get information from television and formulate his/her 

own questions with innocent wisdom. Indeed, simply with this immediately experienceable 

charm, television can easily defeat all other media in an open communications market. If 

Enzensberger expresses too much enthusiasm and confidence for the opportunities opened up 

by the electronic media in favor of the people "for the first time", it is because he immediately 

recognizes that the populist potential of radio and television has its technological base. For a 

great majority of people who feel the mastery of literacy is a nearly unapproachable goal, the 

demand of literacy in print communication can imply a tyranny, which the electronic media 

may serve to overthrow. 

While both radio and television share easy accessibility, television is more 

engaging with its visual effects and less demanding than literary print. Under the influence of a 

widespread Western belief: "to see is to believe", we have come to regard sight as that which 

provides our immediate access to the external world. For us, looking, seeing, and knowing 

have become so "perilously" intertwined that visual ability has become conflated with 

cognition (Jenks 1995: 1). Seen in this context, television visuality is of democratic relevance 

since the medium is virtually an extension of eyesight for all, regardless of age and education. 

The "see for yourself' effect created by its moving images gives viewers a sense of 

independent comprehension and interpretation While the audio/oral aspect of television has 

often been stressed6, I would say it is rather its visual aspect that brings to television its 

engaging elements necessary for wide participation. 

Whether television is a medium for deep participation, as asserted by McLuhan, is 

far from certain, however. The first reason has something to do with human memory. While 

television is a "remarkable visual cueing system for conjuring history" (Marc 1995: 47), it has 

contributed to a shifting (or Diminishing) role of human memory not unlike what machine 

automation has done to physical labor. Over the years, television has captured both the 

collective and individual components of history. Along with other electronic media, it has 

joined the book and become a documentary medium, an external vessel of recollection. Being 

the most potent and ubiquitous medium, it is now "a throbbing public memory" that integrates 

literate and oral culture. But perhaps because of its easy accessibility and its difficult 

retrievability, David Marc warns us of the stunning problem of shrinking attention span and 

lack of historical consciousness, particularly in the younger generation (see also Singer 1980) 

The other reason has something to do with television visuality itself, because it can 

David Morley, for example, argues that television is better understood as a sound-based medium- a radio with 
pictures rather than a mini cinema (see Morley 1995: 170-189). Walter Ong (1982) and McLuhan (see 2.1.) have 
expressed similar arguments. 
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involve something tricky and unpredictable. On the one hand, visibility on the screen may be 

celebrated by television performers, because it can boost their popularity. On the other hand, it 

pushes them to be watchful and conscious, because being visible can mean being vulnerable to 

the public eye, either critical or voyeuristic. In a sense, this visibility demands an appearance 

of accountability on the part of message senders, be they actually accountable or not. But in the 

end, it is a touch of spontaneity that creates a successful presentation on television No matter 

how watchful and self-conscious, the point is to make it look easy and effortless (for further 

discussion, see McLuhan ibid: 310). This emphasis on the look, the appearance in order to 

satisfy, or rather, to appease the public eye engaged by television visuality, makes it dubious 

for one to expect something sincerely deep from television 

Indeed, I am reminded of a sentence from McLuhan himself, who claims that 

television is a cool medium for deep participation (see Section 1): "Whereas a glossy photo the 

size of the TV screen would show a dozen faces in adequate detail, a dozen faces on the TV 

screen are only a blur." (ibid: 317) 

3.2. Television: A Medium that Offers 
Different Types of Information 

Television may have its inherent supremacy in boosting wide, collective par

ticipation Somehow this is not readily appreciated as a supremacy especially by those 

culturally more privileged. Regardless of their presumed needs to defend their cultural 

privilege in Bourdieu's sense, there is a strong tendency to assess television with criteria long 

developed and cultivated in literate culture. Why does television makes us so uneasy? (see 

Conrad 1982: cover-flap) The fact that this question has ever been raised, and with an 

inclusive us, is very telling as well as historically understandable. The answer offered by Peter 

Conrad (see 2.2.3) seems to echo Baudrillard, though in a mild way. The disdain shared by 

them toward television, however, has part of its root in literate culture. 

For those long accustomed to literacy, the "mosaic mesh" (McLuhan ibid: 321) of 

television visuality seems too patchy and therefore too messy to be subjected to the analytical 

contemplation of the literate eye. Visual culture developed in literate history, is basically one 

that approaches the world through distancing the self and objectifying nature, including others, 

in order to "know". In the process, the autonomy of the subject is asserted, discrete 

segmentation and arbitrary categorization is legitimized. Significantly, this is because literate 

utterance, whether writing or print, has to isolate thought on a written surface, making it 

detached from any interlocutor, fn a sense, the utterance becomes autonomous, self-contained, 

and indifferent to attack. There is a sense of closure, a sense that what is found in a text has 
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been finalized, has reached a state of completion (Ong 1982). 

Television visuality operates in a way with a qualitative difference grasped well by 

Meyrowitz. Drawing on microsociologist Erving Goffman, philosopher Susanne Langer, and 

speech act theorist Paul Watzlawick et al., Meyrowitz (1985) describes the differences 

between the types of information conveyed by print and television in terms of the following 

three dichotomies: 

• Communications vs. Expressions: 

Communications are consciously given thus manipulatable, and can be about 

anything intended by the communicator. In contrast, expressions are unconsciously "given off" 

thus less controllable. They are always something personal and idiosyncratic about the 

individual, who may not realize that they have been given off. 

