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Abstract of Dissertation
 

Gaps, Flows, and Networks: Social Space and the Cultural Work of 

Communication Theory in Social Science, Sci-Fi, and Political Movements, 1937 -1980

This  dissertation  examines  the  disparate  theories  of  mass  communication 

produced and circulated by social scientists, through films and the popular press, and 

political  activist  movements  between the  late  1930s  and the  end of  the  1970s.  It 

analyzes  communication  theory  as  a  cultural  practice,  not  limited  to  academic 

scholarship, that helps imagine and create different kinds of social spaces to support 

state and oppositional politics.

I  basically argue that the theoretical  concern with media effects  rested on 

visions of the social spaces audiences inhabited. This construction of different models 

of  this social  space was a cultural practice that accompanied propaganda politics, 

media reform discourse, and the strategies of political movements and thus extended 

beyond  academic  institutions  into  popular  culture,  the  media  professions,  and 

movement politics. Communication theories were mobilized to interpret particular 

social  groups  (the  national  populace,  African  American  activists,  second  wave 

feminists) and their relationship to the mass media of the United States. 

I outline the imaginative mappings of social spaces that were at the center of 

communication research in  the  1940s  and 1950s  about  the  impact  of  commercial 

media. This work relied on ideas about the passage of mass communication through 

vii



space in order to negotiate between the worries about propaganda and the hope of 

preserving democratic discourse. The dissertation then traces the construction of a 

global communication space in early Cold War science fiction films; and it shows that 

these films engaged concerns about  communication technologies amd propaganda 

and that the cinematic interpretations resonated strongly with academic theories. In 

the second part, the dissertation juxtaposes these official theories with the theories 

articulated within political movements, namely the Black Arts movement of the late 

1960s and second wave feminism in the 1970s as the liberal mainstream magazine Ms. 

represented it. In their critiques of commercial media, the Black Arts activists and 

the  feminists  of  Ms.  analyzed  media  hegemony  and  mapped  social  spaces  that 

functioned  as sites for oppositional media practices.  Their takes on the underlying 

problem of a functioning public sphere provided the ferment for the turn in media 

scholarship toward Cultural Studies and Marxism in the 1980s.
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Introduction

This  dissertation  is  about  the  production  and  circulation  of  mass 

communication theory as a political and cultural practice in the United States from 

the  late  1930s  to  the  late  1970s.  The project  examines  how mass  communication 

theory was mobilized by social scientists, in popular culture, and within the Black 

Arts and second wave feminist movements as a script to interpret political action. 

These theorists – both academics and activists – viewed political action as maneuvers 

within a social space that involved individuals in a co-relationship with mass media. 

The  dissertation  deals  with  two  different  kinds  of  interaction:  1)  the  interactions 

inside the social space that communication theories imagine among individuals and 

with  media;  2)  the  interaction between communication theories  produced at  two 

different sites  – inside and outside the walls  of  academic research institutions.  It 

seeks to combine  cultural history and intellectual history perspectives. In one mode, 

it analyzes how the alternative imaginations of social spaces helped articulate ideas 

about national identity, race, and gender relations. In the other mode, it considers 

how the understanding of communication that guided the  political activism of the 

sixties and seventies contributed to the turn in American media and communication 

scholarship  at  the  beginning  of  the  1980s,  opening  up  communication  theory  to 

Marxist  and  Cultural  Studies  perspectives.  This  dual  history  of  the  social  spaces 

constructed  through  communication  theory  decenters  the  question  of  potential 
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effects of mass communication and explores instead the circumstances that shaped 

the imaginative mappings of the social space which underlie competing claims about 

media's effects and influences.  

The  dissertation  focuses  on four  episodes  in  which communication theory 

provided  an  important  lens  for  interpreting  cultural  and  political  changes  and 

determining possible political strategies. First, it  tells the story of the creation of 

communication theory in response to concerns that commercial radio might render a 

national mass audience susceptible to totalitarian propaganda in the 1940s and 1950s. 

In the second chapter, it expand the discussion of “theory” in this time period by 

exploring how cold war science fiction movies helped familiarize with the technical 

and  theoretical  aspects  of  propaganda,  while  framing   U.S.-led  propaganda  as 

democratically  legitimate.  In  the  third  chapter,  the  dissertation  investigates  the 

encounter  between  two  opposed  theories  of  mass  communication,  both  of  which 

were  presented  as  possible  solutions  during  the  black  power struggle of  the  late 

1960s. On the one hand, the notion of a ghetto communication gap permeated responses 

from the the state and the media industry. On the other hand, activists in the Black 

Arts Movement developed developed ideas about counter-propaganda as a practical 

concept  anchored in  a  philosophy of  black  cultural  nationalism.  The dissertation 

concludes with an investigation of the communication theory that unfolded in Ms. in 

the 1970s as the liberal feminist mass publication introduced its readers to feminist 

media criticism and media activist campaigns.

The different theories that were mobilized by communications researchers, 
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science fiction films, reformers and Black activists, and liberal second wave feminists 

shared  a  concern  with  social  space  and  the  relationships  among  individuals  and 

between individuals and media within it. In each case, models of social spaces either 

affirmed notions of all-powerful media effects or helped locate sites of interaction 

and  resistance.  For  example,  Ms.  magazine  promoted  an  interpretation  of  the 

feminist movement as a broad communication network and thereby defined its own 

relationship  with  the  activists  outside  the  mainstream,  while  the  magazine  itself 

operated  as  a  mass  market  publication.  Emphasizing  ideas  of  social  space  over 

different hypotheses concerning  possible media effects, this dissertation contributes 

to the history of communications research and communication theory in so far as it 

casts theorizing communication as a cultural practice shared by scholars and non-

academic  activists.  The  practice  of  theorizing  communication  was  not  an  arcane 

intellectual exercise, rather it resonated in politics and popular culture, contributing 

everyday ways of understanding media.  Instead of telling a story of successive effect 

paradigms, this study expands our understanding of what counts as communication 

theory by juxtaposing academic and non-academic responses to the challenges that 

the growth of mass communication industries posed. The focus on constructions of 

social space draws attention to how the communication theories were mobilized in 

practical contexts to assess media power and simultaneously define the theorists' and 

activists' relation to it.

In  order  to  highlight  the  self-reflexive  manner  in  which  communication 

theories  have been articulated,  this  dissertation focuses  on examples and sources 
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that  reflect  back on their  own role  in the communication process.  This  choice is 

particularly important for the second part of the dissertation which focuses on the 

Black Arts movement and the mainstream feminist publication Ms. magazine. In both 

cases,  the  activists  assert  their  own  subject  position  through  their  critique  of 

commercial  media.  Black  Arts  publications  and  media  projects,  for  example,  are 

imagined  to  rival  the  appeal  and  propaganda  effects  of  mainstream  mass 

communication.  Ms. magazine,  on  the  other  hand,  promoted  not  a  notion  of 

counterpropaganda,  but  it  presented  itself  as  an  institution  that  supported  the 

expansion  of  a  feminist  communication  network  and  a  platform  for  critical  re-

interpretation of media. In the magazines pages, a theoretical map of the feminist 

space that Ms. sought to participate in was being articulated, which also allowed the 

magazine to negotiate its own role as a glossy mainstream publication that purported 

to represent the feminist movement.    

The argument that I develop here is that, in conjunction with the concerns 

about media effects, communication theories have served to construct visions of the 

social  space inhabited by audiences,  communicators,  and media technologies.  The 

construction of  different  models  of  this  social  space  was  a  cultural  practice  that 

accompanied  propaganda  politics,  media  reform  discourse,  and  the  strategies  of 

political  movements  and  thus  extends  beyond academic  institutions  into  popular 

culture, the media professions, and movement politics. Communication theories are 

not developed for the sake of intellectual curiosity or as conceptual, social theoretical 

puzzles only.  They are often mobilized to offer an interpretation of particular social 
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groups  (the  national  populace,  foreign  communists,  African  American  activists, 

second wave feminists) and their relationship to the mass media of the United States. 

Two moments provide the historical frame for this study: the beginnings of 

institutionalized communication research in the United States in the late 1930s and 

the critique of this research tradition by former activist of the 1960s student New Left 

Todd Gitlin, first in his essay “Media Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm.”1 and then 

in 1980 with the publication of The Whole World is Watching, which endorsed a turn in 

media  sociology toward Marxist  and Cultural  Studies  methods.  Both moments,  in 

fact, were marked by declarations of paradigm shifts in the field. Despite the forty-

year difference and the distinction Gitlin drew between himself and the research that 

flourished  during  the  1940s  and  1950s,  the  two  paradigms  share  a  conspicuous 

concern with the nature and extent of media effects and how to best theorize them. 

They also both participate in a long-standing debate over the tension between mass 

media's sway over public opinion and the desire to expand the forum of democratic 

discourse through the means of mass communication. This duality of the anticipated 

impact of mass communication connects the individual parts of this dissertation as a 

recurring concern.  The scholars  and activists,  whose theories  I  explore did never 

escape this tension nor the defining terms of the debate. However, they negotiated 

this duality in different ways. While researchers of the 1940s and 1950s, as well as the 

science-fiction films, display a remarkable sympathy with state-led propaganda, the 

Black Arts activists and feminists, through their theorizing, imagined the feasibility 

1 Todd Gitlin, “Media Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm,” Theory and Society 6, no. 2 (September 
1978): 205-253.
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of  their  own media activism and push for social  change.  Ultimately,  such activist 

theories would contribute the ferment for a re-orientation in communication and 

media studies in 1980s. 

In 1978, Todd Gitlin launched his vehement critique of the earlier research in 

communications research, which he described as the “dominant paradigm.” In his 

essay “Media Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm” Gitlin faulted them for establishing 

and promoting an uncritical research agenda that implied the near impossibility of 

producinf individual short-term attitude and opinion changes through media, while 

ignoring broad-scale, long-term ideological propaganda effects of a mass medium like 

television. Aiming  at “the roots of the paradigm as a whole,” Gitlin charged that this 

mode of communications research, which combined a mathematical analysis of the 

data gathered in audience and community surveys with social-psychological theories, 

which rejected ideas of strong direct media effects, was not only outdated, but also in 

cahoots with the capitalist media industry.2 Gitlin's influential “attempt to carve out 

a left-democratic critical media sociology”3 was a  polemic as much as an analysis, 

and  it  arguably  exaggerated  the  dominance  of  the  paradigm,  but  it  offered  valid 

criticisms a major tradition in the field. It also signaled that late 1970s were a turning 

point in the study of mass communication that opened the field for Cultural Studies 

and Marxist methods. 

The essay also was one notable marker of the entry of political movements 

into  media  and communication  studies  that  had  begun gradually  throughout  the 

2 Ibid., 224.
3 Peter Simonson, “Introduction,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 608 

(2006): 7.
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1960s and 1970s.  It  anticipated Gitlin's book  The Whole  World Is  Watching in which 

Gitlin analyzed the history of SDS and its encounter with the media, primarily the 

CBS network and The New York Times, as a case study of media's hegemonic control 

over  reigning  ideology  and  the  limits  of  political  transformation.4 This  study 

combined a Gramscian interpretation of hegemony with frame analysis, a tool that 

had been developed recently by a media sociologist studying the interaction between 

the media and the feminist movement.5  

The brand of media sociology promoted by Gitlin instrumentalized the critical 

reading  of  media  content,  concentrating  on  how  media  produced  affirmations  of 

entrenched  ideologies.  Echoing  the  media  criticsm  by  Black  Arts  activists  and 

feminist  activists  earlier,  Gitlin  argued  from  on  a  pessimistic  view  of  the  mass 

audience as a conglomeration of consumers who accepted the interpretations of the 

social and political world offered by television, radio, and newspaper. This audience, 

in Gitlin's view lacked the internal group structures and personal relationships that 

would allow them to mobilize their own interpretations and press for social change. 

Gitlin charged that “the mass media help pulverize political community,” effectively 

mold  the  common  understanding  of  reality,  and  “limit  the  terms  of  effective 

opposition.”6 From  this  perspective,  mass  media  had  the  capacity  to  flatten  and 

homogenize the social space occupied by the audiences.

Gitlin's  criticism  of  the  “dominant  paradigm”  provided  a  dramatically 

4 Todd Gitlin, The Whole World Is Watching: Mass Media in the Making & Unmaking of the New Left 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980).

5 Gaye Tuchman, Making News: A Study in the Construction of Reality. New York: Free Press, 1978; Gaye 
Tuchman, "Women's Depiction by the Mass Media,” Signs 4, no. 3 (Spring 1979): 528-542.

6 Gitlin, The Whole World Is Watching: Mass Media in the Making & Unmaking of the New Left, 1-2.

7



compressed  account  of  American  communication  research  since  the  1940s, 

bracketing the variety  in methods and approaches,  different intellectual  lineages, 

internal  debates,  and  the  cultural  and  ideological  effects  did play  for  some 

researchers and theorists. His indictment of an established research tradition was an 

act of political rhetoric and an ideological maneuver performed on the stage of social 

science. Its aim was to package the combination of Marxist-inflected Cultural Studies 

and textual analysis as intellectually incisive and politically relevant. It also allowed 

Gitlin  to  present  himself  as  a  scholar  who  would  infuse  media  studies  with  the 

enthusiasm for social change and anti-establishment critique of the 1960s New Left 

student activists.

Interestingly,  Gitlin's  strategic declaration of  a  paradigm shift  in academic 

media analysis mirrored  the tactical rhetoric of those scholars he liked to criticize. 

The research that began in the late 1930s set the terms for an almost 50-year long 

debate. In 1937 the Public Opinion Quarterly  was founded and became a chief site for 

the published discourse among those who were part of a quite diverse network of 

social scientists in the new field of communications research, which was at the very 

beginning of its institutionalization. Primarily interested in unpacking the effects of 

media,  practicioners  in  the  field  combined  marketing  research,  public  opinion 

surveys, audience and content analysis, media effects studies, and propaganda. In the 

same year, the Office of Radio Research was inaugurated at Princeton University with 

funding from the Rockefeller Foundation. Its director Paul Lazarsfeld soon moved the 

Office  to  Columbia  University  and  turned  it  into  the  Bureau  of  Applied  Social 
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Research (BASR). Although not exclusively dedicated to communications research, 

the BASR produced a series of defining studies on the social functions and effects of 

mass media, defined influential terminology, shaped the self-image of the field for a 

long time. Research conducted by the Bureau influenced significantly the debates in 

the  Public Opinion Quarterly in the 1940s and 1950s. Lazarsfeld's collaboration with 

Elihu Katz at the BASR produced the influential study  Personal Influence, based on a 

1945 survey but not published until 1955.  

In  Personal  Influence  Lazarsfeld  and  Katz  announced  a  new  paradigm  that 

characterized the approache to communications research at the BASR but ignored 

crucial  differences  between  the  variety  of  approaches  and  theories  that  social 

scientists applied in studying and conceptualizing mass communication phenomena. 

The  work  by  Lazarsfeld,  Katz,  and  their  colleagues  at  the  BASR  intended  to 

demonstrate that American media audiences did not fit the stereotypical definitions 

of  undifferentiated  mass  audiences,  but  instead  possessed  the  internal  group 

structures and relationships based in personal conversation that were expected to 

inure  them  against  crude  persuasion  attempts  and  demagoguery.  In  their 

interpretation, the mass appeal of commercial media did not signal the demise of 

public democratic discourse. On the contrary, political information campaigns, they 

suggested,  could  rely  on  the  mechanisms  of  commercial  radio  and  successful 

advertising to achieve the largest effect; and by the same token propaganda could be 

treated as a form of public education that was compatible with the ideal of American 

democracy.

9



These communication researchers of the 1940s and 1950s emphasized social 

context as  a  key factor in the reception of  media messages and the formation of 

opinions. The complexity of the social context suggested that direct wholesale effects 

of media were extremely difficult to produce, which is why this view became known 

as  the  limited  effects approach.  It  is  important  to  remember,  however,  that  this 

approach incorporated increasingly more social  and psychological factors into the 

media  effects  investigation  but  did  never  deny  the  possibility  of  bringing  about 

desired effects. Yet, this goal would require extensive research and planning in order 

for propaganda and information campaigns to filter into the same social structures 

and  interpersonal  relationships  that  were  considered  a  bulwark  of  democratic 

communication. So-called limited effects research was characterized by an important 

ambivalence, because the social patterns which the researchers decoded were clues 

for advertisement and propaganda campaigns, but they turned out to be so complex 

that  they  seemed  to  provide  insulation  against  any  direct  attempts  of  molding 

audience opinions. As John Durham Peters has pointed out, one of the key theoretical 

constructions  of  1950s  communications  research  was  to  present  “a  safely 

compartmentalized world of communication: either micro interactive talk between 

people  or  macro  one-way  messages  to  the  many,”  which  elided  how  mass 

communication  often  involved  a  combination  of  both.7 Gitlin  on  the  other  hand 

believed that mass media contributed to the dissolution of such social relations and 

thus influenced opinions and decisions relatively directly.

7 John Durham Peters, “The uncanniness of mass communication in interwar social thought,” Journal  
of Communication 46, no. 3 (Summer 1996): 109.
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Communication researchers of  the 1940s and 1950s claimed for Americans, 

especially those in small-town communities, the ability to evade the direct influences 

of marketing and propaganda because they relied on hierarchical local, interpersonal 

relationships.  That  is,  their  interpretation of  the  audience's  social  space  affected 

their claims about potential media influences. Similarly, liberal and predominantly 

white  media  reformers  and  ambitious  journalists  in  the  1960s  hoped  they  could 

resolve  the  problems  of  racism  as  well  as  social  and  economic  inequity  by 

establishing mass-mediated conversations between the white majority and the black 

urban ghettos. Their spatialized and racialized interpretation of a communication gap 

contrasted with the vision of Black Arts movement activists, who sought to employ 

mass media in order to foster a black collective consciousness on the local and then 

across the black communities in the United States. The liberal feminist magazine Ms. 

adopted a theory of feminist communication as a network, which had some similarity 

to earlier academic claims that complex structures provided alternatives to powerful 

mass  media  influences.  While  this  view circulated  elsewhere  within  the  women's 

liberation movement,  Ms. effectively adopted it to define its own identity as a mass 

marketed magazine that nonetheless belonged to a larger movement that was very 

critical  of  the  mainstream  media.  These  imagined  social  spaces  represent  a 

dimension of communication theories that tends to be overlooked due to the focus on 

individual  or  group psychological  effects;  but  they  formed a  related  and at  least 

equally important component.     

Between the late 1950s and 1980, media and mass communications research in 
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the  United  States  underwent  a  series  of  changes.  The  field  of  communications 

research expanded, the methods, theories, and approaches multiplied, and – despite 

the influential paradigm – the field still lacked a unifying theory in the mid-1960s, 

roughly three decades after the founding Princeton's Office of Radio Research. When 

De Fleur attempted to produce such a systematic synthesis and overview for students 

in the mid-1960s he had to conclude that “at this point it is by no means clear what 

its [mass communication research] eventual organization, boundaries, and destinies 

will  be.”8 During  the  second  World  War  and  the  beginning  of  the  Cold  War, 

communications  researchers  also  delivered  important  administrative  research  for 

the  government  and  its  propaganda  agencies.  During  that  time,  radio  had  been 

replaced by television as the dominant and most popular medium; and now television 

itself and its potential to incite juvenile delinquency and violence had become subject 

to  investigations  which  involved  the  active  participation  by  communications 

researchers.9 This research overlapped with the Lazarsfeld-Katz tradition and shared 

the central concern with effects, but cannot be easily subsumed under the “dominant 

paradigm.”

In  response  to  the  civil  rights/black  power  movement  and  second  wave 

feminism,  communication  studies  in  the  1960s  and  1970s  quantified  the 

representations of women and ethnic minorities on television, joining the demands 

for  better images and numerically higher on-screen presence. Television executives 

8 Melvin L. De Fleur, Theories of Mass Communication (New York: David McKay Company, Inc, 1966), 
xiii.

9 Shearon Lowery and Melvin L. De Fleur, Milestones in Mass Communication Research: Media Effects, 3rd 
ed. (White Plains, N.Y: Longman Publishers USA, 1995), 267-357.
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adapted their programs, trying to respond to and anticipate feminist and minority 

media criticism and the media activism which increased in the late 1960s and 1970s 

by developing shows intended to cater to these demographics and depict acceptable 

versions of independent women like Mary Richards of the Mary Tyler Moore Show (CBS 

1970-1977) or black secret agent Alexander Scott, played by Bill Cosby, in I Spy (NBC 

1965-1968), for example.10

It was during those years of activism and adaptation, as I will demonstrate in 

the second part of this dissertation, that communication theory provided scripts for 

the encounters between the media and movement activists. On one level, research 

guided  the  institutional  reforms  within  the  media  as  it  helped  to  articulate 

expectations of what mass communication should achieve. These researchers were 

influenced by the concerns of the movements, but they framed as the debate  as a 

question of images, representation, and employment. At the same time the discourse 

provided a theory of the social-spatial relations in the mass communication domain 

structured  the  interpretation  of  the  relationship  between  African  Americans  and 

women  and  the  media.  The  theoretical  maps  of  these  relations  contrasted  the 

anticipated  kinds  of  collective  behavior  within  these  groups:  uncontrollable  mass 

behavior or responsible pluralistic democratic behavior. In the case of the Black Arts 

movement and the second wave feminists,  then,  the activists encounterd a set of 

theorizations that continued a mode of thinking in communications research that 
10 Kathryn C. Montgomery, Target: Prime Time: Advocacy Groups and the Struggle Over Entertainment  

Television (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 21-25, 51-52; Bonnie J. Dow, Prime-Time 
Feminism: Television, Media Culture, and the Women's Movement Since 1970 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 30-53; Michael Kackman, “'I Spy' a Colorblind Nation : African 
Americans and the Citizen-Subject,” in Citizen Spy: Television, Espionage, and Cold War Culture 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 113-143.
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expressed the concern with the impact and effect of mass communication through 

images of the kinds of social spaces the audiences occupied and these spaces were 

structured.  In  the  1960s,  popular,  semi-official  and  academic  theorizations,  for 

example, projected the idea of a racial “communication gap” onto the black urban 

ghettos and suggested that this  gap was responsible for black protests  and urban 

unrest.  In  the  1960s  and  1970s   such  spatialized  understanding  of  mass 

communication guided the policy and industry decisions.    

