- News and Literacy—
4 : The First Story That Comes to Hand
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- Change Us?

Writing changed the way human beings thought.
The arrival of the printing press in Europe in the
15th century did, too (see Chapter 7). Can we ex-
pect television and related modern technologies
to work similar changes upon us?

Scholars, media critics and most of the rest of
us have been looking for evidence of televi-
sion’s effects almost since it was first invented.
Has it made us more violent? Less social? More
like preliterate people? Less serious? More
materialistic?

A lesson from the history of communication:
It takes time for a new information technology
to develop the forms that will unleash its power.
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 Will Television, Like Writing,

fore the first novels and newspapers appeared.
Yes, things seem 1o move faster now. Neverthe-
less, it is likely that we haven’t yet seen all that
television can do; it is likely that the forms— the
programming—that will make best use of this
medium have not yet appeared.

Television is a revolutionary technology, as
writing and the printing press were, but the tele-
vision revolution is still very young. The conse-
quences of television viewing (most of them
negative) pounced on by its critics so far may
prove to have been products only of its imma-
ture years.

It would have been unwise to judge the con-

Their alphabet was more than two centuries old
before the Greeks jotted down the first histories  Plato. We may be making a similar mistake with
and philosophies. More than a century passed  television, i
after Gutenberg invented the printing press be- :

sequences of writing before Herodotus and i

cumulate over the generations—Cicero could read, and presumably build upon, the ==
work, for example, of Thucydides. Furthermore, once words and ideas are impressed on =8
clay tablets or jotted down on paper, they gain weight; they can be studied independently =8
of the objects to which they refer; they can be compared, juggled, rearranged. Thoughts, 58
once written down, can more easily be rethought.
Researchers such as anthropologist Jack Goody and "u‘fahs::r Ong, a professor of hu==8
manities, have concluded that the literate see the world Fliﬁcrcml\_.' from the way m.; pre-
literate do. In an oral society, the question of whelhcr.. for -.:xumgic. the dew is a 'i.hmg of -
the sky or of the garth would seem Pﬂ_lnﬂess. nf:nm_:nm;al. What in 1h=:1.r wurlt-l ﬁ:ughl n; _{
casion such a distinction? But the literate c:nm_pﬂ.-.: lists, and because dew car.mm
placed in both columns, the various attributes of I:]a.:w, sky and earth must all be ca.mmuf .
ered ¥ Among the outgrowths of such exercises in abstract reasoning 1s a ﬂ.ﬁmﬁ.mim ._
cognitive skills, including the ability to categornze ;a.lnd analyze. Ihi.:x'lnurm;? L]:ﬂ r.LE: e
themselves from words and therefore from situations; they can hlﬂT‘ld F'h.m,. :an:_l -
them over. We owe science, and the myriad 1'-5‘2*‘2“""31“11 wonders it has spawnee g
" e .+ revolutionary schnologies.”
ol r]l,:?ﬂ -.:Til:l II:T;TL::{,EH of thi}: transformation in thought processes.
thﬂu:’r:n;ir::;ﬂs :;L tu;;n*L:I:m venient for even the most literate of journalists 10 SUTCASSS

1



o

and other literate WSMo , : ed to writing. Caelius
& ngers owed their predilection for dispassion and analysis in

part to their literacy, to the objectificati
g e e gt e
J from reliance o k
news to the use of the written word Lo transmit ¢ iy Yy
i : ; news may have contributed .
Hn_i::ldahsl § proclaimed allegiance 1o objectivity.® Tt SN
Ing and writing, of course, did not immediatel ' !

. ‘ » did y work their magic on all seg-
ments of the population. Clﬁfﬁ'ﬂ and {??acllus are hardly representative of Roman society:
Rome appears to have had its criers.” The transformations took centuries, millennia, to
take h?lli. Literacy spread, among the upper classes at least. with the efficient alphabet
and primary schools of Greece and Rome, but it declined again during the Middle Ages.*

. .hnd news was particularly slow to feel the full force of the literate mind, because
wriling, unaided by the printing press, is a poor news medium.

The Demands of News

The ability to speak is part of our genetic inheritance; the ability to write is not. Writing,
perfected relatively late in the development of the species, is a craft that must be taught
to each new generation.” |
The oldest surviving evidences of a writing sysiem are the pictorial r'.ymrhnlr. for
‘words impr:s:md on a collection of clay tablets I‘I'Urlll.'!.hnul the year 3 I{Jf} B.C. There 15
no reason to believe that these tablets, produced in Uruk in Mesopotamia, were put to
I y iournalistic uses. Indeed they do not seem [0 have been put to any literary uses—the
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News and History

/A8 early as the seventh century 5.C., Greeks publisheq 1o - */Phabet. fellshort

_ them on the walls of public buildings published laws and decrees by inscribing
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- played in public places. !5 Certai of stone or wood that were dis-
inly, Greek leaders could better maintain their rule by

The audience that could be reached Dy an inscription on stone or wood was re-
Im“d: i!‘ any case, by the severe limitations in literacy that persisted until the fifth ce:v
~tury B.C. in Greece and much longer in the rest of the world.'® Virtually all healthy hu-
§ are able to hear news; the potential audience for written news has never been quite

News and History

, is axiomatic in journalism that the fastest medium with the largest potential audience
will disseminate the bulk of a community's breaking news. Today that race is being won
broadcasting and the Internet. Consequently, daily newspapers are beginning (0
._ nderplny breaking news about yesterday's events (already old |'u:nT_m much of their
‘audience) in favor of more ana!;ﬂical peﬁpv:cliw:-;.un those .q:". ents.'” In other ‘|.1|.I.1jr+.,|~h
‘dailies are now moving in the direction toward which weeklies .r-.:tr::ulr:d uf;h::n -dm l.lih
‘were introduced. As the use of writing advanced over the centuries, writers h-:gan m.
» a similar route. Condemned 1o being scooped on so much current mlurm.uu:n. )
v h, they adopted more analytical approaches 1o the world, mn:unlu?gltm-ul-
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Peloponnesian War—undoubtedly Iac?ucy‘::cs' news is spread by hares. News of the
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o , after Socrates returned 1_"rl:rm service as a foot soldier in the
ggle to take Potidaca—one of the initial battles of the Peloponnesian E
War—he stopped by a gymnasium to talk and, inevitably, exchange news. Socrales 3
wanted to be brought up to date on the current state of philosophy (a form of specialized *
news) lnd on young men of remarkable wisdom or beauty. His own contribution to this & 3
discussion was “news” from the army—Socrates’ acquaintances at the gymnasium re-

quested “a complete account.”™?
The minds of those who p

articipated in such discussions in Greece in the fifth -
century B.C. undoubtedly were affected by the rapid growth of literacy. Certainly, there's
is large distance between the war report that must have 'lfu:u.:n_cﬂntrihuh:d by 5““*‘*‘?‘3 )
and that produced by an Abipon messenger with his “infinite cxe}ssﬂm“ﬂ"" of higy
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