• Discursive vs. Presentational: 

Discursive symbols (such as language) are abstract and arbitrary, and bear no 

physical resemblance to the objects and events they describe. In contrast, representational 

symbols (such as pictures or photographs) are always imitations of the real world, and the 

elements gain their meaning only when they are arranged in a pattern that reflects the shape or 

real objects or people. 

• Digital vs. Analogic: 

Digital symbols are discrete units such as numbers or words, therefore digital 

systems are based on discontinuities- either/or. In contrast, analogic message is continuous, 

and based upon the principle of more or less. Human communication based on digital symbols, 

such as word or sentence, involves a content message that can be about anything in general. In 

contrast, human communication based on analogic symbols, such as a hug or a handshake, 

involves a relationship message, which tends to reveal feeling and sentiments. 

Those falling into the second category of each dichotomy tend to be regarded as 

less efficient, less publicly desirable, thus devalued in public communication. This is because 

print culture has shaped human communication in a way which favors a division of 

public/private space so as to ensure that the back-stage mess in private life is not mixed with 

the front-stage order in public life. Print literacy encourages abstract and analytical thinking by 

a distanced individual especially when public communication is concerned. Information from 

the first category of each dichotomy gains prestige because it is deemed as objective and 

efficient. However, information from the second category of each dichotomy is in fact another 

equally important form of mental activity and another "intellectual" means of describing 
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reality. Those who endeavor to make a distinction of different types of information are in fact 

expressing their recognition of its significance. 

If television makes us uneasy, it is because its "mosaic mesh" happens to convey a 

rich range of second-category messages along with first-category data and facts. Furthermore, 

it seems to function in a way that dramatizes everything it presents, both fictional and factual 

(Williams 1974b). Though being a primary point of trust between the television industry and 

its audiences, this visual ability to show "real" human action within a tight and powerful 

grammar of shots depicting bodies, faces, and events-in-process, tends to encourage dramatic 

effects even in non-fictional representations. Deeply rooted in print culture and habituated with 

conventional boundaries, whether for art forms or social life, we can indeed feel uneasy about 

the dramatic effects, the mixture of public information and private messages, and about the 

merge of front-stage and back-stage in television 

There has been a conscious emphasis on the *visual aspect of television in this 

section. This is partly an effort to echo Williams' emphasis (1974a; 77) on television's "visual 

mobility" as an important "intrinsic property" of the medium that spells out its charm. 

Television has tended to be seen more as an oral technology and its visual aspect is very 

much neglected. In early days, television used to be described with a rather dismissive term: 

"radio with pictures" (Corner 1995: 13). Even the article by David Morley (see Footnote 6) in 

a book titled Visual Culture (Jenks 1995), focuses merely on television as a visible object, 

rather as a visual medium. A more systematic study, Reading Television by John Fiske and 

John Hartley (1978) also emphasizes the orality of the medium by offering a suggestive notion 

of television as a "bard". According to the authors, television operates verbally to engage and 

integrate people with its affirming, celebratory and often boundary-defining discourse in a way 

resembling the traditional function of community poets and storytellers (further discussion on 

Chapter 3). In a sense, this argument is quite correspondent to Walter Ong's study on the 

communicational characteristics of orality. According to Ong, oral thought or expressions are 

different from literate ones because they are: additive rather than subordinative, aggregative 

rather than analytic, situational rather than abstract, close to rather than detached from the 

human life-world, emphatic and participatory rather than objectively distanced (Ong 1982). 

The two interrelated features of television, as I have shown above, may well imply 

both the strength and weakness of television as a public communication medium. If television 

is to facilitate the electronic town meeting, these features may be the first things one can not 

afford to leave aside. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

Starting from the idea of electronic town meeting, I have tried to explore the 

electronic part of the idea, with a belief that any successful town meeting would have to 

consider the technology and the environment that facilitates the realization of the idea. I have 

conceptualized television as both the technology and the environment. Once dominantly a one

way mass distribution system, television has inspired a wide spectrum of theoretical concerns 

regarding the impacts of media technology on the empowerment/manipulation of ordinary 

people. The focus is on whether or not participation is technologically possible. The four 

perspectives given in Section 1., seem to suggest that the conceptualization of television as a 

mass distribution media tends to be either pessimistic or optimistic. 

As television technology became more and more sophisticated, the distribution 

system has been significantly proliferated and diversified Though the one-way mass model 

still prevails, interactions between senders and receivers are technically much easier than 

before. While the issue of empowerment/mampulation remains important, the 

conceptualization of television technology as a one-way mass media was not sufficient. 

Another technological aspect of television, i.e. the medium as a cultural environment, was 

therefore explored in Section 2. Though outright optimism (McLuhan) was still present, other 

theoretical possibilities were demonstrated too. Theorizing beyond the dichotomy of 

pessimism and optimism, Walter Ong, Peter Conrad and Baudrillard help in their respective 

ways to bring up the theme I have explored in Section 3. Aware that the idea of an electronic 

town meeting necessarily involves a concern about participation, I have laid out two 

interrelated features of television in the light of its role as a utility for public communication. 

I have isolated the technological aspect of television in this chapter in order to 

analyze its technological uniqueness. By all means this does not mean that television can be 

studied as if it operates in a vacuum. In fact, all theories presented in this chapter are 

necessarily rooted in a certain social thought, addressing certain social contexts. If the 

technology has its impacts on society, there are always social impacts on the technology as 

well. In the following chapter, then, I will turn to the intricate mediation process in which 

television operates. 

32 