Yet,  movement  activists  shared  similar  (but  not  identical)  expectations  of 

what television, and radio and the press, could achieve but did not. In their critical 

writing,  their  protest  campaigns,  and  through  movement  media,  they  developed 

their own theorizations of their location in social space in relation to the mass media, 

the  state,  and  to  each  other.  Movement  theorizations  shared  aspects  with  the 

dominant  theorizations.  However,  they  also  imagined  the  function  of  mass 

communication differently, in ways that supported their activism and matched their 

political philosophy.  

The first part of this dissertation investigates the origins and premises of the 

production of communication theory in the emerging field called communications 

research  and  the  alignment  of  that  theory  with  state  politics.  In  combining  the 

detailed  account  of  the  early  development  of  academic  theory  production  on 

communication,  I  hope  to  open  up  a  perspective  for  the  nuanced  reading  of 

movement  theories  that  is  based  on  the  recognition  of  how the  communications 

researchers of the 1940s and 1950s translated physical space and actual communities 
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into  theoretical,  abstract  social  spaces  that  embodied  the  ideal  of  pluralistic 

democracy under the conditions of mass communication and that allowed them to 

negotiate the legitimacy of propaganda.

This cluster of problems, specifically, the tension that surrounds the question 

whether mass  media expand or erode the conditions  of  a  functioning democratic 

discourse is  at  the  center of  public  sphere  theories.  Jürgen Habermas'  influential 

history of the emerging historical practices of public discourse outside  governing 

institutions since the late 17th and throughout the 18th century and the theoretical 

ideal  he  has  extracted  in  Strukturwandel  der  Öffentlichkeit  encapsulate  this  conflict 

well. His account of the destructive effect of mass media on the audience's ability to 

form independent associations and engage in rational discussions in the 20th century, 

which  in  turn  imposes  limits  on  political  action,  shares  key  points  with  Gitlin's 

interpretation.  Habermas does nonetheless,  despite this  pessimistic outlook,  allow 

for the possibility that forms of critical public discourse can make inroads into an 

institutionalized  public  sphere  dominated  by  media-fabricated  opinions,  into  the 

“manufactured public world,“ as Gitlin has called it.11    

The influential theory of Habermas as well as the theories by first generation 

Frankfurt  School  thinkers  Theodor  W.  Adorno  and  Max  Horkheimer  about  the 

Kulturindustrie (culture industry), which was formulated under the influence of their 

observations in exile in the United States, however, are relegated to the background 

11 Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen 
Gesellschaft (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1990); Gitlin, The Whole World Is Watching: Mass Media in the  
Making & Unmaking of the New Left, 1.

15



of the analysis in this dissertation.12 I mention them here, because they illustrate the 

broader set of concerns that frame this discussion. The specific focus of this project 

on how theorizations of communication were mobilized to envision arrangements of 

social space requires that I refrain from overusing the  public sphere  concept, which 

has developed into a widely used sociological metaphor, when the historical actors I 

study do not employ this terminology. It would distort the nuances in the thought 

among Black Arts activists or liberal second wave feminists, for example, about media 

power and their own relation to it, to describe these movements as public spheres. 

The question is not to gauge particular historical communication practices against a 

theoretical idealization. Instead, I am interested in how the historical agents defined 

this social space and their own positions within it. 

For the sake of focusing on the construction and theorization of social spaces 

under  the  influence  of  mass  communication,  I  also  bracket  the  Frankfurt  School 

theorists  Adorno  and  Horkheimer,  who  treat  media  primarily  as  commercial 

products  from  the  perspective  of  mass  production  and  consumption,  but  do  not 

engage questions of social space and communication relations within it. Again, their 

theoretical and analytical work is part of the larger frame of concerns, as they have 

addressed  the  thorough  intertwinement  of  political  discourse  with  commercial 

interests in the realm of popular media. By focusing on disparate interpretations of 

the  social  space  occupied  by  media  audiences  this  dissertation  traces  efforts  to 

negotiate distinctions between these two aspects  of  media communication and to 

12 Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialektik der Aufklärung: Philosophische Fragmente, 15th ed. 
(Frankfurt a. M.: S. Fischer Verlag, 2004).
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strategically  emphasize  one or  the  other.  The emphasis  social  researchers  in  the 

Lazarsfeld tradition put on social  relations as a way to offset powerful and direct 

media influences is one example of a theoretical maneuver to make this distinction. 

As  pointed  out  in  the  first  two  chapters,  however,  this  distinction  remained 

ambiguously incomplete, for these social contexts were also expected to offer clues 

for more appealing radio programs and more effective propaganda and advertising 

campaigns.  It  is  a  similar  line  between  an  idealized  realm  of  debate  and  the 

encroachment of media influences that Habermas proposes.   

Lizabeth Cohen's suggestion to speak of a consumer's republic instead of relying 

on the possibility of public discourse free from market influences cautions against 

idealizing a  public  sphere.  In her research,  she  has  asserted that  the domains  of 

commercial media and the consumer market have served as crucial sites for political 

action and the staging of protests. Cohen has underlined how political work and the 

articulation  of  citizenship  subjectivities  have  been  imbricated  with  demands  for 

equal  participation  in  the  marketplace.  In  her  analysis,  the  spheres  of  political 

discourse and social movement were never really distinct from the domain of the 

commercial.  Habermas'  theory  and  Cohen's  historical  analysis  represent  two 

contrasting  takes  on  the  problematic  of  the  relationship  between  political 

deliberation, democratically legitimate public opinion, and commercial mass media. 

Cohen insists  that the differentiation,  while theoretically intriguing,  has probably 

never been realized: “As much as I might prefer a public sphere inhabited by voting 

citizens  rather  than  demanding  consumers  [...]  I  fear  that  such  an  alternative 

17



hopelessly  resides  in  an  unregainable  past.”13 The  analysis  in  this  dissertation, 

however,  discovers  the  persistent  investments  by  scholars,  politicians,  and 

movement  activists  in  negotiating  a  distinction  between  media  as  a  consumer 

product and the role of communication itself.

The  challenge  with  defining  the  subject  matter  of  this  dissertation  is  the 

number of available overlapping and contrasting definitions for  communication and 

its apparent ubiquity as the “ambience of human existence.”14 If,  as John Durham 

Peters has suggested, communication is indeed the “rich tangle of intellectual and 

cultural strands that encodes our time's confrontations with itself,”15 the attempt to 

choose a single relevant definition can easily be frustrating or lead to an overly broad 

definition. 

James Carey's proposed definition of communication as “a symbolic process 

whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed”16 situates the 

concept next to the similarly malleable and hard-to -pin down concept of culture. 

This  perspective suggests a feedback loop wherein communication can be the  real  

object  and the means for constructing that object.  Carey's  own inquiry,  however, 

focuses  on  the  discourses  attached  to  communication  technologies.  He  examines 

“communication about communication”17 that springs from reflections on the impact 

of various media as the technologies that modulate this process. He reveals a history 

13 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer's Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America, 1st ed. 
(New York: Knopf, 2003), 409.

14 James W. Carey, Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1988), 
24. 

15 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1999), 2.

16 Carey, Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society, 23.
17 Ibid., 31.
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of analytical thinking about communication that has taken the process out of the 

invisible hands re-producing the cultural environment and conceptualized it in ways 

that allow manipulations of the process of reality maintaining and repair.

Social scientists of the 1920s and 1930s associated with the Chicago School like 

John  Dewey,  Charles  Horton  Cooley,  and  Robert  E.  Park  embraced  the  notion  of 

communication as the cohesive force of national culture and society. Their thinking, 

which compared society as a whole to a communicating organism,18 inspired Carey's 

culturalist approach to communication. In contrast, the study of communication that 

began in the late 1930s within dedicated research institutions and became identified 

by the label communications research in the 1940s defined communication as the 

linear transmission of messages and ideas that – depending on a range of variables – 

affect the opinions and attitudes of the audience. Their empirical and behavioralist 

investigation of communication effects has invited the criticism from Gitlin and from 

Carey who both considered this approach too reductive, a view that was accepted by 

Czitrom in his history of American thinking about media.19 The Lazarsfeld generation 

of communication researchers, in fact, became a “symbolic lightening rod in media 

studies”  in the  late  1970s  and 1980s  for  those  who professed  Cultural  Studies  or 

Marxist  analytical  leanings.20 The  criticism  coalesces  around  the  view  that  their 

18 John Durham Peters, “Satan and Savior: Mass Communication in Progressive Thought,” Critical  
Studies in Mass Communication 6 (September 1989): 249-257.

19 Daniel J. Czitrom, Media and the American Mind: From Morse to McLuhan (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1982), 122-146; Carey, Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society, 51-
52.

20 Peter Simonson and Gabriel Weimann, “Critical Research at Columbia: Lazarsfeld's and Merton's 
'Mass Communication, Popular Taste, and Organized Social Action',” in Canonic Texts in Media 
Research: Are There Any? Should There Be? How About These?, ed. Elihu Katz (Malden, MA: Distributed 
in the U.S.A. by Blackwell Publishers, 2003), 14.
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research  advocated  a  limited  effects  paradigm  that  officially  negated  the  actual 

power of mass communication, but behind the scenes they were searching for more 

efficient ways of propaganda. Heirs to the empirical tradition defend their theories 

by pointing to hypotheses outside the limited effects paradigm which partly overlap 

with more recent approaches.21  

For  this  study,  I  have  decided  to  follow  the  tracks  of  this  strand  in 

communications research and study the production of communication theory by the 

cluster of researcher around Paul Lazarsfeld at the BASR. Their work has been widely 

analyzed and sometimes criticized just short of dismissal.  Using Carey's suggested 

method of analyzing communication about communication, this study contributes to 

the re-evaluation of  communications  research and theory between the  decline  of 

Chicago  School  Pragmatist  thinking  on  communication  and  its  reclamation  by 

scholars aligned with Cultural Studies and Marxist views. My analysis emphasizes the 

role of an imagined social space in communication theory as the location to situate 

the  faith  in  democratic  organicism  so  prominent  in  earlier  theorizations  of 

communication. More than that, I claim that the spatial imagination – in addition to 

effects – played a key role for both mass communication policies and the movement 

activism that countered existing media practices.  

My  analysis  draws  on  the  work  by  historians  of  media  technologies  and 

institutions who have emphasized the realm of social relationships and interactions 

21 Simonson and Weimann, “Critical Research at Columbia: Lazarsfeld's and Merton's 'Mass 
Communication, Popular Taste, and Organized Social Action',” 14-15; Elihu Katz, “Lazarsfeld's 
Legacy: The Power of Limited Effects,” in Personal Influence: The Part Played by People in the Flow of  
Mass Communications, Transaction Edition. (New Brunswick, N.J: Transaction Publishers, 2006), xxii.
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as the important context in which any medium acquires its particular historical form 

and significance. These analyses urge a shift of attention from the physical object to 

the communicative practices into which the technologies are integrated, as well as 

narratives  and  representations  about  these  communicative  practices  and  the 

expected – or feared - impact of technological media. 

Carolyn Marvin has criticized the ”black-box, or media-artifact, framework of 

media history”22 and urged communication historians to assume a skeptical distance 

from this approach because it ahistorically projects contemporary categories defined 

by the media industry and the familiar apparatuses onto existing social practices that 

predated  the  arrival  of  new  media  technologies  and  shaped  complex  responses. 

Rather than commit the fallacy of backwards induction and assume that media have 

the  effect  of  transforming  existing social  groups  into  new audiences,  Marvin  has 

argued that new media arrive as “elements to be absorbed into existing rules and 

expectations about the structure of social relations.”23 She has made the case for a 

reorientation  that  conceives  of  the  histories  of  media  as  “arenas  for  negotiating 

issues  crucial  to  the  conduct  of  social  life”24 and  integrates  Cultural  Studies 

approaches  into  historical  communication  studies.  While  her  work  is  focused  on 

electricity  and the new communication devices introduced in the late  nineteenth 

century, like the electric light, wired and wireless telegraphy, and the telephone, this 

approach  can  be  adopted  for  studying  the  discourse  about  communication  that 

22 Carolyn Marvin, “Experts, Black Boxes, and Artifacts: New Allegories for the History of Electronic 
Media,” in Rethinking Communication, vol. 2 (Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 1989), 190.

23 Ibid., 191.
24 Carolyn Marvin, When Old Technologies Were New: Thinking About Electric Communication in the Late 

Nineteenth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 4.
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surrounded already established media. By the time the Office of Radio Research was 

established,  for  example,  network  radio  broadcasting  had  already  become  the 

dominant mode of using the technology; and similarly television had passed its early 

phase when civil rights activists protested its entrenched structures and procedures. 

Nevertheless, these media were met with a sense of perpetual newness, modernity, 

and  uncertainty  that  was  motivated  by  their  expansion,  their  uses  in  a  new 

international context, or the changes in legislation and programming brought about 

by  the  protests.  The  description  of  FM  radio,  television,  and  facsimile  as  “new 

media”25 by Hugh M. Beville,  Jr.  in 1948 does seem a bit quaint today, but it is an 

indicator  of  a  sense  of  constant  modernity  that  characterized  the  quest  of 

communication researchers  and theorists  to  figure out  and control  the  effects  of 

mass communication.    

In his study of the “cultural constructions of communication” in the 1920 and 

1930s  in  the  US,  in  Weimar  Germany,  and  in  the  Soviet  Union  by  artists  and 

intellectuals  Hanno Hardt emphasizes their “creative expressions that contribute to 

the making of  media in the social  and cultural  environment of  society” as  useful 

sources for a cultural media history.26 Hardt's approach leads him from the history of 

media to the history of communication and of the representations of the modern 

urban environment as the context for the social  uses and interpretations of these 

media. Hardt points out that media – the mass press, photography, cinema – were 

25 Hugh M. Beville, Jr., “The Challenge of the New Media: Television, FM, and Facsimile,” Journalism 
Quarterly 25, no. 1 (March 1948).

26 Hanno Hardt, In the Company of Media: Cultural Constructions of Communication, 1920s-1930s (Boulder, 
Colo: Westview Press, 2000), 7.
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defined as a new, integral presence in the modern “cityscapes or rural landscapes” 

and “the  political  environments”  of  the  United  States,  the  Soviet  Union,  Weimar 

Germany.27 In  short,  the  cultural  history  of  media  opens  up  the  analysis  of 

communication – as a historical category and social power – and the environments, 

as spatial and social contexts, as part of the discourse shaping and defining media.

This shift in emphasis marks the subtle difference between media history and 

communication history. Communication historians step away from the attachment to 

a particular medium, format, or genre and try to discern a shared discursive context 

that connects the social uses of and narratives about, for example, radio, television, 

and Internet media. The histories by Jeffrey Sconce and Carolyn Marvin demonstrate 

the recurrences of particular motifs  across the media discourses in one historical 

period  or  successive  historical  periods.  Media  historian  Lynn  Spigel  has  also 

suggested the possibility that the discourses which defined television apply in similar 

ways to other media.28 Although it  is  not completely severed from media history, 

communication history explores such connections more broadly.

Finally,  Martin  Meeker's  analysis  of  the  emergence  of  gay  and  lesbian 

communication  networks  as  the  frameworks  for  orientation,  identification, 

community-building  and politics  from the  1940s  and 1970s  offers  a  way  to  think 

about  bridging  the  historical  focus  on  communication  practices,  instead  of  the 

technologies  and institutions,  with an  analysis  the theorizations  built  into these 

27 Ibid., 5.
28 Lynn Spigel, Make Room for TV: Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar America (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1992), 181-187; Lynn Spigel, “Yesterday's Future, Tomorrow's Home,” in Welcome 
to the Dreamhouse: Popular Media and Postwar Suburbs (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 381-408.
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practices. Meeker explores  how gay and lesbian authors and activists created and 

sustained local and national communication networks that became effective “engines 

of  social  change  and  cultural  invention”  for  the  homophile  movement,  gay 

liberationists, and lesbian feminists.29 For Meeker these networks emerged from the 

actual practices of distributing and seeking out information and the ability of authors 

and readers to locate each other in physical  space of metropolitan areas but also 

across  geographical  distances  as  part  of  community  of  shared  interests.  The 

construction of a network  infrastructure, as he describes it, was complemented by 

narratives through which the maps of these infrastructures were imagined. I want to 

highlight  that  second  element  and  argue  that  theorizations  of  communication 

provided a similar narrative matrix for the movements of the 1960s and 1970s, the 

state, and the communication researchers.  

What these studies have in common besides their cultural historical emphasis 

and the shift of attention from media to communication is their sensibility for the 

production of a spatial context in which those who participate in the communication 

processes  can  locate  themselves.  Jeffrey  Sconce  has  analyzed  the  discourses  of 

media's “electronic presence.”30 His investigations have demonstrated how close the 

scholarly  theorizations  and  pop-cultural  fantasies  can  be,  since  both  ascribe  to 

electronic  media  the  ability  to  engender  spheres  of  social  and  psychological 

connection,  filled  with   intangible  substances  that  transport  the  information and 

29 Martin Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2006), 15.

30 Jeffrey Sconce, Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraphy to Television, Console-ing passions 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000), 6.
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messages.31 Sconce  has  underlined  how  the  imagination  of  this  phantom-like  co-

presence of electronic media has become part of understanding them as integral to 

social  life  and  daily  experience.  In  the  analysis  that  follows,  I  indicate  that  this 

imagined potential,   ascribed to electronic media in sometimes fantastic terms, to 

bridge enormous distances and open access to other-worldly domains was projected 

onto communication in its mundane forms and framed the ability of communication 

to reconfigure social and political relations in this world.

Closely related to communication history is the intellectual history of ideas of 

communication and, more narrowly, the field of communications research which has 

shown  that  not  only  do  communication  practices  change  but  the  concept  of 

communication  itself  is  historical.  In  its  contemporary  sense  that  in  some  form 

describes the transmission of information or ideas independent of time-consuming 

transportation it emerged only in the second half the nineteenth century with the 

telegraph and in the context  of  electricity.32 The idea of  mass  communication only 

gained  traction  in  the  1930s.  And  the  notion  of  a  communication  theory itself 

emerged only in the 1940s.33 Emerging and shifting its meanings throughout history, 

communication has its very own contingent historicity.

The retrospective trend within the historical assessments of the field's 

intellectual  and  institutional  history  that  began  in  the  1980s  has  yielded  two 

important revisions. The first one is the expansion farther back chronologically to 

31 Ibid., 4-5,7-11.
32 Carey, Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society, 16-18; Czitrom, Media and the American 

Mind: From Morse to McLuhan, 8-14.
33 Peters, Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication, 9-10.
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include  and  reassess  the  work  by  Progressivist  thinkers  and  the  Chicago  School 

researchers and theorists. The second one has been the questioning of the labels that 

have  marked  the  passage  of  theories  and  methods  in  the  field  as  a  continual 

advancement  toward  more  nuanced  and  more  accurate  interpretations  of  the 

communication  process,  labels  established  by  the  communications  researchers 

themselves. Both revisions have questioned the linear historiography of the field to a 

certain degree, a process that still continues. 

Two labels that have often been used interchangeably and  have been very 

important  to  the  construction  of  the  linear  evolution  history  of  communications 

research  have  been  the  magic  bullet  or  hypodermic  needle.  They  were  deployed  to 

describe  the  pre-Lazarsfeld  history  of  intellectual  engagement  with  mass 

communication and lumped together  a  variety  of  approaches  into  a  paradigm of 

strong,  direct,  and  uniform  effects  of  the  media  on  their  audiences'  beliefs  and 

opinions. However, this view has been shown to have simplified and distorted the 

very early history of professional and social scientific thought on the subject.34 Its 

origins are hard to determine with precision, but this convenient narrative of the 

field's own history was popularized in the first section of Personal Influence.  Like the 

adherents  of  Cultural  Studies  and Marxist  approaches  who  dismissed  the  limited 

effects  paradigm, Katz  and Lazarsfeld and other researchers  who found this  view 

34 J. Michael Sproule, “Progressive Propaganda Critics and the Magic Bullet Myth,” Critical Studies in  
Mass Communication 6, no. 3 (September 1989): 225-246; Jeffery L. Bineham, “A historical account of 
the hypodermic model in mass communication,” Communication Monographs 55, no. 3 (1988): 230; 
Deborah Lubken, “Remembering the Straw Man: The Travels and Adventures of 'Hypodermic',” in 
The History of Media and Communication Research, ed. David W Park and Jefferson Pooley (New York: 
Peter Lang, 2008), 19-42; Jefferson Pooley, “Fifteen Pages that Shook the Field: Personal Influence, 
Edward Shils, and the Remembered History of Mass Communication Research,” The Annals of the  
American Academy of Political and Social Science, no. 608 (November 2006): 130-156.
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suitable have dismissed a whole complex of earlier theoretical and research work. 

The limited effects label, however, is still very much in place and it encourages 

dichotomizing  communication  theories  into  strong  and  weak  effects  theories. 

Occasionally, activists of the movements in the 1960s and 1970s have been described 

as adherents of either wing. The analysis in this dissertation allows to question the 

utility of  the  effects lens.  Like there never existed a coherent magic bullet theory 

camp, there also was no unanimous unequivocal limited effects tradition. Instead it is 

fruitful to think about the kinds of social spaces communication theory allowed to 

imagine.  For  one,  this  helps  uncover  a  history  of  conceptual  engagement  with 

communication within the movements that went beyond assumptions about effects 

and to clarify  that  media  activism was  not  merely  responsive  to an already-and-

always  powerful  media  system.  Instead,  the  Black  Arts  and  women's  liberation 

movements  and  their  media  activism  can  be  understood  as  participants  in  the 

theorizations  that  shaped  the  existing  interpretation  of  the  media  system  and 

imagine alternative spaces. 

Dan Schiller  has  described  the  challenges  of  reconstructing  an intellectual 

history from the texts  of  communications  research of  the 1940s and 1950s which 

seem preoccupied with “mundane [...]  pursuits as how to develop a more reliable 

opinion poll, how to measure the extent of TV violence” that have seemingly little in 

common with the grand ambitions in philosophy or sociology to decipher “the nature 

and forms of social life.”35 In order to recover what communications research argued 

about labor in social life Schiller has reconnected the “theorizations” underlying the 
35 Dan Schiller, Theorizing Communication: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), viii.
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inquiry in the field to moments the broader discourse of social  theory which had 

been “signally displaced” rather than abandoned.36 Distinguishing between theory and 

theorizations provides a useful way to think about the two interconnected modes of 

communication theory.  On the  one  hand,  communication  is  understood  as  a  key 

component of every kind of social relation. Carey's definition, for example, fits into 

this category. From this philosophical point of view, communication “is the web that 

binds society together,” as Wilbur Schramm, a veteran of communications research, 

once remarked regarding the importance of his field.37 

On  the  other  hand,  theorizations  accompanied  the  empirical  inquiries  by 

communication researchers who needed to try and map this intangible web in order 

to  offer  practical  advice  to  the  advertisers,  media  companies,  and  government 

propagandists with whom they had contracts. For my analysis I want to utilize this 

sense of  theorization as the utilitarian and fragmented pieces that are derived from, 

but do not explicitly state, broader theories of the workings of society and focus on 

the research problem at hand. Robert Merton has labeled such theorizations “that lie 

between  the  minor  but  necessary  working  hypotheses  [...]  and  the  all-inclusive 

systematic  efforts  to  develop  a  unified  theory”  as  “theories  of  the  middle 

range.”38 The notion of  theorizations  captures well the tool-like and not completely 

codified character of many of the assumptions about the potential and the impact of 

communication articulated by the protagonists and in the sources that appear in this 

36 Ibid.
37 Wilbur Schramm, “The Unique Perspective of Communication: A Retrospective View,” Journal of  

Communication 33, no. 3 (Summer 1983): 16. 
38 Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, 3rd ed. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1968), 

39.
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dissertation. It can be applied to the reports written by communications researchers, 

the narratives of science fiction movies, and the media criticism expressed by Black 

Arts and feminist activists, because these texts' presumptions about communication 

furnished narratives with practical applicability.       

The  history  of  the  media  and  the  movements  has  been  told  by  younger 

historians and former participants of the movements alike. Aniko Bodroghkozy has 

produced  a  key  historical  study  in  that  regard,  and  she  has  challenged  Gitlin's 

disregard for the  cultural work  audiences perform in interpreting and challenging 

television programs. She has also taken Gitlin to task for his  narrow use of Gramsci's 

concept of hegemony, pointing out that hegemony is better understood as the result 

of   negotiations  and  struggle  not  a  simple  reproduction.  Bodroghkozy's  analysis 

reinstates the audience, including the members of the counterculture, as active in the 

process of mass communication and the production of meaning through  direct and 

indirect interaction with the media institutions.39

At certain moments in her account, she sheds some light on how participants 

in  the  counterculture  understood  television,  theorized  its  role,  or  how  their 

responses and criticism displayed a theoretical and practical understanding of the 

institutional  organization  and  structures  of  the  mainstream  media  institutions. 

Eventually, however, she is focused on refuting Gitlin's disregard for the audience, 

which she counters by asserting their agency through letter and protest campaigns 

and  the  fact  that  networks  continually  engaged  in  an  uneasy  negotiation  in 

39 Aniko Bodroghkozy, Groove Tube: Sixties Television and the Youth Rebellion (Durham [N.C.]: Duke 
University Press, 2001).
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determining  appealing,  socially  relevant,  and  politically  non-threatening  content, 

ending up incorporating uncontrollable countercultural elements as a result of their 

struggle for larger market shares. Bodroghkozy quarrels with Gitlin's interpretation 

that  television  produces  cultural  hegemony  without  friction  and  conflict  which 

paints the countercultural audiences as relatively hapless and powerless. Instead she 

maintains  that  “the  television  industry  was  compelled  to  disseminated  generally 

sympathetic representations of antiwar and countercultural positions because of its 

economic  need”  for  large  audiences  and  thus  granted  them  “enormous  cultural 

power.”40 Operating within the particular Cultural Studies mode she remains focused 

primarily on television narratives and representations,  as well  as  the logic of the 

media market, as the turf for the struggle over this kind of cultural power. I would like 

to suggest that understandings of mass communication which were not limited to 

questions  of  economics  and  representations  provided  another  source  of  cultural 

power,  a  point  which  Bodroghkozy  leaves  largely  unexplored.  My  study  uses 

Bodroghkozy as a a starting point and inspiration but seeks to go into a different 

direction: looking directly at the  theorizations at work in social political  movements. I 

also  want  to  explore  in  a  more  focused  manner  two  movements  that  are  not 

subsumed under the interpretation of the counterculture as the youthful rebellion and 

antiwar protesters. 

The rising tide of media protests and license challenges since the mid-1960s 

has been well documented by scholars like Steven Classen and Kathryn Montgomery. 

However, these studies locate the activism and protests within a consumers' republic, 
40 Ibid., 249.
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suggesting that the media market place has functioned as a viable substitute for an 

idealized public sphere and a site for movements to leverage power because of their 

status as media consumers. In addition, these studies share an interpretation of the 

broader social and cultural effects of media like television that resembles Gitlin's. 

Montgomery, for example, considers the media protest by movement and advocacy 

group as quasi inevitable given the pervasive influence of the media: “In the war for 

the  American  mind,  entertainment  television  programs  have  become  political 

territory.”41 This return to a modified version of a powerful effects rationale, which 

had never existed in a coherent fashion, projects the theoretical concepts onto the 

motivation and rationales of the movement activists,  I am going to argue elides a 

second dimension of the movements' attitude toward the media – one that can be 

uncovered  by  attending  to  the  encounter  between  mainstream  communications 

research and the movements. The debates about effects, representations, and mind-

forming powers were important for the movements, but they were embedded in the 

discourse of communication domains as social spaces that allowed maneuvering.

My  study  contributes  to  the  existing  research  in  this  area  by  asking  how 

movements were involved in conceptualizing the (current) media society, and the 

possibilities for (cultural) politics within it. And it casts them as participants in the 

process of producing and circulating knowledge about media/mass communication; 

and it questions the privileged place of academic communication theory – even while 

acknowledging  that  these  theories  have  sometimes  been  so  pervasive  that 

movements incorporated them.
41 Montgomery, Target: Prime Time, 5.
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The first chapter follows the development of communications research out of 

the first radio research projects in the late 1930s. It analyzes these studies to show 

how the social scientists who actively committed to the new field of communications 

research translated real social and geographical differences into an abstract model of 

a social space in which individuals take over roles within the communication process. 

It focuses on the work of Paul Lazarsfeld and his colleagues at Princeton's Office of 

Radio  Research  and  later  the  Bureau  of  Applied  Social  Research  at  Columbia 

University. The chapter demonstrates how they constructed a model of a social space 

in  their  efforts  to  investigate  and  theorize  communication.  Although  ostensibly 

concerned with the limits of media influences, they translated the  communities that 

they  surveyed  into  abstract  social  spaces  using  the  technical  lens  of  signal 

transmission  to  represent  the  otherwise  invisible  social  process  communication. 

Their claims regarding the complexity and limits of direct media influences hinged 

on this spatialized model of communication, which they could also employ to propose 

strategies that make propaganda and marketing possibly more efficient. 

By  exploring  the  investment  of  these  first  generation  communications 

researchers  in  social  space  concepts,  this  chapter  prepares  the  ground  for  the 

analysis  in  the  subsequent  chapters  and  delineates  the  approach  of  reading 

communication theories  as  a way of  constructing spatial  imaginations.  It  explains 

how the concepts of the two-step flow and the opinion leader which Lazarsfeld and his 

colleagues proposed  allowed them to imagine the possibility of democratic action 

within and despite the pervasive influence of mass communication media by relying 
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on the construction of a space structured by complex social relations.  

Chapter  two  continues  the  discussion  of  mid-twentieth  century 

communications research and its cultural resonances and explores the emergence of 

a cold war discourse about a global communication domain. On the one hand, the 

chapter focuses on a close analysis of science-fiction films of the 1950s, which have so 

far have been discussed flatly as allegorical expressions of U.S. anti-communism and 

situated within the broad ideological context that rejected any kind of conformity, 

and reads  these films as  pop-cultural  sites  for the articulation of  communication 

theory. 

In these films a negotiation took place between two contrasting claims on the 

uses  of  propaganda  and  communication  technologies  with  worldwide  reach  that 

shaped  the  cold  war  politics  of  the  United  States.  Not  only  did  the  rhetoric  of 

peaceful international conversation and U.S.-led propaganda campaigns align in the 

postwar  years,  producing  an  ambivalence  within  liberal  politics;42 but  their  co-

existence was  made possible,  the contradictions  were eased,  through the cultural 

work performed in these science-fiction films.

In addition, the chapter questions the centrality of the 1960s  in the historical 

genealogy of the global village concept and discussions of global U.S. media politics. 

It demonstrates that such a discourse about global communication emerged earlier 

and  was  connected  to  shortwave  radio  propaganda,  as  well  as  radio  and 

communications research of the 1940s and 1950s. In turn, it provided the template 

42 Brett Gary, The Nervous Liberals: Propaganda Anxieties from World War I to the Cold War, Columbia 
studies in contemporary American history (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).
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for an understanding of  the  role  of  mass  communication for the U.S.  in postwar 

global politics.

The third  chapter  of  this  dissertation  examines  the  media  communication 

theory that came to bear on the activist cultural politics of the Black Arts Movement. 

It  makes  two  related  interventions.  Combining  the  intellectual  history  of 

communication studies with an analysis of black media criticism and activism in the 

late 1960s, this chapter uncovers not only some untold stories about Black Arts and 

film, for example, but it also argues against the perception that the Black Arts turned 

away  from  mass  media.  Turning  away  and  being  critical  did  not  automatically 

translate into a rejection.  In fact,  they understood their  cultural  politics  of  black 

nationalism as a form of counter-propaganda as an analysis of the very short-lived 

Urban  Communications  Institute  launched  by  Amiri  Baraka  and  Larry  Neal  in 

Newark, NJ in 1969 demonstrates.

The chapter juxtaposes the Black Arts activists' own interpretation of their 

chances to challenge the mass media and to gain access to media resources with the 

discourse about a communication gap which emerged in media sociology, politics, as 

well  as  popular  culture  in  the  1960s.  This  discourse  constructed  the  black  urban 

ghetto  and  mainstream  America  as  two  distinct  communication  domains  and 

understood  racial  inequality  and  black  political  protest  to  have  their  root  in 

communication problems and a division between these domains.  

The fourth chapter focuses on the women's movement of the 1960s and 1970s 

and  Ms.  magazine  as  a  site  that  produced  and  circulated  a  popular  form  of 
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communication theory. The chapter reconstructs a conversation between academic 

research  on  representations  of  women  in  the  media  and  the  media  criticism 

articulated in  Ms. magazine. The chapter argues that, in addition to theories about 

psychological  and  cultural  effects  of  media  which  circulated  in  the  second  wave 

women's movement, theoretical perspectives that modeled the social  organization 

and  subject  positions  within  the  movement  shaped  and  sustained  second  wave 

feminist media criticism and activism. The chapter takes at its point of investigation 

the network concept that is  today frequently and casually used to describe social 

movements without consideration of what kinds of implications – if  any – such a 

concept has had for the movement itself. In the case of the women's movement of the 

1960s and 1970s, the terminology is invoked by historians of the movement as if its 

meanings are self-evident or as if they are automatically compelled to use the term 

without  exploring  its  historical  significance  for  the  self-understanding  of  the 

movement.  
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Chapter 1: From Radio Research to Communication Research: Mapping the 
Mass Communication Matrix

In  1980  Todd  Gitlin,  the  former  New  Left  student  activist  and  now  media 

sociologist, published The Whole World is Watching, his critique of American media and 

how their influence had undermined the political student movement of the 1960s.1 

The book was widely influential not just because of Gitlin's detailed recounting and 

analysis of the history of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and its encounter 

with the media, primarily the CBS network and The New York Times. It also advocated 

for a political analysis of media from a Marxist perspective, foregrounding the notion 

of media-enforced ideology and adapting Gramsci's concept of hegemony, combined 

with  news  frame analysis,  a  tool  developed recently  by media  sociologists  in  the 

1970s.  The story of  SDS and its  relationship with American news media  provided 

Gitlin  with  the  case  study  for  a  model  of  society  that  challenged  a  tradition  in 

American media sociology which had been very hesitant to affirm dominant media 

effects on majority viewpoints and basic social and economic relations. 

The analysis in The Whole World is Watching invigorated ideas of a mass society 

in which media were an inescapable and tremendously influential fact of everyday 

life. Ironically, defining a society by its degree of media presence and influence, Gitlin 

repeated a rhetorical maneuver that was common thirty years earlier. Looking back 

at  the  1960s  and  the  fate  of  the  student  political  movement,  Gitlin  noted  a 
1 Todd Gitlin, The Whole World Is Watching: Mass Media in the Making & Unmaking of the New Left 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980).
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transformation  toward  a  “society  saturated  with  mass  media”  in  which  the 

“economic concentration of the media and their speed and efficiency in spreading 

news and telling stories have combined to produce a new situation  for movements 

seeking  to  change  the  order  of  society.”2 Paul  Lazarsfeld,  probably  the  most 

prominent  member  of  the  postwar  generation  of  communication  researchers, 

articulated  a  similar  observation  in  1948  when  he  described  mass  media  as  “a 

characteristic feature of  present day American life” because “for several hours of 

each  day  the  average  American  finds  himself  a  part  of  the  audience  for  one  or 

another of these mass media.”3 Even though Gitlin did not agree with the analytical 

and  theoretical  program  of  communication  research  in  the  postwar  decades,  his 

premise that mass media had now irrevocably altered American society  had been 

articulated in an almost identical manner just after the end of the Second World War. 

In  his introduction to a postwar  volume of conference essays by prominent social 

scientists  who  grappled  with  the  implications  of  propaganda  and  mass 

entertainment, education professor Lyman Bryson remarked that the “characteristic 

and frightening thing about our technologically conditioned situation of today is that 

a  few  voices  speak  to  millions  not  once  but  incessantly”  and   these  “are 

concentrations of control that are so much questioned.”4 

This notion of mass communication invading everyday social and political life 

shaped  the  growth  and  institutionalization  of  a  specialized  academic  field  called 

2 Ibid., 1.
3 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Patricia L Kendall, Radio Listening in America; the People Look at Radio--Again 

(New York: Prentice-Hall, 1948), 1.
4 Lyman Bryson, ed., The Communication of Ideas, a Series of Addresses, Religion and Civilization Series 

(New York: Institute for Religious and Social Studies, 1948), 7.
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communications research in the United States. Beginning in the late 1930s and early 

1940s,  in the years leading into the Second World War,  communications  research 

continued over the course of the war and was able to expand during the early Cold 

War  due  the  support  from  commercial  and  state  sponsors.  Institutes  in 

communications  research  received  important  intellectual  impulses,  financial  and 

institutional support from the Office of War Information (OWI) and, after 1945, from 

the propaganda and psychological warfare agencies of the Cold War era. In addition, 

commercial  broadcasters,  advertisers,  and  publishers  had  a  vital  interest  in  the 

practical knowledge communications researchers produced about media audiences, 

their  behavior  and  susceptibility  to  media  influences  and  funded  the  research 

projects. 

The nascent field within the social sciences developed a virtual monopoly on 

defining  the  terms  of  the  academic  debate  around  mass  communication.  On  the 

institutional  level,  a  process  of  centralization  took  place  that  lead  from  a  limited 

number of departments and researchers from across the different disciplines who had 

been interested in communication to specialized and dedicated research centers as well 

as degree-granting programs across the United States. As part of this reconfiguration, 

the researchers also built an exclusive and closely knit network.5 They participated in 

the  creation  of  a  paradigm  that  circumscribed  the  operating  definitions  of 

5 Daniel J. Czitrom, Media and the American Mind: From Morse to McLuhan (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1982), 122-146; Jesse G. Delia, “Communication Research: A History,” in 
Handbook of Communication Science, ed. Charles R Berger and Steven H Chaffee (Newbury Park: Sage, 
1987), 56-62; Steven H. Chaffee and John L. Hochheimer, “The Beginnings of Political 
Communications Research in the United States: Origins of the 'Limited Effects' Model,” in Mass  
Communication Review Yearbook, ed. Michael Gurevitch and Mark R. Levy, vol. 5 (Beverly Hills: SAGE, 
1985), 74-104.
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communication and media as the kinds of problems that would receive attention.

This paradigm was characterized by the dedication to empirical quantitative 

methods  like  content  analysis  and  survey  interviews  and  a  view  of  the 

communication process as a linear form of transmission of information and ideas. 

While the members of this cadre of researchers did by no means agree on every single 

detail  in  their  research,  their  style  of  research  dominated  the  production  of 

knowledge about mass media and communication that was available throughout the 

1940s, 1950s, and into 1960s.

Critics of this approach to mass communication research usually point to the 

limits  of  empirical  research  in  accounting  for  cultural  meanings  and  critiquing 

existing power relations. They also point to the close association of mid-twentieth 

century  communications  research  with  commercial  corporations  and  the 

government  propaganda  apparatus  as  factors  that  compromised  their  scientific 

neutrality  and  objectivity.  One  of  the  most  outspoken  critics  of  this  mode  of 

communications research is Todd Gitlin who, a few years before the publication of 

The  Whole  World  is  Watching,  attacked this  research tradition and one of  its  best-

known texts  Personal  Influence (1955).6 Gitlin charged that  the focus on  effects,  i.e. 

short-term change of attitudes or behavior through influences from the mass media, 

was the most serious shortcoming.7 According to Gitlin,  communications research 

“enshrined short-run 'effects'  as  [...]  measurable  in a  strict,  replicable  behavioral 

6 Peter Simonson has described the impact and longevity of Personal Influence in Peter Simonson, 
“Introduction,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 608 (2006): 6-9.

7 Todd Gitlin, “Media Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm,” Theory and Society 6, no. 2 (September 
1978): 206.
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sense,  thereby  deflecting  attention  from  the  larger  meanings  of  mass  media 

production."8 Hanno Hardt and James W. Carey have joined Gitlin's critical position 

toward the self-declared first generation of communications researchers and their 

faith in scientific measurement, adding to the understanding that the research of 

these years provided an extremely limited approach that stands in sharp contrast to 

more recent Marxist and Cultural Studies approaches as well as Pragmatist sociology 

of communication which preceded the consolidation of the field.9

Defenders of the research tradition maintain that critics like Gitlin developed 

a reading of the early research that is too narrow and does not recognize the variety 

of approaches in the field. Elihu Katz, for example, who is himself a member of this 

early  generation  of  empirical  social  science-oriented  communication  researchers, 

suggested  that  communications  researchers  from  the  1940s  and  1950s  pioneered 

reception-oriented approaches that discovered the ways in which audiences decode 

and interpret the mass media messages in their own idiosyncratic ways as well as a 

rudimentary form of network analysis.10 Looking back at the work done by Lazarsfeld 

and his colleagues in the 1940s, Peter Simonson and Gabriel Weimann also discovered 

a broader range of perspectives than critics recognize and found a “field was still rich 

with intellectual possibility.”11 From their perspective it seems that the critics have 

8 Ibid.
9 James W. Carey, Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1988), 

51-52; Hanno Hardt, Critical Communication Studies: Communication, History, and Theory in America 
(London: Routledge, 1992), 89-90.

10 Elihu Katz, “Lazarsfeld's Legacy: The Power of Limited Effects,” in Personal Influence: The Part Played  
by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, Transaction Edition. (New Brunswick, N.J: Transaction 
Publishers, 2006), xix-xx, xxii.

11 Peter Simonson and Gabriel Weimann, “Critical Research at Columbia: Lazarsfeld's and Merton's 
'Mass Communication, Popular Taste, and Organized Social Action',” in Canonic Texts in Media 
Research: Are There Any? Should There Be? How About These?, ed. Elihu Katz (Malden, MA: Distributed 
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promoted the notion of a dominant paradigm.

The  criticism  targets  directly  those  characteristics  of  the  field  that  its 

practitioners  in  the  1940s  and  1950s  actively  constructed  as  field-defining.  The 

researchers have promoted a narrative of innovation and a genealogy which elided 

the  variety  of  approaches  to  mass  communication  that  had  existed  in  the  social 

sciences  before  the  late  1930s  and  the  advent  of  dedicated  radio  studies  and 

communications research institutes. Central for the production of the paradigm and 

the narrative of the field's emergence were two texts:  The People's Choice (1944) and 

Personal  Influence (1955).  In these texts,  the theoretical  construct  that has become 

synonymous  with  postwar  communications  research  –  the  two-step  flow of  mass 

communication  –  was  outlined  in  detail  and  packaged  as  a  breakthrough  only 

through a  selective retelling of  communications  research history.  In  constructing 

this  theoretical  maneuver  away  from  a  powerful  effects  theory  they  flattened 

distinctions between earlier theorizing and lumped them together with popular fears 

about mass media in order to set their own models apart. 12

This  chapter  offers  a  rereading  of  those  texts  that  have  defined  the 

discredited  paradigm  within  the  broader  development  from  radio  research  to 

in the U.S.A. by Blackwell Publishers, 2003), 13.
12 On the selective construction of the field's past see John Durham Peters, “The uncanniness of mass 

communication in interwar social thought,” Journal of Communication 46, no. 3 (Summer 1996): 108-
109; Jefferson Pooley, “Fifteen Pages that Shook the Field: Personal Influence, Edward Shils, and the 
Remembered History of Mass Communication Research,” The Annals of the American Academy of  
Political and Social Science, no. 608 (November 2006): 130-156; Deborah Lubken, “Remembering the 
Straw Man: The Travels and Adventures of 'Hypodermic',” in The History of Media and Communication 
Research, ed. David W Park and Jefferson Pooley (New York: Peter Lang, 2008), 19-42; Delia, 
“Communication Research: A History,” 66; Steven H. Chaffee and John L. Hochheimer, “The 
Beginnings of Political Communications Research in the United States: Origins of the 'Limited 
Effects' Model,” 91-95.
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communications  research.  I  argue  that  the  theorization  of  the  communication 

process developed within this branch of mass communications research from the late 

1930s and 1950s promoted a spatialized interpretation of the mass audience.  This 

perspective,  they  hoped,  would  allow  them  to  reconcile  the  contradictions  they 

encountered in thinking through the possibilities of a democratic society, in which 

mass  popular  culture  became  increasingly  prevalent  and  that  accepted  political 

propaganda as a legitimate political instrument. In uncovering and emphasizing the 

spatial dimension of their theories, this analysis counters interpretations that view 

this generation of communications researchers as only concerned with effects.

To pretend that the fields of communications research and media studies have 

a linear history would mean to reduce the multiple points of origin and interwoven 

trajectories  of  the  field.13 Historians  of  ideas  in  the  social  science  and  the 

development of communications as a field have excavated more than a few influences 

on the formation of the field. In addition to the trajectory which this chapter follows, 

other  universities  established  research  institutes  or  dedicated  divisions  within 

political  science,  psychology,  education,  journalism  departments.  Moreover,  the 

historiography of the field has been since the late 1970s engaged in debates about the 

validity  of  the  textbook narrative  of  the  field's  history  and the  labels  commonly 

applied to clusters of theorists. This revisionism has contributed to a nuanced and 

better contextualized history of the field.

Within  this  crowded  terrain,  this  chapter  follows  the  trajectory  that  has 

13 John Durham Peters, “Tangled Legacies,” Journal of Communication 46, no. 3 (1996): 85-87; Delia, 
“Communication Research: A History,” 23.
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become central to most accounts of the field's development, because it represents a 

sustained  concern with the effects of mass communication for almost three decades 

that successfully disseminated its theories and models, occupied the discourse until 

the 1960s, and in many ways became so paradigmatic that emerging approaches were 

defined in critical distinction to that tradition. 

What is overlooked in these debates is that, while effects were ostensibly at the 

center  of  the  theorizations,  communications  research  associated  with  Lazarsfeld 

theorized the structure of the social space occupied by the mass audience as a proxy 

in the effects debate.  In other words, they indirectly made statements about effects 

by  mapping  a  social  space  that  looked  different  from  the  mass  audience  they 

associated with theories of overwhelming media effects. 

I am borrowing this concept of from Pierre Bourdieu who has described social 

space as different from the geographical territory and the observable interactions in 

the community  under sociological  scrutiny.  It  consists  of  the “invisible  relations” 

between the  multiple  positions  people  inhabit  in the social  world;  and the  social 

space “groups or institutions [...] have more properties the closer they are to each 

other[...]; and fewer common properties, the further they are away from each other.” 

Yet people who share a position in social space need not live or move in physical 

proximity and observable interactions do not represent those hidden relations of the 

social space.14

The social space is a product of the interpretation of the social world, guided 

14 Pierre Bourdieu, “Social Space and Symbolic Power,” in In Other Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive 
Sociology, trans. Matthew Adamson (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 126-127.

43



by  the  social  science  methods  of  data  gathering  and  the  theoretical  model  that 

frames  the  study.  It  remains,  however,  at  the  same  time,  tied  to  the  kinds  of 

knowledge that the observed apply in their own day-to-day interactions. Bourdieu 

insists that the “objectivist and subjectivist” representations of knowledge remain 

“in a dialectical relation,” so that the real-world positions and relations structure the 

variety of  actions and yet are reproduced or transformed through the individual, 

subjective interpretations that accompany life within these structures.15

While  Bourdieu  aims  for  a  perspective  that  combines  objectivist  and 

subjectivist sociological interpretations, the  communications researchers from late 

1930s into the mid-1950s can be identified as part of a singularly objectivist tradition. 

Their scientific practices produced a “social topology”16 that did not also account for 

strategic  interactions  which mobilize  social  positions  as  power  relations.  In their 

mapping of the mass audience the structures and relations are static,  appear like 

unchangeable physical  space,  and determine the  effects  and non-effects  of  media 

influences. Their commitment to hard, empirical social science generated a “realism 

of structure, which hypostatizes systems of objective relations by converting them 

into totalities [...] outside of individual history and group history,” which Bourdieu 

described as a central limit of one-sided objectivism.17

One  of  the  chief  methods  communication  researchers  deployed  in  their 

community  studies  was  the  survey  interview,  which asked people  to  self-identify 

15 Bourdieu, “Social Space and Symbolic Power,” 126; Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 83.

16 Bourdieu, “Social Space and Symbolic Power,” 126.
17 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 72.
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their role and self-describe their reaction to media influences in response to sets of 

questions  that  tested  for  preconceived  notions  of  the  mass  communication 

landscape.  Bourdieu's  characterization of  the  relationship  between  the  informant 

and  the  observer  elucidates  how  a  half-formalized  theory  of  communication  is 

translated  and  codified  into  certain  knowledge  during  the  process  of  the 

investigation.  He  suggests  that  informants,  prodded  by  “learned  questioning,” 

provide rational explanations and describe rules for their complex practices, so that 

the codified social scientific theories and the lived theorizations resemble each other, 

which  goes  unnoticed  if  the  objectivist  perspective  is  not  also  questioned.18 This 

chapter  wonders  what  the  communications  researcher  of  that  earlier  generation 

would have discovered, if they had not evaded a subjectivist perspective for the sake 

of  the  scientific  reputation of  the  field.  Part  of  the answer is  to  be  found in the 

concepts social space sitting on the bottom of their effects theories      

This last point will be relevant again for the analysis in the later part of  this 

dissertation, because it allows to describe a movement's forms of self-knowing and 

self-descriptions  as  inhabiting  a  structured  social  space  of  communication  as  a 

resource  and  rhetorical  strategy  to  attain  political  leverage  and  inspire  media 

activism. That these models mirrored the “model of all possible routes”19 mainstream 

communication  research  established  did  not  necessarily  diminish  their  viability. 

Given the  relationships  between social  science,  informants,  and activist-theorists, 

this is hardly a coincidence. What is notable is that theories about the possibility to 

18 Ibid., 18-20.
19 Ibid., 2.
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resist  overwhelming  wholesale  media  influence,  which  this  generation  of 

communications researchers codified, were adapted and re-mobilized by movement 

activists. 

My analysis applies the notion of a social space to communications theories in 

order to  show how communications research from the late  1930s into the 1950s 

translated  the  real-life  communities  they  studied  into  abstract  models  of 

communication  relations.  The  chapter  thus  explores  an  aspect  of  mid-twentieth 

century communication theory that sheds light on how certain ideas of a social space 

were  connected  to  expectation  of  effects.  It  looks  at  the  theorization  of  social 

relations  which  undergirded  claims  about  media  influences  in  order  to  highlight 

what  labels  like   strong  effects or  limited  effects have  obscured:  that  an important 

component of communication theories is the  social space they are constructing. 

Understanding how the main tradition of communications research translated 

real  communities  of  listeners  and  readers  into  a  conceptual  social  space  that 

represented American mass society is important to the story of media politics and 

social  movements.  I  use  this  background  to  introduce  a  critical  perspective  that 

teases out the arguments about the social space of the mass communication domain 

that undergird struggles and debates over media power and influence since the mid-

twentieth  century.  In  the  1940s  and  1950s  when  communications  researchers 

consciously invented and named their field, they set the parameters for subsequent 

generations of media theorists and scholars in American society to follow or reject. In 

either case, their tracks were difficult to side-step. Approaching the debates about 
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mass media as a discourse about social space reveals a dynamic in the arguments and 

practices  of  social  movements  that  would  go  unnoticed  if  the  focus  was  only  on 

representations and effects.

Inventing Communications Research in the Radio Age  

Communications  research  in  the  1940s  and  1950s  developed  out  of  the 

research  on  mass  circulation  newspapers,  cinema,  and  radio  conducted  by  social 

scientists earlier in the twentieth century. These mass communication media seemed 

to  reflect  and  precipitate  the  transformations  a  modernizing  American  society 

underwent. As the first broadcasting medium, radio was a novelty because it required 

neither physical presence of the audience in the same location or a physical carrier. 

In  the  experience  of  many  Americans  radio  embodied  the  transformations  of 

modernity.  To  social  scientists,  radio  confounded  familiar  theories  of  collective 

behavior and social control. It created “audiences of a size hitherto undreamed of ” 

and wreaked “havoc  with  the  traditional  theories  of  crowd formation and group 

thinking,”  as  Hadley  Cantril  and  Gordon  Allport  diagnosed  in  the  first  major 

monograph in radio research.20 The new field was developed in the late 1930s in order 

to  study  the  impact  of  radio  on  American  society.  It  took  up  questions  social 

scientists  had been raising about the movies and mass newspapers.  The concerns 

they raised included the formation of an educated democratic public when larger 

audiences  formed  their  opinions  based  on  fewer  centralized  sources  and  the 

20 Hadley Cantril and Gordon W. Allport, The Psychology of Radio. (New York: Harper, 1935), 4.
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preservation – and possibly elevation – of cultural tastes.21 Communications research 

developed in a lineage from radio research, institutionally and conceptually.    

Radio provided listeners with a technology to comprehend their roles as part 

of a modern nationwide mass audience, prompting social scientists to apply the tools 

from the investigation of  mass society to radio.  Audiences and broadcasters  alike 

associated  radio  with  the  promise  to  reach  a  large  nationwide  audience 

simultaneously and instantaneously.22 The radio formats and narratives addressed 

the listener as a member of a national public and as a consumer. Radio became for 

them a source of knowledge about America as a mass society. The social sciences of 

the  early  twentieth  century  had  become  another  important  producer  of  such 

knowledge. Propaganda research, survey and marketing studies, and public opinion 

polling in particular created important technologies  that permitted Americans to 

understand themselves  as  a  “self-consciously  modern society”  and fundamentally 

shaped the perception of the United States as a mass society as the statistical data 

circulated widely in popular media, offering Americans the means to view themselves 

21 The Chicago School that included philosopher John Dewey and sociologists Robert E. Park and 
Charles Horton Cooley, among others, during the earlier part of the twentieth century had studied 
and theorized the impact of newspapers in American metropolitan areas and the medium's ability 
to generate either crowd-like behavior of the audience or rational public opinion: Czitrom, Media  
and the American Mind: From Morse to McLuhan, 91-121.The Payne Fund Studies were the first large-
scale social scientific investigation of the role of movies in modern American society. They 
produced twelve monographs and brought together social scientists from different methodological 
and theoretical camps. For a recent overview of the Payne Fund Studies see  Garth Jowett, Children 
and the Movies: Media Influence and the Payne Fund Controversy, Cambridge studies in the history of 
mass communications (Cambridge [England]: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

22 On the cultural construction of radio broadcasting as a medium that forged an imagined national 
mass public compare Jason Loviglio, Radio's Intimate Public: Network Broadcasting and Mass-Mediated  
Democracy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 1-69; Susan J. Douglas, Inventing  
American Broadcasting, 1899-1922 (The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), 305-308; Michele 
Hilmes, Radio Voices: American Broadcasting, 1922-1952 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1997), 14; Bruce Lenthall, Radio's America: The Great Depression and the Rise of Modern Mass Culture 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 56-81.
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as part of the aggregate mass.23 When the Rockefeller Foundation provided Princeton 

University with a grant to establish the Office of Radio Research in 1937 with the 

explicit goal “of studying the role played by radio for different groups of listeners in 

the  United  States”,  psychologist  and  marketing  researcher,  Paul  Felix  Lazarsfeld 

became its director.24 Social psychologist and public opinion specialist Hadley Cantril 

and  Frank Stanton, research director of CBS, became associate directors. All three 

were familiar with these social science methods to investigate mass society.   

The Austrian Paul  Lazarsfeld  was  trained in psychology and statistics,  had 

conducted  marketing  studies,  and  was  interested  in  the  social  conditions  for 

psychological  phenomena.  He  also  had  a  fervent  interest  in  the  methodological 

aspects  of  empirical  social  research and worked  to  tweak and refine  polling  and 

survey  methods.  He  became  an  advocate  of  an  “administrative”  style  of  social 

research and was convinced that social scientists should produce applicable data and 

knowledge.25The Rockefeller Foundation played a key role in establishing Lazarsfeld 

as a central figure in postwar social research. He originally came to the U.S. on a 

Rockefeller grant in 1933 and found employment with the help of the Foundation. 

When Lazarsfeld went to Columbia University in 1940, the radio research institution 

moved with him and was re-organized four years later under the new name Bureau of 

Applied Social Research, which would become one of the major research institutes 

conducting studies on communication in the 1940s and 1950s. Radio research under 
23 Sarah Elizabeth Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making of a Mass Public (Harvard 

University Press, 2007), 18.
24 Paul Felix Lazarsfeld, “Foreword,” in Radio and the Printed Page: An Introduction to the Study of Radio  

and Its Role in the Communication of Ideas (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1940), vii.
25 Paul Felix Lazarsfeld, “Remarks on Administrative and Critical Communications Research,” Studies  

in Philosophy and Social Science 9, no. 1 (1941): 2-16.
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Lazarsfeld was the site for the combination of the methods of propaganda,  public 

opinion, and marketing research. The development of methods and ideas that are 

credited to the work of the Bureau, like the repeated interviews with the same panel 

of respondents, can be traced back to earlier studies on the role and effects of radio.26 

Not  long  after  establishing  the  Office  of  Radio  Research  at  Princeton 

University, the Rockefeller Foundation sponsored a seminar of social scientists who 

studied mass communication media from their respective disciplinary perspectives. 

From 1939 to 1940, this group, brought together by Rockefeller officer John Marshall 

actively developed a plan for a unified field of mass communication research, with a 

basic  canon of  quantitative empirical  methods and a shared interpretation of  the 

communication process as the transmission of ideas, information, and attitudes. This 

seminar,  which  included  Harold  Lasswell,  political  scientist  and  propaganda 

specialist, Paul Lazarsfeld, Robert S. Lynd, Hadley Cantril, Lyman Bryson, and others 

was decisive in determining the direction of communications research as an applied 

science  committed  to  improving  society  by  anchoring  the  development  and 

regulation of mass communication in social scientific knowledge. 

In their final  statement, the Rockefeller Foundation communication seminar 

declared that one of its aims was to enable “[m]ore effective communication from the 

government [...] getting promptly to the people adequate explanations of proposals 

or decisions which change their lives.”27 What communication researchers intended 

26 Lazarsfeld described the panel method as a "test [of] the effectiveness of radio propaganda" 
developed at the Office of Radio Research and adapted for studies with commercial orientation in 
his introduction to Radio Research, 1942-1943 (New York: Essential Books, 1944), vii. In The People's  
Choice, the panel method became central to distinguish the study from familiar voting surveys.

27 Lyman Bryson et al., “Needed Research in Communication,” 1940, 138.
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to offer was stewardship for the efficient administration and deployment of  mass 

communication by the government and the industry, accepting the political premise 

that the “government take on wider and wider responsibility for the welfare of the 

people.”28 It  was  this  fundamental  acceptance  of  the  capitalist  organizational 

hierarchy of the mass communication industry and of propaganda as a template for 

interpreting communication that has become the central concern for critics of the 

paradigm.29     

The support the Rockefeller Foundation lent to the development of radio and 

communications research was motivated  by an increased public awareness of the 

uses of propaganda during the interwar years  and the political crisis in Europe that 

turned into a war. In the late 1920s and 1930s attitudes toward the mass media were 

characterized by a skepticism about propaganda that deepened in the context of a 

growing advertising and opinion survey sector and the rise of fascism abroad. The 

revelation about the extent of US propaganda during the First World War in 1927 and 

the extensive promotion for New Deal  programs, as  well  as  President Roosevelt's 

fireside chat radio addresses after 1933 added to a cynical attitude toward any form of 

mass  communication.30 Radio's  ability  to  summon  a  large  national  audience  was 
28 Bryson et al., “Needed Research in Communication,” 138. On the Rockefeller Communication 

Seminar and its role in shaping the outlook of communications research also compare Czitrom, 
Media and the American Mind: From Morse to McLuhan, 131-133; Brett Gary, The Nervous Liberals:  
Propaganda Anxieties from World War I to the Cold War, Columbia studies in contemporary American 
history (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 85-129; Brett Gary, “Communication 
Research, the Rockefeller Foundation, and Mobilization for the War on Words, 1938-1944,” Journal  
of Communication 46, no. 3 (1996): 124-147.

29 Gitlin, “Media Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm,” 205, 224; Timothy Richard Glander, Origins of  
Mass Communications Research During the American Cold War: Educational Effects and Contemporary  
Implications, Sociocultural, political, and historical studies in education (Mahwah, N.J: L. Erlbaum, 
2000); Christopher Simpson, Science of Coercion: Communication Research and Psychological Warfare,  
1945-1960 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

30 Kenneth Cmiel, “On cynicism, evil, and the discovery of communication in the 1940s,” Journal of  
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perceived as both a possible threat and an opportunity for democracy, attracting the 

interest of social psychologists.

One fundamental concern that shaped the development of communications 

research was the preservation of a system of democracy under the conditions of mass 

culture and mass communication.  Yet at the same time, the expanding system of 

mass communication in the hand of a handful of commercial broadcasters seemed to 

undermine this possibility. The efficient use of radio as a propaganda instrument by 

fascist  governments  in Europe served as  evidence of  the political  abuses  of  radio 

broadcasting and and potential mass manipulation that stood in contrast to an ideal 

of  American  broadcasting.  Radio  researchers  therefore  suggested  that  radio  be 

carefully  administered  through  “large-scale  planning”  in  order  to  promote 

democratic  ideals:  “To  be  masters  and  not  the  victims  of  radio,  we  must  create 

institutions whereby we can channel its effects upon public opinion.”31

The  researchers  of  the  Rockefeller  Communications  Group  saw 

communication as the linchpin of a functioning democratic system. They stated that 

democracy required that “more effective ways of keeping the government and the 

people in communication with each other will have to be created,” something they 

worried would be more difficult because of a growing “gap” between them.32 Public 

opinion research was  intended to efficiently  capture  the  views of  Americans  and 

Communication 46, no. 3 (Summer 1996): 90-92; Gerd Horten, Radio Goes to War: The Cultural Politics of  
Propaganda During World War II (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 15-21.

31 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “The Effects of Radio on Public Opinion,” in Print, Radio, and Film in a Democracy:  
Ten Papers on the Administration of Mass Communication in the Public Interest, ed. Douglas Waples 
(Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 1942), 78.

32 Bryson et al., “Needed Research in Communication,” 137.
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make it available as the basis for political decisions  as one of the “ways of explaining 

to the government how they feel themselves affected” by government decisions.33 

Franklin D. Roosevelt was the the first American president to consult opinion polling 

data on a regular basis,  provided to him by  Hadley Cantril  of  the Office of Public 

Opinion Research.34 Research into  propaganda  and media  effects  was  intended to 

facilitate the communication from the government to the Americans. Lazarsfeld and 

others  who  followed  the  direction  for  communications  research  defined  in  the 

context of the Rockefeller seminar and in the different institutions emerging from 

the Rockefeller  support  favored this  administrative interpretation the  democratic 

process. They considered a form of social management of political communication 

necessary and did not preclude the means of propaganda from this process. 

From this context, propaganda could be recast as a beneficial form of national 

education and a legitimate political instrument during the war and then as part of 

Cold War politics. In The People's Choice, which was conducted against the backdrop of 

the  war  in  Europe  and  published  in  1944,   Lazarsfeld  used  the  term  propaganda 

generically  to  describe  political  election  campaigns  and  as  a  synonym  for  mass 

communication. As part of the conclusion, when he acknowledged that other people 

might in fact have more influence on voting decisions than campaign messages, he 

welcomed that fact as an indicator of a robust American democracy and, only a little 

further down suggested that  campaigners use that  insight and “surround” voters 

33 Ibid., 138.
34 Albert H. Cantril, “Hadley Cantril: Perception, Polling, and Policy Research.,” Society 44, no. 3 

(March 2007): 68.
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with influences.35

When  the  United  States  entered  the  Second  World  War,  an  official  state 

propaganda  apparatus  was  not  in  place.  Rather  individual,  loosely  connected 

organizations were charged with the task to inform the American public and rally 

their support for the war. Plans for a centralized agency had been on the table since 

the late 1930s and were realized with the creation of the Office of War Information in 

1942.  Propaganda  was  re-established  in  the  guise  of  an  essential  tool  for  the 

preservation of American democracy and liberties. The contradictions between the 

two interpretations of propaganda, as an instrument of demagogues and fascist mass 

manipulation, on the one hand, and as a means of informing and educating the public 

in  order  to  gain  their  support  for  a  national  cause,  marked  the  debates  that 

communications research entered.36

As  the  concerns  within  radio  research  broadened  and  the  researchers 

officially  labeled  their  field  communications  research,  political  concerns  with 

propaganda remained tied to cultural concerns with commercial media on the field's 

agenda. Gerd Horten has shown that radio played a key role  during the 1930s and 

1940s in the remobilization of a “corporate-led, consumer-oriented ideology and the 

construction of a new – and increasingly privatized – public sphere” and in fostering 

close interaction between commercial radio and propaganda during the war.37 This 

development shaped radio -  and mass media in general  -  into the postwar years. 

35 Paul Felix Lazarsfeld, The People's Choice: How the Voter Makes up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign, 
2nd ed. (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1948), 158.

36 Horten, Radio Goes to War, 23-54.
37 Ibid., 4-9.
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Because they were interested in decoding a fundamental communication process, the 

researchers could investigate subjects ranging from comic book readership, popular 

radio  soaps,  German  and  Soviet  propaganda,  and  the  effectiveness  of  Voice  of 

American  broadcasts  and  United  States  Information  Agency  (USIA)  campaigns 

abroad. 

Communications research thus came to share a discursive space with the mid-

twentieth  century  concerns  regarding  mass and  mass  culture.  Audiences  were 

understood simultaneously  as  commercial  consumers  and citizens within the U.S. 

democratic system. Communications research grappled with this dual identity and 

sought to conceptually reconcile two competing notions of the mass audience.  In his 

introduction to the 1948 conference volume The Communication of Ideas, Lyman Bryson 

described the ambivalence and perceived danger: “The mass production of the minor 

gadgets of comfortable living is probably an unmixed good; [...] The mass production 

of  ideas  raises  other  questions.”38 In  their  contribution  to  this  volume of  essays, 

“Mass Communication, Popular Taste and Organized Social Action,” Paul Lazarsfeld 

and Robert Merton responded to such concerns about political propaganda and the 

dissemination  of  low  cultural  tastes  which  Bryson  channeled  in  his  remarks  by 

outlining a rigorous scientific program for the study of different possible effects of 

media in order to dispel the “almost magical belief in their enormous power.”39 

In their programmatic essay Lazarsfeld and Merton rejected speculating on 

38 Bryson, The Communication of Ideas, a Series of Addresses, 7.
39 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Robert K. Merton, “Mass Communication, Popular Taste and Organized 

Social Action,” in The Communication of Ideas, ed. Lyman Bryson (New York: Institute for Religious 
and Social Studies, distributed by Harper, 1948), 96.
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effects based on audience scale: “Knowledge of consumption data in the field of mass 

media  remains  far  from  a  demonstration  of  their  net  effect  upon  behavior  and 

attitude and outlook”.40 They elaborated on the different specific functions the media 

performed and differentiated between the effects on attitudes and tastes and media's 

role in affirming the basic structure and norms in a society.41 

The text was reprinted 1957 in  Mass Culture: The Popular Arts in America, an 

essay  collection  with  a  range  of  entries  on  magazine  fiction,  television,  popular 

music,  comic  books  and  mass  culture  theory.  The  Lazarsfeld-Merton  text  was 

included as  a  defense of  American mass culture.42 “Mass Communication,  Popular 

Taste and Organized Social Action” was concerned with different social functions of 

mass media as opposed to a wholesale effect on large audiences; and it built on the 

research experiences at Princeton and Columbia. Its argument for a measured and 

almost surgical approach resonated with the mass society debates of the 1950s and 

1960s  and could  be  read  as  a  defense,  even  if  its  primary  concern  was  not  with 

cultural consumption but political opinion,  because it implied the possibility of a 

robust pluralist democracy despite the mass media.

With  its  conspicuous  emphasis  on  scientific  empiricism,  quantitative 

approaches, and large scale experiments, the team of researchers around Lazarsfeld 

established a reputation as experts that buoyed their academic field, keeping their 

studies  in  demand and procuring continued funding.  They  were  able  to  combine 

40 Ibid., 99.
41 Ibid., 114-118.
42 Bernard Rosenberg and David Manning White, eds., Mass Culture; the Popular Arts in America 

(Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1957).
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investigations  of  political  communication  and  popular  culture  and  marketing, 

bankrolling their projects trough multiple sources of income or re-analyzing data 

originally produced in another context. 

One  of  the  early  wartime  volumes,  Radio  Research  1942-1943 edited  by  Paul 

Lazarsfeld and Frank Stanton, opened with Herta Herzog's study of radio daytime 

serials - a topic of popular concern at the time. Two other detailed studies on daytime 

radio  serials  followed  Herzog's  profile  the  serials'  audiences,  their  interests  and 

expectations.43 One  of  them  was  a  content  analysis  of  popular  serials  by  Rudolf 

Arnheim; and the other by Helen Kaufman categorized audiences for specific serials 

by their  social  characteristics.44 Time Magazine  pointed to those studies  on radio 

soaps as the reason why this “authoritative study of radio” would also be of “interest 

to laymen,” and summarized some of studies' findings.45

Reusing data assembled during the 1940 Erie county survey along with data 

from other institutes, Herzog posited the “standpoint of social research” against the 

“heated, though not always illuminating, discussion” about a radio genre that “at 

least twenty million women in this country keep a regular rendezvous with.”46 In her 

analysis of the reception of radio soaps, Herzog pointed out the different forms of 

gratification women derived from the programs and that they turned to serials for 

personal advice and gave advice to others based on the fictional stories. The theme of 

43 Herta Herzog, “What Do We Really Know About Day-time Serial Listeners?,” in Radio Research, 1942-
1943, ed. Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1944), 3-33.

44 Rudolf Arnheim, “The World of the Daytime Serial,” in Radio Research, 1942-1943, ed. Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1944), 34-85; Helen J. 
Kaufmann, “The Appeal of Specific Daytime Serials,” in Radio Research, 1942-1943, ed. Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1944), 86-110.

45 “Radio: Suds,” Time, May 8, 1944.
46 Herzog, “What Do We Really Know About Day-time Serial Listeners?,” 3.
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advice-giving would later be a significant dimension in  Personal  Influence.  Herzog's 

study  already  anticipated  the  hypothesis  that  conversation  relations  among 

consumers mitigate direct influences on their attitudes and behavior. 

Herzog's  study  also  responded  to  the  ambiguity  and  uncertainty  that 

surrounded the identity of radio and its status as a mass medium. The association 

between  radio,  mass  commercialism  and  popular  culture  followed  a  gendered 

division  between  public  and  private  spheres  as  well  as  between  daytime  and 

nighttime programming.47 This discursive strategy also separated two claims about 

radio:  that  it  was mostly commercial  entertainment and,  on the other hand, that 

could  be  a  medium for  educated  public  address  and cultural  uplift.  To  a  limited 

extent  the  studies  beginning  with  radio  research  and  later  carried  out  in  other 

communications research projects began to undercut the gendered divisions between 

mass  and  political  culture  by  envisioning  a  society  where  consumption  of  mass 

culture products could be democratic; but as Susan Douglas pointed out, they then 

reinscribed  this  division,  basically  leaving  the  consumer  culture  citizenship  to 

women as different from an imagined 'genuine' citizenship and democratic public 

discourse that remained defined as masculine.48

Based on four data sets from interviews, Herzog's report was a quick summary 

of poignant ideas. In contrast to a “single concerted campaign,” the influences of the 

serials, according to Herzog, developed incrementally as the listeners “seek to apply 

47 Hilmes, Radio Voices, 164.
48 Susan J. Douglas, “Personal Influence and the Bracketing of Women's History,” The Annals of the  

American Academy of Politics and Social Science 608 (November 2006): 41-50.
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what they hear in them to their own personal lives.”49 Nonetheless she insisted that 

radio  serials  were  not  ineffective  entertainment.  On  the  contrary,  the  study 

underlined  that  many  women  take  the  shows  seriously  and  the  audience  was 

comprised of “a cross-section of almost half  of all  American women;” and Herzog 

considered the use of radio serials for propaganda and education justified, provided 

the writers recognized their social responsibility.50  

In popular reception the Columbia findings served as argument against claims 

that radio soaps offered only make-believe plots that weakened the minds and the 

social  and  political  resolve  of  the  listeners.51 The  New  York  Times'  media 

commentator  Jack  Gould  interpreted  the  findings  as  a  consolation  for  women 

listening  to  serials,  because  the  study  proved  that  they  were  “not  per  se  the 

psychoanalyst's despair.”52 The reviewer of Radio Research, 1942-1943 for the New York 

Times  underlined  repeatedly  the  earnestness  of  the studies,  their  timeliness,  and 

popular  relevance.  Praising  the  “variety  of  carefully  documented,  utterly  serious 

reports,” he added that – despite the “jargon of the research specialist” - even the 

layperson would find the material interesting.53 The review emphasized the studies 

on radio serials, suggesting that a radio soap listener could learn from them “what 

makes him tick.”54 The reviewer was most intrigued by the categorization of different 

listener types and the “fascinating gadget,” i.e. the Program-Analyzer. Captivated by 

the scientific posture of communication research and the details of the findings, he 
49 Herzog, “What Do We Really Know About Day-time Serial Listeners?,” 3, 32.
50 Ibid., 32.
51 John K. Hutchens, “Are Soap Operas Only Suds?,” New York Times (1857-Current file), March 28, 1943.
52 Jack Gould, “ONE THING AND ANOTHER,” New York Times (1857-Current file), October 25, 1942.
53 John K. Hutchens, “Soap Opera Addicts,” New York Times (1857-Current file), May 28, 1944.
54 Ibid.
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ignored the implications Herzog made in her study – and Lazarsfeld for the research 

projects  more broadly – about the possible applicability of  the research for more 

responsible  radio broadcasting that uses the soap opera format to prod audiences to 

certain behaviors.  

Herzog's treatment of the serials shared ideas and themes with an approach 

that  would  figure  prominently  into  Columbia  Bureau  research  and   become 

subsequently known as “limited effects.”55 However, the endorsement of radio's use 

by the Office of War Information and as an “important social instrument after the 

war”56 show that this approach did not deny media influence outright but accepted a 

social  engineering  approach  like  it  has  been  supported  by  the  Rockefeller 

Communications Group. Yet, as the researchers began paying more attention to how 

audiences  received  the  media  influences,  how  psychological  and  social  factors 

weighed  as  influences  in  comparison  to  the  media,  they  were  also  increasingly 

hesitant  to  assert  persuasive  effects.  Joseph  Klapper's  summary  of  the  situation 

toward the end of the 1950s shows that the development of this  paradigm label was 

rooted in the researchers' growing uncertainty as they discovered so many additional 

variables “that we almost drowned.”57    

Lazarsfeld and his colleagues embraced the complexity of the communication 

process as a mark of their field's sophistication and identity as a social science. His 

55 Shearon Lowery and Melvin L. De Fleur, Milestones in Mass Communication Research: Media Effects, 3rd 
ed. (White Plains, N.Y: Longman Publishers USA, 1995), 178-179; Ron Robin, The Making of The Cold  
War Enemy: Culture and Politics in the Military-Intellectual Complex (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2001), 91; Steven H. Chaffee and John L. Hochheimer, “The Beginnings of Political 
Communications Research in the United States: Origins of the 'Limited Effects' Model,” 95-97.

56 Herzog, “What Do We Really Know About Day-time Serial Listeners?,” 32-33.
57 Joseph T. Klapper, “What We Know About the Effects of Mass Communication: The Brink of Hope,” 

The Public Opinion Quarterly 21, no. 4 (Winter 1957-1958): 454.
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testimony before the Kefauver Senate Committee on juvenile delinquency in 1955 

was effectively a plea for increased funding for communications research so that the 

open  questions  on  the  effects  of  television  and  all  relevant  factors  could  be 

investigated thoroughly.58 They also presented the complex interplay of factors as a 

sign  of  a  robust  democracy,  because  it  suggested  social  relationships  within  the 

community  might  mitigate  attempts  at  persuasion.  As  in  the  early  days  of  radio 

research,  the  communications  researchers  still  had  vital  interest  in  deciphering 

effects  rather  than  explain  them  away.  Their  studies  were  sponsored  by  the 

advertising and publishing industry and the government, who had significant stakes 

in finding routes toward effective communication, with multiple variables or not.     

The  notion  of  an  almost  overwhelming  complexity  of  the  variables  and 

relationships offered Lazarsfeld and his colleagues the opportunity to reinterpret the 

American mass audience in ways that reconciled the mass consumer media culture 

and democracy which were commonly constructed as antithetical.  They did so by 

modifying the interpretation of media  effects and mapping the complexity of social 

relations onto a spatial model. 

Like “The Flow of Chalky Liquid” -  The Construction of Social Space as a Mass 
Communication Matrix 

The idea that this generation of researchers promoted a limited effects theory 

references their reinterpretation of the mass concept and how they promoted a new 

theoretical  model  as  their  key  innovation  for  the  purposes  of  institutional 

58 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Why Is So Little Known About the Effects of Television on Children and What 
Can Be Done?,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 19, no. 3 (Autumn 1955): 243-251.
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legitimization. It hinges primarily on two studies, which exemplified the approach of 

mainstream communications research and have since become canonical: The People's  

Choice (1944)  and  Personal  Influence (1955).  These texts  introduced a  hierarchically 

ordered  and  structured  social  space  that  the  audience  inhabited  and  shifted  the 

interpretative angle away from the content side and psychology of effects. This in 

part led to the so-called limited effects paradigm.  

The  two  studies  introduced  the  ideas  of  the  two-step  flow  and  opinion 

leadership,which encapsulated the notion that the effects of mass communication can 

be deferred, re-directed, and mitigated and provided a shorthand that stuck. Personal  

Influence summarized the notion as follows: “The suggestion basically was this this: 

that ideas, often seem to flow from radio and print to opinion leaders and from them to 

the  less  active  sections  of  the  population.”59 Communication  research  began  to 

propose a view of  society  in which the individual  –  as  recipient of  messages and 

campaigns  –  is  enveloped  in  circles  of  group  membership  of  different  size, 

orientation, and extent. This included both groups based in actual social relations 

and abstract groups constructed on the basis of statistical findings. This view gained 

traction due to the backing by the these two studies, published eleven years apart, 

and the narrative of the concept's discovery they projected.

When Personal Influence was published in 1955, Elihu Katz described it as the 

follow-up study to  The People's Choice in the theoretical introductory section to the 

study,  which  favored  the  narrative  that  communication  research  had  progressed 

59 Elihu Katz and Paul Felix Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass  
Communications (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1955), 32.
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from the realization that media campaigns barely influenced people's voting choice 

to the thorough investigation of the social relations among the people that seemed so 

much more influential. The research in Decatur, Illinois was conducted in 1945, only 

a year after the publication of  The People's Choice; but it was not published until ten 

years later. In the meantime, other studies had already taken up the hypotheses of 

the  opinion  leader  and  the  two-step  flow  that  The  People's  Choice proposed  and 

Personal Influence set out to elaborate.60

The methods they devised, their metaphors, and the narrative laid out in their 

studies  reflected  their  ambition to  develop  an objective  scientific  procedure  that 

would  render  visible  the  imperceptible  process  of  communication.  Katz  and 

Lazarsfeld compared their own approach to that of a “doctor [who] watches the flow 

of  chalky  liquid  introduced  into  the  human  body  during  a  fluoroscopic 

examination”.61 In  Personal Influence, they repeatedly described the structures and 

patterns  along  which  influences  could  be  expected  to  spread  as  networks. Their 

elaborate research was designed to map those networks in social space, shifting from 

psychological language of attitude and opinion to a matrix of relationships they could 

assess empirically. 

The  methods  in  both  studies  were  derived  from  opinion  and  marketing 

research but were specifically designed to track changes in people's attitudes and 

identify the factors that caused the changes. The difference between the two studies 

60 These studies included for example J. Mayone Stycos, “Patterns of Communication in a Rural Greek 
Village,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 16, no. 1 (Spring 1952): 59-70; David Riesman, The Lonely Crowd:  
A Study of the Changing American Character (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950).

61 Katz and Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, 85.
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was  that  the  researchers  formulated  different  expectations  of  what  these  factors 

could be. For the 1940 Erie County study, they devised a panel survey method that 

divided  their  respondents  into  four  groups  of  600  members  each.  One  group 

constituted the actual sample while the other three were control groups. The sample 

group was interviewed once each month from May through November about their 

voting inclinations and their exposure to different media. The interviewers also took 

a  detailed  inventory of  each person's  demographic  and social  characteristics  like 

economic status, religion, residence, occupation, and age. Both, election campaigns in 

the media and social  markers,  were understood as  “pressures” on an individual's 

actual voting decision.62  

The  repeated  interview  technique  had  the  goal  to  render  visible  these 

pressures that necessarily had to remain invisible because attitude is a psychological 

phenomenon. The physical triggering of change, which the behavioralist approach 

and  the  technical  metaphors  for  communication  as  transmission   suggested, 

however, could only be approximated. Hoping to “catch his opinion in a process of 

flux” when a respondent changed his voting inclination from one interview to the 

next, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues, advocating a sociometric approach, intended to 

“trace the effects of propaganda statistically” by repeated interviewing over a longer 

stretch of time.63

A  similar  technique  was  used  five  years  later  in  the Personal  Influence  

marketing study in Decatur. The researchers interviewed the same sample group of 

62 Lazarsfeld, The People's Choice: How the Voter Makes up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign, 3-7, 56.
63 Ibid., 7.
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800 women twice.  In June and in August  of  1945,  the respondents  were asked to 

identify  others  who  could  be  influential  in  the  community  because  of  their 

trustworthiness and knowledge, people with whom they regularly discussed the news 

and latest events, and those who had actually affected a recent decision or change of 

opinion. In addition, the women were also asked if they were themselves asked for 

advice.  In  combination  with  a  series  of  questions  about  the  women's  routines, 

opinions,  and  personal  characteristics,  the  four  variations  on  this  question  were 

designed to determine who had the role of an opinion leader in Decatur and what 

their general  characteristics  were.  Eventually the researchers decided to focus on 

those identified as opinion leaders in the context of a very specific change.64 This 

study was more complex, but also sought to “contribute to a picture of how people 

make up their minds”65 and replicated the approach from The People's Choice, trying to 

track  the  influence.  Focusing,  however,  by  design  on  the  “social  location”  of 

influential people in addition to  the information from the media and the static social 

characteristics,  this  studied  wanted  to  open  up  the  interpretation  of  a  spatial 

dimension.66

The search for more precise methods and the immense efforts of interviews 

on such a scale were motivated by the ambition to bring communication phenomena 

into the domain of  the tangible  and usable.  The specific  social  conditions  on the 

ground in Erie County and Decatur were not considered to have direct bearing on the 

64 Katz and Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, 
146.

65 Ibid., 162.
66 Ibid., 99.
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results.  Instead,  the  “conditions”  of   “political  behavior”  and  “channels  for  mass 

media  transmission”  described  an  abstract  terrain,  a  symbolic  space,  whose 

structures  were  meant  to  predict  the  odds  for  failure  or  success  of  political  and 

marketing campaigns anywhere in the US.67 The studies outlined basic principles of 

how influences traveled within the  “interpersonal environment” of a person which 

could guide marketing and propaganda professionals to design effective campaigns.68

In  order  to  distinguish  their  own theoretical  constructs  as  innovative,  the 

communication  researchers  mobilized  a  standard  textbook  definition  of  mass  by 

Herbert Blumer and  critiqued it as insufficient. Blumer came to stand in for a general 

mass society theory which the Columbia researches assumed was pervasive. For him 

and collective behavior sociology more generally, the mass was a group formation 

similar to the crowd but with important differences. It was comprised of a group of 

individuals  who  more  or  less  spontaneously  and  without  coordination  or 

premeditation acted in unison and “is represented by people who participate in mass 

behavior such as those who are excited by some national event, those who share in a 

land boom, those who are interested in a murder trial which is reported in the press, 

or  those  who participate in some large migration.”69 Further,  a  mass  can include 

individuals from different cultural, social, and class backgrounds; its heterogeneity is 

67 Lazarsfeld, The People's Choice: How the Voter Makes up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign, 1; Katz and 
Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, 44.

68 Katz and Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, 
133.

69 Herbert Blumer, “Collective Behavior,” in New Outlines of The Principles of Sociology, ed. Alfred 
McClung Lee (New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1946), 185. Blumers definition was reprinted, for 
example, in Bernard Berelson, Reader in Public Opinion and Communication (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 
1950) and cited as a standard definition in Eliot Freidson, “Communications Research and the 
Concept of the Mass,” American Sociological Review 18, no. 3 (June 1953): 313-317.
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one characteristic feature, as are its loose organization and the anonymity among the 

mass  members.  It  is  “constituted  by  detached  and  alienated  individuals,”  which 

distinguished them from the crowd, where the members interact and co-ordinate 

their attitudes and behavior.70

In its basic meaning, the term mass communication referred to the scale of the 

large audiences that newsprint and broadcasting media were able to reach. However, 

a tradition in sociology and political philosophy that  linked it  to mob behavior and 

totalitarian  politics  had  left  its   mark  on  American  social  thought  of  the  early 

twentieth century. Worries about degrading cultural tastes and education that had 

animated early inquiries into mass-consumed media and entertainment during the 

Progressive era were part of this sociological imagination.  Because of the negative 

connotations  of  propaganda,  the  notion  of  the  mass  sat  uncomfortable  with  the 

researchers whose goal was to dissect the mass communication process objectively 

and  whose  sponsors  were  interested  in  potential  benefits  of  the  media.  This 

generation  of  communication  researchers  turned  their  efforts  to  developing  an 

understanding  of  the  communication  process  as  a  controllable  tool  and  of  the 

audiences as not automatically susceptible to wholesale media influences.  

This concept of the mass interpreted the audience as an aggregate of viewers 

or listeners  whose roles were not defined by their regional or social differences.  It 

was basically a theory of their placelessness as their  moorings in local hierarchies 

seemed to be dissolved by the ability of (electronic) mass communication to engage 

them  in  like  behavior  at  precisely  the  same  moment.  From  the  perspective  of 
70 Blumer, “Collective Behavior,” 185-187.
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collective behavior, as outlined by Blumer, the mass was  ”composed of anonymous 

individuals” who are “separate, detached, anonymous [and] homogeneous as far as 

mass behavior is  concerned.”71 He added that media like the “newspaper,  motion 

pictures,  the  radio”  had  acted  as  factors  causing  this  detachment  from  “from 

customary moorings.”72

From 'Radio Middletown' to The Lonely Crowd  
In early 1938, the New York Times announced that the Princeton radio research 

project  was  looking  for  a  “radio  Middletown,”  that  was  preferably  in  a  “rural 

setting,”  had a  population of  about 10,000 people,  and that  represented  “varying 

social groups.”73 In its summary of the range of goals Lazarsfeld and Cantril pursued 

at the Office of Radio Research the article referenced the well-known community 

survey Middletown of Muncie, Indiana by Robert and Helen Lynd and bestowed upon 

radio research the importance that survey research and opinion polling had acquired 

in the 1930s. The “middletown” study that implied to supply generalizable facts and 

patterns about Americans and American communities, had helped establish public 

awareness for survey research as a new instrument to investigate what was typical 

about  America.74 The  New  York  Times  affirmed  that  radio  had  become  central  to 

Americans' lives and thus had to be studied with the same effort and on the same 

scale as the Lynds' investigation. Their Middletown: A Study in Modern American Culture 

71 Ibid., 185-186.
72 Ibid., 187.
73 “Radio 'Middletown' Being Sought For Princeton Research Project,” New York Times (1923-Current  

file), January 16, 1938.
74 Igo, The Averaged American, 68-102.
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opened by stating as its central subject “the life of a small American city,” adding 

quickly  that  such  a  study  cannot  expect  a  “typical  city”  but,  nonetheless,  the 

community  they  selected  had  “many  features  common  to  a  wide  group  of 

communities.”75 

Community studies offered communications research in the mode developed 

under Lazarsfeld the opportunity to amass a large amount of data on a variety of 

research questions and fulfilled their aim to study radio as a “social institution” that 

is  part  of  “larger  social  social  trends.”76 Despite  the  Lynds'  hedged  claim  to 

representativeness,  in associating the Princeton radio project with the  Middletown 

studies, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues were expected to deliver data regarding the 

national  listening public,  its  habits  and preferences  and how radio had  impacted 

individual lives. The article asserted that the “perfect community” that met all the 

criteria could serve as a “laboratory” for the radio research and thus concurred with 

an  underlying  premise  of  social-psychological  radio  research  under  Lazarsfeld's 

directorship, that aimed to move the research from the experimental and controlled 

conditions  of  laboratories  into  the  midst  of  social  life.77 One  of  the  first  studies 

conducted by the radio researchers at Princeton was Hadley Cantril's  Invasion from 

Mars on the effects and reception of the War of the Worlds  radio drama broadcast by 

Orson Welles and the Mercury Theatre on the Air. Cantril described the broadcast 

that had caused listeners to believe the plot of a Martian invasion and panic as “a 

75 Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletown: A Study in American Culture (San Diego: Harcourt 
Brace & Company, 1929), 3.

76 Paul Felix Lazarsfeld, The People Look at Radio (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina press, 
1946), 3; Lazarsfeld quoted in “Radio 'Middletown' Being Sought For Princeton Research Project.”

77 “Radio 'Middletown' Being Sought For Princeton Research Project.”
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semi-experimental  condition”  that  “had all  the  flavor  of  everyday  life”  and thus 

offered a rare chance “to study mass behavior.”78  

The choice of community mattered in so far as they had to offer controllable 

conditions for such a real-life communication experiment that  would nonetheless 

allow  the  researchers  to  arrive  at  general  theories  of  communication  and  the 

influences  on  attitudes  and  behavior.  For  the  1940  study  on  the  development  of 

voting  choices,  Erie  County,  Ohio,  was  chosen  specifically  because  “it  was  small 

enough  to  permit  close  supervision  of  the  interviewers”  and   lacked  significant 

ethnic or political sectionalism – potential sources for errors - since “[n]one of the 

ethnic groups – Negroes, Germans, and others – formed an organized voting unit.”79 

As the authors of The People's Choice emphasized, Erie did not necessarily have to be a 

“typical American county,” because they were interested not in regional or social in 

political preferences and outcome of the vote, but in the basic underlying process of 

individuals reaching their voting decision and the factors that influence  it.80 

The specific social conditions on the ground mattered very little because they 

were  to  be  translated  onto  the  symbolic  space  of  the  communication  domain. 

Nonetheless, they bothered to describe the regional, typical Midwestern, conditions 

in Erie County as characteristic “of the middle-western small-town and rural section” 

where “the people depend on simple things for pleasure” and the “family was an 

important social  unit.”81 The county seat Sandusky, as the researchers also noted, 

78 Hadley Cantril, The Invasion from Mars: a Study in the Psychology of Panic (Princeton: Princeton 
university press, 1940), vii-viii.

79 Lazarsfeld, The People's Choice: How the Voter Makes up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign, 10, 13.
80 Ibid., 10.
81 Ibid., 10, 11.
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“was known as a 'church town'” with  the church as “the core to the social life.”82 

However, as Lazarsfeld and his colleagues tried to track the communication process 

in temporal and spatial dimensions, they translated the actual social worlds of Erie 

county and Decatur into the symbolic  space of  communication theory,  creating a 

representation of that social world that was quite different and detached from it.  

Regardless of their claim about the generalizeability of their results, regional 

and  social  differences  continued  to  matter  significantly  in  radio  studies  –  and 

communications research. Some projects in radio studies in the 1940s focused on the 

impact  of  the  medium  on  the  differences  between  ethnic  groups  and  different 

regions. Radio studies was the site for research on radio's potential to reach across 

the divides between urban and rural populations, between generations, and between 

a cultural elite who appreciates classical music and those who do not.83 Moreover 

they  produced  studies  that  were  interested  in  radio's  role  in  Americanizing 

immigrants and  encouraging a sense of  patriotism over their national  identities. 

Rudolf Arnheim and Martha Collins Bayne studied foreign language broadcasts and 

their role in preserving immigrant identities but also the potential use of radio for 

Americanization.84 

The  coupling  of  mass  communication  and  traditional  hierarchies  also 

82 Ibid.
83 Edward A Suchman, “Invitation to Music: A Study of the Creation of New Music Listeners by the 

Radio,” in Radio Research 1941, ed. Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (New York: Duell, Sloan 
and Pearce, 1941), 140-188; Frederick J. Meine, “Radio and the Press Among Young People,” in Radio  
Research 1941, ed. Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1941), 
189-223; William S. Robinson, “Radio Comes to the Farmer,” in Radio Research 1941, ed. Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1941), 224-294.

84 Rudolf Arnheim and Martha Collins Bayne, “Foreign Language Broadcasts Over Local American 
Stations,” in Radio Research 1941, ed. Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (New York: Duel, 1941), 
3-64.
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influenced the research on communication in foreign countries.  Motivated by the 

interests in US political influence abroad using mass media, these studies perceived 

foreign local communication patterns and traditions as both obstacles and possible 

aids  for  propaganda  campaigns.  In  contrast  to  the  perceived  modern  media 

environment in the United States, these studies emphasized the lasting importance 

of  interpersonal  communication  relations  in  seemingly  more  traditional  foreign 

societies. Some of the most prominent studies in this area were also conducted at 

Columbia  University  under  the  influence  of  Lazarsfeld's  applied  social  research 

program.85 In the second half of the 1940s, when the focus on interpersonal relations 

as resources of resilience to the wholesale impact of mass media began to dominate 

the  research  agenda  and  theorizing  at  the  Columbia  Bureau  of  Applied  Social 

Research, Lazarsfeld and Katz pointed to the international communication studies as 

evidence of the increasing acceptance of the idea that personal and group relations 

modified the media impact.86

In  The  People's  Choice  Lazarsfeld  and  his  colleagues  had  provided  a  detailed 

breakdown of different cases of media effects; and they made that distinction that 

were not interested in how people voted but rather why they decided one way or the 

other,  that  is  in the  “predispositions  and stimuli”  and the “variety  of  pressures” 

85 Daniel Lerner's The Passing of Traditional Society was based on extensive field research that the 
Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University conducted for The Voice of America in 
different Middle Eastern countries between 1951-192. Lerner retabulated and reinterpreted the 
data from the originial surveys, arriving at a general modernization-by-media exposure 
hypothesis.  Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (New York: 
Free Press, 1958); Dalton Potter, review of  The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle  
East, by Daniel Lerner, American Sociological Review 24, no. 1 (February 1959): 117-119.

86 Katz and Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, 
124.
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factoring  into  the  final  decisions.87 Their  intellectual  discomfort  with  the  idea  of 

communication  effects  en  masse and  the  preference  of  technical  perspective  lead 

them to an analysis which made the process of communication seem measurable and 

manageable.

In  The  People's  Choice  project  the  researchers  from  Columbia  University's 

Bureau of Applied Social Research sought to investigate the development of people's 

opinion  about  presidential  candidates  and  the  formation  of  their  final  voting 

decision. Between May and November 1940, they had repeatedly interviewed a panel 

of  600  potential  voters  in  Eerie  county,  Ohio  about  their  voting  intentions  and 

reception  of  campaign  propaganda.  They  were  interested  in  the  presidential 

campaign simply  as  “a  large-scale  experiment  in political  propaganda  and public 

opinion;” that is  the relation between the  stimuli of  the campaign efforts  of  both 

parties  and  the  reactions  of  the  audience.88 Among  the  many  factors  that  were 

considered, the influence of voting campaigns was a central research question in the 

study. The basic intention was to trace “the development of a the person's vote [...] 

throughout  a  political  campaign,  from  his  preconvention  attitudes  through  his 

reactions to the barrage of propaganda which constitutes the campaign proper, to his 

actual vote on election day” considering “both predisposition and stimuli.”89 It thus 

followed in the  vein of  propaganda research,  assessing the  content  and potential 

influence of mass communication. It also combines that approach with the interest in 

87 Lazarsfeld, The People's Choice: How the Voter Makes up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign, 3, 56.
88 Ibid., 1.
89 Ibid., 1-2.
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public opinion, voting, polling, other central concerns at the time.90

Personal Influence  constructed a social space of communication that relied on 

statistical reasoning, a model of communication as transmission of influence that had 

originated with political and marketing propaganda, and a theoretical framework that 

incorporated  ideas  of  small  primary  group  behavior  and  opinion  in  deliberate 

contrast to concepts of a national mass audience composed of unrelated anonymous 

individuals.  It  arranged  small  group  and  media  communication,  i.e.  the  non-

interpersonal  part  of  the  entire  mass  communication  process,  in  a  sequence 

proposing the idea of the two-step flow. It developed the opinion leader to replace 

the  topos  of  a  single  source  of  mass  communication  that  affected  all  audience 

members  equally.  Interpersonal  and  media  communication  were  understood  as 

related but spatially and sequentially separate processes. The interpersonal network 

was not an organic network of  relationships that made complex responses to the 

received  media  possible.  It  was  an  ordered  social  space  that  distributed  media 

influences unevenly, shielded some audience members from it almost completely but 

contained individuals in positions to influence their groups using information and 

viewpoints they receive through the formal media.

Part of the research in Personal Influence was to determine the probability that 

opinion leaders and the influenced can be found in particular social cohorts, as well 

90 The People's Choice was not the only study during that time investigating how Americans reach their 
voting decision. It was part of a trend of similar publications and surveys, partly motivated by the 
efforts to develop reliable polls and achieve better vote predictions. In 1954 a team from the 
Bureau of Applied Social Research came out with Voting: A Study of Opinion Formation in a Presidential  
Campaign, which took up many issues similar to those in People's Choice. Voting was considered a 
paradigmatic public opinion situation.  
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as the likelihood of influences  flowing in one direction as opposed to another. The 

spatial metaphors used to describe the network helped construct a kind of map for 

advertisers who wanted to know whom to address primarily to have their influence 

most widely dispersed codified individuals as nodes on this network map depending 

on  their  particular  social  characteristics  and  interrelatedness  with  others.  The 

different roles an individual could assume pointed to “the location of strategic points 

in the transmission of communications.”91 Across the entire network of marketing 

communication these “strategic points” could be individuals at a “point of origin, the 

relay points, and the terminal points” of communication within the groups.92 

In order to  reach conclusions about these points where opinion leaders might 

“congregate,”  the  complexity  of  the  real-life  social  networks  had  to  condensed 

significantly.93 It was one of the guiding questions “to know whether the individuals 

who  introduce  communications  to  their  group  are  marked  by  any  special 

characteristics”  or  where  “to  look  for  the  first  signs  that  a  proposed  change  in 

opinion or attitude will be acceptable.”94 For that purpose they divided the women of 

Decatur into statistical groups which did not match with the primary social groups 

that  the theoretical  design emphasized as  the contexts  for the  flow of  influences. 

From  the  underlying  idea  of  “small,  relatively  informal  networks”  like  “families, 

friendship groups, neighbors” the researchers shifted to criteria that suggested these 

social  network  relations  indirectly  but  allowed  to  reach  conclusions  about  the 

91 Katz and Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, 98.
92 Ibid.
93 Ibid., 221.
94 Ibid., 83.
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directions of  influence between the statistical cohorts.95 This abstraction of dividing 

the women according their  “life-cycle” (unmarried girl,  mother of small  or large 

family, married and older than 45 with children older than 15), “social and economic 

status,”  and “gregariousness”  (as  an  index of  a  woman's  social  contacts)  allowed 

putting them in a raster of these categories which was interpreted in terms of social 

space.96 

The  probability  with  which these  categories  were  more  densely  populated 

with opinion leaders was then translated back into conclusions about the social and 

hierarchical dimensions of the relationships between the leader and the influenced. 

Basically, the predominance of opinion leaders in one cohort over a low number in 

another  was  understood  to  mean  that  the  type  of  women  found  in  the  former 

statistical bracket were more likely to influence those in the  other. If the probability 

to encounter opinion leaders was similarly high in the groups, the conclusion was 

that influence would stay within groups and not cross status or  life-cycle lines. The 

distinction  between  horizontal  and  vertical flow  of  communication,  i.e.  influence, 

became possible because of the translation of actual relationships into moments of 

statistical similarity between women and opinion leader density within these groups. 

The  attempt  to  render  communication  measurable  required  this  kind  of  explicit 

translation into social space.   

The social space of marketing communication constructed in  Personal Influence 

put people and mass media within one shared social environment, as if the media were 

95 Ibid., 220.
96 Ibid., 220-233.
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inserted  into  the  interpersonal  and  intergroup  network  relations  as  another 

participant. The interpretation of communication as transmission of influence made 

possible this technical treatment person-to-person and media-person relationships as 

analogous. As they explained, the Personal Influence study was based on the assumption 

that  “persons,  and  especially  opinion  leaders,  could  be  looked  upon  as  another 

medium of mass communication, similar to magazines,  newspapers and radio.  We 

could study their 'coverage,' their effect, and, in a way, their content.”97 Within this 

perspective, individuals could be a “generator or [...] an object of influence” studied 

in the setting of their respective group.98   

This  spatial  linear  model  of  communication  served  a  practical  purpose, 

especially for the underwriters of these studies whose role was principally that of 

senders and producers of content. Lazarsfeld and his colleagues were interested in 

the  widest  applicability  of  their  results.  What  has  been  labeled  a  limited  effects 

paradigm because  it  accounted  for  the  fragmentation  of  and resistance  to  direct 

media  effects,  still  made  strong  effects  thinkable  –  provided  the  communication 

traffic  was  managed right,  which  was  the  message  that  commercial  and military 

underwriters of these studies were expecting.  As Lazarsfeld said in the introduction 

to Personal Influence, “The original sponsor of the study [MacFadden Publications] will 

be pleased to learn that horizontal opinion leadership is most clear-cut in the field of 

small  consumer purchases”  and “in this  realm, influence rarely crosses  from one 

social  stratum to another.”99 As publisher of women's magazines, MacFadden may 

97 Ibid., 11.
98 Ibid., 12.
99 Ibid., 6.
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indeed have liked the idea that marketing campaigns could spread within one social 

cohort of women readers. 

For his 1950 pop-sociological bestseller  The Lonely Crowd David Riesman and 

his co-authors Nathan Glazer and Reuel Denney incorporated the interpretation of 

communication as a spatial model that Personal Influence constructed and promoted. 

He was  familiar  with  the concepts  of  the  two-step  flow and opinion leader  since 

Lazarsfeld  had  circulated  pre-publication  reports  among  colleagues  at  Columbia 

University.100 Lazarsfeld and Katz in turn, since Personal Influence was published after  

the  Lonely Crowd,  could reference Riesman's argument about the shift in modes of 

social orientation under the influences of mass media as support for their hypothesis 

of two-step social interaction.101

Radio research, and then communications research, used the problematic of 

effective propaganda and marketing as a starting point to investigate broadly the 

conditions of  a  society that was perceived to undergo significant transformations 

with  the  expansion  of  the  mass  media  industry  and  the  proliferation  electronic 

broadcasting,  radio and later television.  Despite their statements  to the contrary, 

their research and theories implicitly were generalizable statements about American 

society, social change, and a democratic political system. The spatial interpretation of 

communication the new field developed thus resonated well with The Lonely Crowd's 

study of  “analysis of the American and of contemporary man.”102

100Katz and Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, 11; 
Riesman, The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing American Character, 78.

101Riesman, The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing American Character, 132-133.
102Ibid., 19.
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Conclusion
The Columbia Bureau was not the singular voice in communication research 

between the late  1930s  and 1950s.  Nor was  the Columbia's  view as  monolithic  as 

critics  have  sometimes  maintained.  However,  the  Columbia  approach  to  mass 

communication was influential and it had clear preferences for some techniques and 

theories  over others,  despite  the  multidisciplinary origins  of  the  communications 

research endeavor. In their effort to define a coherent outlook on communication, 

the researchers touted two key characteristics defining the field's state of the art. 

First. they emphasized their revision of the mass concept and, second, a methodology 

that  went  beyond  opinion  poll  surveys  to  approximate  an  idea  of  mass 

communication as a mechanical process. 

Both  studies,  Personal  Influence  and  The  People's  Choice converged  in  the 

conclusion that  there was no easy one-to-one translation of  media messages  into 

opinions or actions the audiences held. Nor were the effects uniform. Mechanisms of 

resistance, delay, or distortion were in place. In particular, both studies propose – 

and Personal Influence  explored this ideas in detail – that informal, personal face-to-

face contacts might play a more decisive role in the formation of (voting) opinions 

than mass media campaigning. However, at the same time they proposed that these 

mechanisms  can  be  studied  and  utilized  for  more  effective  propaganda.   Their 

response to a  one-dimensional theory of mass communication put forward in  The 

People's Choice and  Personal  Influence remained  ambivalent.  The  People's  Choice 

concludes  with  a  suggestion  of  “finding  the  best  ratio  between  money  spent  on 
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formal media and money spent on organizing the face-to-face influences, the local 

molecular pressures.”103

Mass communication was welcomed as a means to bridge social divides and 

create a sense of a larger coherent American community. At the same time, social 

structures and hierarchies were invoked as factors which mitigated and re-routed 

media influences. In translating the geographical space and differences in cultural 

identity  into  the  social  space  of  communication  theory,  cultural  factors  were 

effectively  flattened  and  replaced  with  the  differences  between  the  roles  in  the 

communication process.

 

103Lazarsfeld, The People's Choice: How the Voter Makes up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign, 158.
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Chapter 2: Before the Global Village: Science-Fiction and The Cold War 
Communication Domain 

Marshall McLuhan's proclamation that electronic media united people from 

different nations with disparate cultural backgrounds, from different political and 

social contexts in a tribal community is part of the familiar story of postwar thinking 

about  mass  communication.  The  “most  controversial  and  certainly  most  talked-

about,” as one contemporary remarked, writer on media declared that “electrically 

contracted,  the  globe  is  no more than a  village”  and this  ”sudden implosion has 

heightened human awareness of responsibility to an intense degree.”1

The  iconic  status  of  McLuhan's  persona  and  of  his  metaphor-laden, 

speculative  media  theory  have  helped  frame the  1960s  as  a  turning  point  in  the 

history of American media as well as thinking about mass communication. Michael 

Curtin uses McLuhan's thinking as a springboard for his analysis of political discourse 

about global television in the United States after the launch of the first American 

television satellite Telstar in 1962. From this perspective, the 1960s are the moment of 

origin  for  a  continuing  conflict  between  the  promising  utopian  rhetoric  of 

international  communication  and  hard-headed  policy  decisions  dictated  by  U.S. 

corporate  and  political  strategies.2 Daniel  Czitrom,  in  his  history  of  American 

1 Richard Kostelanetz, “Understanding McLuhan (In Part),” New York Times (1857-Current file), January 
29, 1967; Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, ed. Terrence W. Gordon, 
Critical Edition. (Corte Madra, CA: Ginko Press, 2003), 6.

2 Michael Curtin, “Dynasty in Drag: Imagining Global TV,” in The Revolution Wasn't Televised. Sixties  
Television and Social Conflict, ed. Michael Curtin and Lynn Spigel (New York: Routledge, 1997), 245.
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thinking about media, has pointed out the limited applicability of McLuhan's theories 

for  critical  social  and historical  analysis  and described  him as  a  “pop idol”  who 

thrived  with  the  popularity  of  television,  appealed  to  contemporary  media 

sensibilities, so much so that he became a “distinctive phenomenon of the 1960s.”3 

Nonetheless,  the  phrase  global  village seems  to  have  stuck  and  slipped  into  the 

familiar  lexicon to describe  a  transnational  capitalism and a multinational  media 

economy.

Yet, before McLuhan's metaphors gained popularity and before the 1960s, a 

discourse  about  global  connectivity  already  enveloped  theorizations  of  mass 

communication in  the  United  States.  With  the  reorientation of  the  United  States 

within the field of international politics at the onset of the Cold War, communication 

media and communication research became political instruments with a heightened 

importance; and they inspired the popular imagination of a global communication 

domain in the era of imminent bloc conflicts and the possibility of nuclear warfare. 

Science-fiction films of the 1950s were one site for Americans to encounter 

theorizations  about  mass  communication  as  an  influence  that  ordered  the  social 

world at the same time it questioned the stability of that order. They rendered the 

postwar United States and the Cold War conflict in ways that resonated with the 

concepts developed in communication research; and they explicitly referenced the 

propaganda  apparatus  the  government  rebuilt  and  restructured  after  the  war  in 

order to counter the ideological influences of the Soviet bloc over its satellites and 

3 Daniel J. Czitrom, Media and the American Mind: From Morse to McLuhan (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1982), 181-182.
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independent nations. 

This  chapter  explores  the  construction  of  this  social  and  political  global 

terrain  by communication research and in popular science  fiction films from the 

early  Cold  War  era.  Films  like  The  Invasion  of  the  Body  Snatchers,  Red  Planet  Mars, 

Invaders from Mars, The Day the Earth Stood Still each offered their own commentary on 

the Cold War geopolitical situation. By interpreting this situation through the lens of 

communication,  however,  they participated in the discourse of  a Cold War global 

communication domain and helped circulate these ideas.

In The Day the Earth Stood Still (dir. Robert Wise, 1951) , the alien visitor Klaatu 

lands his spaceship on the Mall in Washington, DC to issue a warning to the nations of 

the earth to cease the Cold War nuclear arms race or otherwise face destruction by an 

army  of  robots  programmed  to  ensure  intergalactic  peace  by  all  means. 

Communication plays a central part in the narrative of Klaatu's quest to deliver his 

message of  peaceful  international  cooperation because he confronts the Cold War 

antagonism between the nations, mistrust,  media hysteria about the threat of the 

spaceman, and the pursuit by a suspicious U.S. military, which prevent the successful 

completion of his mission. The plot is driven by the goal to get this message received 

and understood.  The Day the Earth Stood Still  reaches its dramatic conclusion when 

Klaatu can deliver his message, the film can make its point; but this development 

depends on the cooperation of individuals who are willing to believe him and who do 

not succumb to the suspicion and hysteria nourished, as the film does not tire to 

underline, by the mass media. 
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Red  Planet  Mars  (dir.  Harry  Horner,  1952)  offers  a  plot  that  revolves 

completely around the interlinkage between the uses of communication technology 

and Cold War politics. The movie basically stages a propaganda scenario that involves 

the United States and the Soviet Union. The messages at the center of this narrative 

are received from Mars by the U.S. scientist, Chris Cronyn, and intercepted by a Nazi 

researcher, Franz Calder, who relays them to agents of the Soviet government. The 

anticipation  that  the  superior  technology  and  sources  of  energy  the  Martian 

messages  tell  about  will  soon be  available  on Earth  causes  a  collapse of  the  U.S. 

industry.  The  final  message  from  Mars,  however,  is  a  religious  note  from  their 

“godlike” leader that triggers a worldwide religious revival and an insurgency in the 

Soviet Union that topples the Communist regime and installs the patriarch of the 

Russian Orthodox Church as the new head of state. A plot twist near the conclusion of 

the  movie  raises  the  possibility  that  the  Nazi  researcher  has  been  sending  the 

messages to take revenge both against the U.S. and the Soviet Union. Red Planet Mars 

thus offers a scenario about the potential uses and abuses of propaganda in which the 

United States plays a privileged role, as the religious message which ends the conflict 

and ends Soviet Communism is relayed by U.S. propaganda radio worldwide. 

The films thus functioned as sites of encounter with knowledge about mass 

communication as  a  tool  of  Cold War politics  and a  crucial  factor in the  cultural 

environment in the postwar United States. They articulated theorizations of media's 

functions and effects to influence attitudes and opinions and organize social behavior 

and movements. Within a broader discourse about the politics of propaganda, the 
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films helped negotiate between two narratives of postwar U.S. foreign policy: a new 

internationalism, marked by active involvement in the UN and UNESCO, and the bi-

polar ideological and geopolitical confrontation between the United States and the 

Soviet Union, spelled out in George F. Kennan's long telegram and the Truman doctrine.4

This  dual  framework  for  Cold  War  politics  had  its  counterpart  in  two 

interpretations  of  global  communication:  an  international  ecumene  in  which 

cooperation and dialogue among the nations were the key to solving conflicts and 

preventing wars, on the one hand, and a scenario in which the U.S. targeted a global 

audience and actively sought to influence international public opinion, on the other 

hand. While the films analyzed in this chapter each took a different stance politically, 

they  agreed  with  the  U.S.  State  Department  and  the  the  field  of  international 

communications research that communication provided a key to define the role of 

the United States in a postwar international terrain. In both Red Planet Mars and The 

Day the Earth Stood Still,  the United States becomes the agent or the site from where 

the message that will end the dangerous Cold War confrontation is delivered to the 

world.  If international politics, as these narratives suggested, were carried out in a 

global  communication  domain,  the  judicious  use  and  mastery  of  communication 

technologies  promised  political  control  and security.  In order to  define what  the 

preferred  uses  of  mass  communication  were,  these  films  –  as  well  as  State 

Department  rhetoric  and  international  communications  research  –  applied  the 

templates of conversation, primary group relations, and structured social space to 

4 On the relevance of these two texts in defining anti-Soviet foreign policy orientation see John 
Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, 1941-1947 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2000), 302-303, 317-318.
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the interpretation of global politics.

This discussion can hardly leave out films like The Invasion of the Body Snatchers 

(dir. Don Siegel, 1955) or Invaders from Mars (dir. William Cameron Menzies, 1953) and 

the subset among the postwar science fiction films based on the alien invasion motif 

and the idea of mass susceptibility to alien intruders who seize control of people's 

brains and bodies. This type of films is often referenced as exemplary of the Cold War 

cinematic  science fiction formula,  in which extraterrestrials  or mutated monsters 

stand in for the Cold War threats of nuclear devastation or Communist infiltration.5 

As historians and commentators have pointed out, these films dramatized the ideas 

of conformity and mind control and thus could function as allegorical interpretations 

of  the  Cold  War  communist  threats  of  political  uniformity  and  ideological 

manipulation.  No attention has been paid,  however,  to  how the films function as 

theoretical  scenarios  with  a  resemblance  to  actual  experiments  and  community 

surveys  in  communications  research. Invaders  from  Mars  and  Invasion  of  the  Body 

Snatchers were very much a narrative about propaganda and almost literally dealt 

with  the  subject  in  terms  that  were  familiar  to  any  propaganda  agent  and  to 

communication theorists of the decade.  The basic plot of these two films is almost 

identical.

5 Classic discussions of Cold War science fiction cinema appear in Peter Biskind, “Pods, Blobs, and 
Ideology in American Films of the Fifties.” In Shadows of the Magic Lamp: Fantasy and Science Fiction in  
Film, ed. George Slusser and Eric S. Rabkin (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1985), 
58-72; M. Keith Booker, Monsters, Mushroom Clouds, and the Cold War: American Science Fiction and the  
Roots of Postmodernism, 1946-1964. (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 2001); Cyndy Hendershot, “The 
atomic scientist, science fiction films, and paranoia: The Day the Earth Stood Still, This Island 
Earth, and Killers from Space,” Journal of American Culture 20, no. 1 (Spring 1997): 31-41; Paul Haspel, 
“Future Shock on the National Mall,” Journal of Popular Film & Television 34, no. 2 (Summer 2006): 62-
71.
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The Invasion of the Body Snatchers was set in the fictional small California town 

Santa Mira and  Invaders from Mars in an unnamed small town community. A single 

individual, Dr. Miles Bennell in Invasion of the Body Snatchers and a young boy David in 

Invaders  from  Mars,  discovers  that  extraterrestrials  are  seizing  control  over 

everyone's mind and body and tries to alert others to prevent the alien influence 

from spreading further and get help in combating it. Part of the terror derives from 

the  uncertainty  over  whether  a  potential  aide  has  already  been  turned  into  a 

mindless follower to alien command or group think. In  Invaders from Mars, a small 

scar on the neck from the radio receiver implanted in the brain is the only telling 

sign, whereas Invasion of the Body Snatchers provides no such clear clue to Dr. Bennell, 

or  the audience.  Invaders  from Mars concludes,  in a  somewhat convoluted manner 

with  the  Martians'  defeat  by  the  military  and  David  waking  up  from  a  dream, 

suggesting that the invasion never happened. 

The narrative frame  Invasion of the Body Snatchers  opened with also ends the 

movie: Miles Bennell has reached doctors and government officials; the truckloads 

with  the  pods  being  ferried  from  Santa  Mira  to  other  cities  across  the  U.S.  are 

discovered  and halted.  Communication figures  in  these  films symbolically,  as  the 

external mind-numbing influence, on the one hand, and in the protagonists' efforts 

to  convince others  and find help,  on the  other  hand.   Both movies  focus  on the 

individual  and  collective  responses  to  the  external  influences,  that  is  the  mind-

controlling aliens. They are as much about the resistance to conformity as about the 

possibility to escape attitude and behavior manipulation. In that, they resonate with 
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community  studies  in  mass  communication  and  propaganda  research,  staging 

fictional versions of these experiments.  

Because of their central interest in the political function of  communication 

and the resemblance of their plot structure with actual studies, these films indicate a 

particular affinity between the science-fiction genre, communication research, and 

speculation about the power of media and the workings of propaganda.  Red Planet  

Mars,  at one point explicitly alluded to  Orson Welles' 1938 adaptation of  War of the  

Worlds,  which has since become a touchstone of  sorts  for the discourse about the 

influence of radio and radio propaganda. In one brief scene in Red Planet Mars, when 

the anger of Americans has turned against the radio astronomer Cronyn for ever 

having established the troublesome contact in the first place, the scientists' children 

cannot leave the house and go around the neighborhood trick-or-treating. Welles' 

War of the Worlds was broadcast the night before Halloween and this film commented 

on its own affinity, in terms of genre, central topic, but also its mode of storytelling, 

with this classic prank in broadcasting history. 

The CBS version of War of the Worlds by Orson Welles and his Mercury Theatre 

on the  Air  is  a  relevant reference text  for  this  analysis,  because the  films allude 

directly and indirectly to  the broadcast.  Importantly,  they also deploy a mode of 

address reminiscent of it which relied on the self-conscious use of  non-cinematic 

media. The prewar radio version of War of the Worlds had mimicked a regular musical 

program interrupted by emergency news bulletins and live reports from New Jersey. 

Listeners witnessed the Martian attack through a performance that called attention 
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to the genre conventions of radio news and the authority radio had gained as much 

as it played on the drama of alien invasion when the outbreak of war in Europe was a 

distinct possibility.  Red Planet Mars and The Day the Earth Stood Still  told their stories 

through other communication media, employing them as narrative devices, creating 

a direct mode of address that involved the audience in the communication drama on 

screen  and  calls  more  attention  the  role  of  communication  media  as  devices  of 

interpreting  reality.  The  Day  the  Earth  Stood  Still,  in  fact,  had  even  cast  the  radio 

announcers Drew Pearson, H.V. Kaltenborn, and Elmer Davis, whose voices certainly 

were  familiar  to  audiences  in  the  early  1950s,  in  the  role  of  news  announcers. 

Blurring the distinction between realism and mediated  fantasy in this manner, these 

films functioned as a kind of didactic drama that, similar to Orson Welles' War of the  

Worlds  radio  drama,  which  commented  on  the  authority  of  media  and  the 

susceptibility of the audiences.

In a similar manner, both films incorporated on non-cinematic media  into the 

story they tell using a very similar visual language that marks the alien encounter as 

always already indirect and mediated, which allows them to comment on the postwar 

United States as a thoroughly media-saturated society and address the audience in 

ways that draw them into the narrative. Two scenes, one in each film, stand out in 

this regard. In The Day the Earth Stood Still, toward the end of a news broadcast about 

the spaceship on the Mall, the announcer in the studio looks at a small television 

screen, which is then seen in close-up showing the flying saucer that has just landed 

and fills the movie screen. The close-up then dissolves to reveal the events on the 
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National Mall. Very similarly, the camera in  Red Planet Mars, after the Cronyns and 

the translator General Kerry have established meaningful contact by transmitting the 

sequence of π, focuses on the oscillograph screen on which the messages appear as a 

flicker of gray bars, and then dissolves to a close up of a newspaper front page that 

announces the breakthrough. The newspaper front page zooming closer toward the 

screen  is  the  start  for  a  montage  sequence  of  more   front  pages  in  different 

languages, bundles of newspapers, newspaper delivery trucks and newspaper boys, 

and  the  oscillograph  screen,  suggesting  how  the  news  of  the  Martian  messages 

spreads  around  the  world.  An  almost  identical  sequence  is  repeated  when  new 

messages  arrive,  cut  against   scenes  of  the  effects  of  the  messages:  crowds  of 

unemployed men milling in the streets,  coal  trains standing on the tracks.  These 

transitions by way of a screen on the movie screen addresses the audience as a media 

audience and acknowledges the media's role in shaping the perception of real events. 

Such a narrative device that simulates other media and recombines them creatively 

self-consciously calls attention to media communication as an important factor in the 

story  and in postwar  American society.  At  the  same time,  this  strategy seems to 

diminish the importance of the artifice on the cinema screen itself by superimposing 

television screens and newspaper front pages  as  the interface through which the 

audiences see the story.

This narrative strategy is reminiscent of the 1938 War of the Worlds broadcast 

which  successfully  blended  the  means  of  storytelling  with  the  means  of  mass 

communication and drew the format of presentation – network radio itself – into the 
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narrative so that the story was  in  and about media simultaneously. This was part of 

the story's sense of realism and its construction as a Halloween hoax. Yet,  it also 

called attention to the medium itself – playfully and seriously. As Jeffrey Sconce has 

argued,  War  of  the  Worlds came  fairly  close  to  calling  into  question  the  habitual 

authority that network radio had so quickly acquired.6

The Mercury Theatre on the Air broadcast dramatized questions about the 

influence of radio and the gullibility of the people.  Hadley Cantril's The Invasion from  

Mars, one of the early studies by the Office of Radio Research at Princeton, addressed 

many of the same questions and used the War of the World incident as a test case.7 In 

the broadcast concerns about war,  radio propaganda,  mass communication power 

intersected  to  create  what  Cantril  has  treated  like  a  real-life  social-psychological 

experiment that the event had handed him and which “had all the flavor of everyday 

life and, at the same time, provided a semi-experimental condition for research.”8 

News coverage about the study by Cantril and his colleagues also relayed a sense that 

the “panic” could be investigated to yield useful insights about mass psychology and 

media in a democracy.9 Audiences of the films in the 1950s would have been familiar, 

6 Jeffrey Sconce, Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraphy to Television, Console-ing passions 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000), 116-117.

7 Hadley Cantril, The Invasion from Mars: a Study in the Psychology of Panic (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1940). Jeffrey Sconce, Bruce Lenthall, and Susan Douglas each indicate that the 
true extent of the panic is hard to verify but that the myth of the panic has given this event its 
status in media history. Sconce, Haunted Media, 110-112; Bruce Lenthall, Radio's America: The Great  
Depression and the Rise of Modern Mass Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 2-4; Susan 
J. Douglas, Listening In: Radio and the American Imagination, from Amos 'n' Andy and Edward R. Murrow to  
Wolfman Jack and Howard Stern, 1st ed (New York: Times Books, 1999), 165; Even Hadley Cantril 
admitted that he had difficulty finding a large enough number of interviewees when following up 
on names mentioned in newspaper reports on the panic, The Invasion from Mars, xi.

8 Cantril, The Invasion from Mars, viii.
9 “Radio: Anatomy of a Panic,” Time, April 15, 1940; Ralph Thompson, “Books of the Times,” New York  

Times (1923-Current file), April 15, 1940.
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at least, distantly, with the original broadcast and the study. Combining a fantastic 

scenario with commentary on actual politics, the science fiction films, staged their 

own  fictional  social  experiments  on  the  question  of  mass  communication  and 

people's  reaction.  Cinema  audiences  were  invited  to  observe  the  characters' 

responses  to  external  influences  in  a  circumscribed  geographical  setting  that 

nonetheless allowed general conclusions about U.S. national identity within a Cold 

War international setting. Thus the films analyzed in this chapter mirror the design 

of  the  community  studies  that  investigated  the  potential  and  dispersion  of 

propaganda.  

The answer to the questions raised in the 1940s had a continued relevance in 

the  transitional  period  from  the  war,  in  which  the  Soviet  Union  had  been  a 

temporary  ally  of  the  United  States,  into  the  Cold  War  marked  by  the  conflict 

between the two nations,  because of  the role  mass  communication played in the 

political  understanding  of  the  Cold  War  and  the  re-organization  of  the  war-

propaganda apparatus for ideological battle. Politicians, communication researchers 

and theorists produced two related interpretations of the role of communication as a 

political instrument: On the one hand, propaganda in the service of U.S. containment 

politics determined the direction of communication research. On the other hand, the 

idea of global peace depended on the notion of a world community of nations that 

understood each other and were able to fend off deceitful information. The UNESCO, 

for instance, hoped to enlist the help of communication researchers and experts to 

foster global understanding. The US government, in contrast, was interested in what 
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Walter L. Hixson has called “cultural infiltration,” a one-way approach to the shaping 

of international public opinion.10 Importantly, these two interpretations of Cold War 

mass communication intersected so that U.S. propaganda efforts were rhetorically 

packaged as part of this larger goal of engineering world peace. In an address to the 

National  Association  of  Broadcasters  in  1955,  President  Eisenhower told  the 

representatives  of  the  television  and  radio  industry  to  shoulder  part  of  the 

responsibility to “take America in picture and in word and in printed form [...] to 

other countries” and contribute to “free, international communications” as a means 

“to achieve man's age-old aspiration, peace among men.”11

This chapter traces the development of a discourse of the Cold War global 

communication domain in the 1940s and 1950s out of the ferment of communications 

research and its  combined interest  in commercial  media,  marketing,  propaganda, 

and a tenuous concept of democracy. It examines how popular science fiction films 

have interpreted the role of communication in the Cold War; and  it argues that a 

global communication domain was already imagined in political and popular culture 

before the 1960s  and before the rise  of  television as  America's  most popular and 

dominant  household  medium. The  films,  in  fact,  helped  negotiate  the  tension 

between  'propaganda'  and  'free  world  communication,'  preparing  the  discursive 

ground  for  the  1960s.  It  also  shows  that  the  imagination  of  a  global  social  and 

political  communication  space  was  then  independent  of  a  particular  media 

10 Walter L. Hixson, Parting the Curtain: Propaganda, Culture, and the Cold War, 1945-1961 (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 1997), xii; Kenneth Alan Osgood, Total Cold War: Eisenhower's Secret Propaganda Battle at  
Home and Abroad,(Lawrence: University of Kansas, 2006), 76-103.

11 “Text of Eisenhower's Address to Radio and TV Men,” New York Times (1923-Current file), May 25, 
1955.
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technology. It was influenced by the experience with radio, Americans' most popular 

medium  into  the  1940s,  but  also  by  theories  that  viewed  communication  as  a 

universal process of social organization and transmission of ideas regardless of the 

specific medium.   

The films this chapter analyzes are selected from one of the various subgenres 

of postwar science fiction films some of which  share more elements with monster or 

horror films than with science fiction. The chapter focuses on a few films that have as 

their central motif alien invasion or contact. The films are not strictly interpreted as 

allegories of a postwar containment ideology and a fear of conformity that floated 

through the political discourse. Instead it works from the premise that they took up 

different impulses that shaped the discourse about a global communication domain. 

Michael  Curtin  has  identified  the  early  1960s  as  the  period  when,  in  the 

context of the technical possibilities of global satellite television palpable after the 

1962  Telstar  launch  and  the  popularity  of  Marshal  McLuhan's  technological 

utopianism epitomized in the buzzword of the global village, "policymakers were not 

simply imagining a more cohesive national community; for the first time they were 

imagining an  international  community of the so called Free World."12 As he ties the 

Cold War political discourse of this decade closely to the technological conditions of 

satellite television and the visions and apprehension it prompted, he obscures from 

view important precursors to this moment of condensation in global communication 

village  discourse.  If  we  extend  the  analytical  perspective  backwards  in  time  and 

loosen  the  connection  with  television,  it  becomes  possible  to  uncover  a  broader 
12 Curtin, “Dynasty in Drag: Imagining Global TV,” 247.
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discursive terrain in which visions of a worldwide communication domain emerged 

and took shape in response to the political conditions of the Cold War.

Peter  Biskind  has  divided  science-fiction  films  from  the  1950s  into  three 

categories, centrist and left/right radical 'extremist' movies, along the spectrum of 

political ideology, depending on where the sympathies lie with different character 

types:  aliens,  scientists,  government/military.13 This  reading  is  quite  literal  and 

misses some of the differences between the movies. While it seems logical to read 

these films in political terms, as expressions of a certain cluster of political points of 

view, the underlying concept of ideology too literally equates it with a political camp. 

Biskind's  approach  limits  the  analysis  of  a  film  to  an  inventory  of  types, 

deemphasizing the role of film participating in a system of cultural referencing and 

re-interpretation  which  often  frustrates  the  attempts  to  line  up  the  political 

viewpoints  in  a  film  along  a  raster.  My  reading  encourages  a  conceptual 

interpretation  that  looks  at  these  films  as  sites  for  theorizations  of  behavior 

(collective  and  individual)  and  (mass)  communication.  The  films  highlighted  a 

connection between Cold War politics and (mass) communication and made available 

– through popular culture – parameters for understanding the United States of the 

Cold War era through a communication theory lens. Much of this interpretation of 

the Cold War was  based on a broader discourse about mass communication creating 

closer contact between nations.

In bringing together a reading of these films with an analysis of the postwar 

discourse about global communication, which itself was closely linked to shortwave 
13 Biskind, “Pods, Blobs, and Ideology in American Films of the Fifties,” 58-71. 
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radio and U.S. Cold War propaganda ambitions, this chapter not only demonstrates 

how concerns about a global communication space were central to defining the role 

of the United States in the field of postwar international politics, but also how the 

interaction  between  academic-political  and  pop-cultural  theorizations  of  the 

communication process played an important performed important cultural work in 

rendering propaganda and communication campaigns legitimate by aligning them 

with a familiar theoretical maneuver which sought to discover the stable anchoring 

point for democratic communication in concepts of interpersonal conversation and 

structured social spaces. 

Transoceanic TV, Radio-Airlifts, and the Postwar Discourse about Worldwide 
Communication

The science-fiction films incorporated elements from the general discourse 

about the real-life uses of mass communication as a Cold War political instrument 

and dramatized the potential of communication technology to bridge geographical 

distances by extending this fantasy to outer space. The Day the Earth Stood Still opens 

with  a  series  of  scenes  which  establish  the  encounter  with  the  alien  visitor 

unmistakably as a matter of global importance. Close-ups of radar stations, hurried 

phone calls, and news broadcasts detect and announce the landing of a flying saucer 

on the National Mall in Washington, DC. A long sequence strings together scenes of 

different countries as they receive the news of the flying saucer, interspersed with a 

soundtrack  of  radio  broadcasts  announcing  the  arrival  of  the  alien  visitor.  The 

opening sequences of The Day the Earth Stood Still are instrumental in combining the 
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two themes of communication technology and global politics.

After  the  spacecraft  with  Klaatu  and  his  tall  intergalactic  peace-enforcing 

robot Gort aboard lands in Washington, DC, it is immediately surrounded by armed 

soldiers and tanks as well as a crowd of curious, but frightened, onlookers. Klaatu is 

shot and wounded when he pulls a futuristic device from underneath his suit and is 

taken into military detention at Walter Reed Hospital, from where he later escapes. 

At Walter Reed, Klaatu informs his interrogator that he learned about the political 

situation on earth as well as the English language by listening to radio broadcasts 

from earth. He also tells him that he has a message to deliver to representatives from 

all  nations  simultaneously,  without  preference  for  any  single  national  leader.  In 

those scenes the film sets its tone, identifying Klaatu's mission as a matter of global 

communication. 

Similarly,  Red  Planet  Mars dramatizes  the  potential  of  radio  technology  to 

deliver messages between distant nations, by using the alien contact motif. On  the 

one hand, news media – primarily the Voice of America – are shown as the means of 

establishing world wide interconnectedness. The hypothetical technology of a radio 

signal reinforced by a “hydrogen valve” that is connected to the transmitter becomes 

the pretext for establishing a triangular relationship between Chris Cronyn, affiliated 

with the U.S. government, the unknown and distant inhabitants of Mars, and Franz 

Calder, in his makeshift radio laboratory in the Andes, paid by the Soviet regime. A 

dramatic cut from the image of the tall antenna transmitting the Cronyns' messages 

to Calder's laboratory sets up the two parallel plots. Every time Red Planet Mars cuts 
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back and forth between the different locales it tracks the transmission of a message 

from sender to receiver -  either listeners  of  the Voice of  America or Calder who 

relays the messages to the Kremlin. The film very explicitly constructs the two-bloc 

confrontation between the Soviet Union and the United States and frames it in terms 

of a competition for the control over communications technology and messages. 

In fact, a single message – from a superior and extraterrestrial source - that 

promises to end the Cold War conflict becomes a dramatic focus in both films. In Red 

Planet  Mars,  the U.S.  President and his  advisers  decide to put an embargo on the 

messages  which  caused  the  collapse  of  the  U.S.  economy  and  close  down  the 

translation office. Only after a long debate, the last message is decoded and released 

to  be  broadcast  worldwide.  This  last  message,  which  seems  to  come  not  from 

Martians but directly from God and  which the scientist's wife Linda Cronyn identifies 

as a reference to the Sermon on the Mount, surprises the scientists, the military, and 

the President but is deemed too important to hold back. The release of this message 

via  radio  broadcasts  in  different  languages  triggers  a  spiritual  awakening  and  a 

revolution in the Soviet Union. 

Whereas Red Planet Mars envisions the triumph of U.S. propaganda, specifically 

the Voice of America broadcasts, and of U.S. technological superiority – Calder, after 

all could only eavesdrop but not contact Mars himself,  The Day The Earth Stood Still 

came close to endorsing a world government as a means to prevent nuclear warfare, 

as Klaatu insists on a meeting of representatives from all nations. The idea of a world 

government was actively promoted during the late 1940s by scientists who warned of 
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the uncontrollable destructive capacities of nuclear weapons, but by the early 1950s 

had  increasingly  come  under  criticism.14 The  world-government  movement  “was 

something  of  a  hybrid,  briefly  bringing  together  people  of  vastly  different 

orientations  to  whom  the  atomic  crisis  gave,  at  least  superficially,  a  common 

outlook”.15 The Day the Earth Stood Still  commented directly in such Cold War debates 

and nuclear warfare is one of its dominant themes. Its understanding of politics and 

the solution it offers,  however, is  shaped by the imbrication of political discourse 

with the postwar discourse about mass communication. 

Besides being populated with signifiers of a Cold War scenario, both films rely 

on a vision of communication technology that spreads messages around the globe in 

a short time span and lets audiences in different nations and with different languages 

participate in the same singular event in order to construct that scenario.  At the 

same time,  they  draw  attention  to  how  news  media  shape  public  reception.  The 

media excitement and public service announcements about the “spaceman” stand 

decidedly in contrast to the ordinariness of Klaatu, who moves into a boarding house 

disguised as a regular American, just as  Red Planet Mars  repeats scenes of American 

radio listeners in different scenarios and of crowds purchasing the latest newspapers. 

Mass communication media – in both The Day the Earth Stood Still and Red Planet Mars - 

not  only  signal  worldwide  interconnectedness  but  also characterize  the  U.S.  as  a 

completely media-saturated society.

By  directly  highlighting  the  technological  dimension  of  a  global 

14 Paul S. Boyer, By the Bomb's Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 29-98.

15 Ibid., 44.
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communication space, these two science fiction films differ from Invasion of the Body 

Snatchers  and Invaders from Mars, which concentrate on locally circumscribed events 

that stand in for a national crisis. The two films that use the invasion theme hinge on 

the antagonism between the townspeople, or the heroic protagonist who escapes the 

scheme for universal mind control, and the alien influence. The Martians of Invaders  

from Mars and the pod-borne lifeforms in Invasion of the Body Snatchers expand their 

influence as they take over one person after another, and then receive assistance 

from those already converted. In Invasion of the Body Snatchers, for example, Becky and 

Doctor  Bennell  witness  how  the  town,  already  under  the  control  of  the  alien 

lifeforms, orchestrate the distribution of pods across town and, by truckload, to other 

cities.  This  plot  structure resembles  the experimental  setup for Project  Revere,  a 

propaganda study that  investigated the effectiveness  of  message distribution in a 

community by air-borne leaflets which was carried out between 1951 and 1953 at the 

Washington Public Opinion Laboratory of the University of Washington under Stuart 

C. Dodd and funded by the Air Force.16  However, in contrast to  Red Planet Mars and 

The  Day  the  Earth  Stood  Still,  these  two  invasion  plots  made  no  explicit  political 

references to either communist ideology or Cold War politics; and they were thus 

open to different interpretations. What they shared with the two other films were the 

local, circumscribed setting that stood in for the American nation at large, exposed to 

an external threat.

16 Shearon Lowery and Melvin L. De Fleur, Milestones in Mass Communication Research: Media Effects, 3rd 
ed (White Plains, N.Y: Longman Publishers USA, 1995), 204-232; Stuart C. Dodd, “Testing Message 
Diffusion From Person to Person,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 16, no. 2 (Summer 1952): 247-262; Ron 
Robin,The Making of The Cold War Enemy: Culture and Politics in the Military-Intellectual Complex 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 100-101. 
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The  emphasis  on  the  technological  potential  of  available  communication 

technologies  to  enable  rapid and unencumbered transfer of  messages  around the 

globe,  foster  transnational  sympathy,  and  encourage  a  global  sensibility  and  the 

pursuit  of  world  peace  resonated  with  fantasies  about  the  impact  of  media 

technologies  like  radio  and  television  on  the  experience  of  temporal  and 

geographical distance, and the implications of a word perceived to be  shrinking  for 

political  (propaganda) applications of  mass communication.  Throughout the films, 

such scenes that link communication media with the global field of Cold War politics 

stress the idea that media technologies and institutions shrunk the world into an 

intimate sphere. 

Thus,  the  films  resonated  with  the  expectations  that  electronic  mass 

communication  media   transgressed  international  barriers  and  created  a  virtual 

intimacy, which where voiced in the broadcasting industry in the 1950s as television 

incrementally replaced radio as Americans' most popular household medium. NBC 

president Weaver, for example, thought that television could turn the “entire world 

into a small  town, instantly available,  with the leading actors on the world stage 

known  on  sight  or  by  voice  to  all  within  it.”17 David  Sarnoff,  anticipated  the 

possibilities of “transoceanic TV” to integrate distant nations into a shared mediated 

world experience.  He envisioned,  for example,  that  television will  make available 

“the  violent  reality  of  distant  battlefields  [...]  on  the  home  front”  as  well  as 

“international meetings, sports events and human everyday living [as] almost a first 
17 Sylvester L. Weaver, “The Task Ahead: Making TV the 'Shining Center of the Home' and Helping 

Create a New Society for Adults,” Variety, 6 January 1954, 91, quoted in Lynn Spigel, Welcome to the  
Dreamhouse: Popular Media and Postwar Suburbs (London: Duke University Press, 2001), 36.
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hand experience.“ Presenting television as a vehicle for global “human brotherhood,” 

Sarnoff  is  quick  to  propose  a  “Vision  of  America”  program  to  “sell  democracy 

abroad.”18

As head of the Radio Corporation of America and a proponent of the Voice of 

America  radio  project,  Sarnoff  drew on the  familiar  model  of  international  radio 

propaganda. The Voice of America had begun its operations in 1942 as part of the 

recently created Office of War Information (OWI) and became one of the key wartime 

propaganda institutions for the United States. At the end of the war, the Voice of 

America survived the dissolution of the OWI despite vehement criticism and budget 

cuts  and  was  integrated  into  the  Cold  War  propaganda  apparatus,  beginning  its 

Russian  language  service  in  1947.  The  other  side  of  Sarnoff's  rhetoric  of  mass 

mediated  international  brotherhood  was  a  clear  commitment  to  U.S.  directed 

campaigns against communist ideology in favor of a U.S. interpretation of the Cold 

War world order. To circumvent the programs from being jammed, he proposes to 

use  microwave  signals  that  bounce  between  airplanes  functioning  as  relays  –  a 

method he dubs “radio air-lift,” referencing the recent Berlin air lift in which the U.S. 

supported West Berlin during a Soviet embargo, using  airplanes to supply the half-

city with goods.19 It  was this  context in the late  1940s that  the Voice of  America 

broadcasts were being accepted in the U.S. as an expedient instrument. Sarnoff was 

not interested in a  global  problem-solving conversation.  He was convinced of  the 

effectiveness of media campaigns that projected a favorable image of American life 

18 Davind Sarnoff, “Our next frontier ... Transoceanic TV,” Look September 12, 1950, 108.  
19 Ibid.
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abroad.20

Such televisual fantasies were preceded and shaped by the encounter of the 

world through radio. Already in the late 1930s and early 1940s, the events leading up 

to World War II were brought to American audiences through radio either first or in 

dramatic ways. Throughout the 1930s, radio-listening in the United States had been a 

particularly nationalizing experience, as the FCC had begun granting more licenses to 

large national broadcasting networks than independent local broadcasting stations.21 

Backed  by  advertising  revenue,  the  national  networks  produced  standardized 

programs that appealed to a dispersed listening audience, building an audience for 

commercials and political political appeals. Toward the late 1930s and into the 1940s, 

they also developed the network news format that contributed to the sense of a radio  

nation  but  also  very  soon  marked  the  United  States'  international  involvement, 

relaying  the  news  of  the  Munich  Crisis  and  the  attack  on  Pearl  Harbor  to  the 

Americans.22   Radio, in fact, prepared the ground for the assumption that mass media 

were  the  fibers  of  an  international  political  and social  order  and  confronted  the 

United States with a situation in which political concerns at home were inseparable 

from global affairs.   

The wartime propaganda efforts of the United States – and the open press 

coverage  of  strategic  and  technical  aspects  of  shortwave  broadcasting  abroad  – 

20 Regarding the transition of the Voice of America into Cold War conditions see Hixson, Parting the  
Curtain, 31-32; Holly Cowan Shulman, The Voice of America: Propaganda and Democracy, 1941-1945 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1990), 187-188. 

21 Lizabeth Cohen, Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 323-327. 

22 William C. Ackerman, “U.S. Radio: Record of a Decade,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 12, no. 3 
(Autumn 1948): 440-454; Gerd Horten, Radio Goes to War: The Cultural Politics of Propaganda During 
World War II (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 21-39. 
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continued to reinforce the idea that mass communication and global politics were 

intimately  connected  because  media  operations  reduced  world  affairs  to  bits 

consumable  within  the  American  home.  Already  during  the  war,  the  idea  of  a 

shrinking world was useful to imagine a possible postwar order. The United Nations 

and  its  vision  of  a  politics  of  global  understanding  contributed  to  the  fusion  of 

propaganda  politics  with  a  rhetoric  of  peaceful  co-existence  based  on  mutual 

communication. As early as 1943, TIME anticipated a “tremendous problem in world 

communications,” meaning that Americans not only receive information about the 

world but they themselves become “news of the world,” and that this information 

needs to be managed.23  The article went on to predict that “the world will be smaller 

in one sense” yet, in another sense, “also be a larger world for the American” and 

intimated  that  the  OWI  already  operated  under  such  postwar  standards  of  non-

deceptive  propaganda,  purportedly  committed  to  an  ideal  of  democracy.24 Mass 

communication was thus already at the center of the discourse about global strategy 

and national identity before the end of the war.    

The discourse about radio communication during the war and early Cold War 

years provided a model that  Red Planet Mars  used to fantasize about bridging vast 

distances  and  reach  alien  populations,  both  interplanetary  and  international,  via 

radio. Its central subject and narrative device was, in fact, radio.  Red Planet Mars thus 

was  less  about  the  idea  of  life  on  Mars  and  contact  with  an  extraterrestrial 

civilization than about the role and functions of mass communication technology in 

23 “COMMUNICATIONS: What They See in the Papers,” Time, April 19, 1943.
24 Ibid.
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the Cold War context. Throughout the narrative radio appears in different functions 

as the paradigm of international communication. As a non-visual electronic medium 

it  allows  the  film to  dramatize  the  uncertainty  about  the  messages'  origins.  The 

threat of a single unknown and invisible individual commanding a vast audience, 

causing a panic and directing their actions, plays a key role in  Red Planet Mars on 

different  levels.  The  existence  of  a  Martian  population  that  is  far  advanced 

technologically remains speculation throughout the movie. The source of the radio 

signals is never really confirmed. It is even possible that Calder sent those messages.

What is remarkable in both Red Planet Mars and The Day the Earth Stood Still is 

the degree to which they incorporate news media – newspapers, radio, television – as 

a  subject  matter  and as  narrative  devices.  Many of  the  encounters  of  Klaatu  the 

spaceman with the American public or military agencies are mediated by some form 

of  mass  communication or  electronic  transmission.  These  incidents  are  distinctly 

different from the meetings Klaatu has with military men or, disguised as a fellow 

American,  ordinary  Washingtonians.  In  Red  Planet  Mars,  the  Martians  are  never 

directly  present  throughout  the  entire  film.  They  exist  only  indirectly  through 

photographs  of  the  irrigation  channels  they  built  on  Mars  taken  with  a  large 

telescope, at the beginning of the movie, and the encrypted radio messages, which 

are then picked up by news agencies, papers and radio stations and whose true origin 

remains doubtful throughout the entire movie. 

Red  Planet  Mars  identifies  the  question  of  the  trustworthiness  of  a  radio 

transmission  as  a  problem  of  distinguishing  between  human  interaction  and 
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electronically  mediated  exchanges.  It  plays  with  the  idea  that  technologies  of 

transmission preserve a latent doubt about the identity and reliability of received 

voices  and messages.  During the  establishing  scenes  of  the  film,  Cronyn draws a 

distinction between sending signals to Mars and having an actual conversation. An 

entire  plot  sequence  revolves  around  the  distinction  between  technological  and 

human  aspects  of  communication,  as  the  military  tries  to  initiate  an  actual 

conversation with Mars. They discover a method to exchange and decipher messages, 

but until the end of the film there remains ambiguity about the actual origin of the 

messages.  

Statesmanship of Communication – U.S. Postwar Propaganda in the UNESCO 
Framework

The uncertainty about the identity and authenticity of the messages which 

Red  Planet  Mars evokes  juxtaposed  the  concerns  and  the  optimism  about  global 

communication in the Cold War era. The shrunken world could be the space of global 

conversation but also for precisely targeted persuasion campaigns. Lyman Bryson, in 

his  opening  remarks  to  the  1948  collection  of  papers  on  the  communication 

problematic summarized the dilemma: “the machines for conveying thought to wide 

mass audiences from a single diffusion point” may be used of indoctrinating a “world 

community”  or  guiding  it  carefully.25 In  the  cases  of  U.S.  propaganda  and  the 

communications  philosophy  of  the  UNESCO  it  was  imagined  as  a  hybrid  form 

communication  interpreted  as  a  combination  of  education  and  broadly  targeted 

25 Lyman Bryson, ed. The Communication of Ideas, a Series of Addresses (New York: Institute for Religious 
and Social Studies, 1948), 4.
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campaigns.  Postwar  perspectives  on  mass  communication  negotiated  these 

contradictory notions by casting the United States as leader in global communication 

and  propaganda  campaigns  as  a  personal  conversations.   Bryson,  instead  that  a 

“statesmanship  of  communication”  should  be  developed  under  the  guidance  of 

communication research.26

Through its involvement with the United Nations Education, Scientific, and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United States assumed the kind of statesmanship  

of communication that Bryson had referred to. The U.S. State Department insistently 

worked  toward  shaping  the  mass  communication  policies  and  strategies  of  the 

UNESCO, injecting its own model of international communication which was based on 

the practical propaganda experience in the Second World War as well as the theories 

for political campaigns that utilized print and broadcasting toward a larger, abstract 

goal  of  international  understanding.  Assistant  Secretary  of  State  William  Benton 

appointed  in  1946  a  committee  of  editors,  advertisers,  and  wartime  propaganda 

veterans and charged them with the responsibility to articulate proposals the U.S. 

could  make  at  the  first  general  conference  of  UNESCO.27 In  the  eyes  of  Benton, 

UNESCO was aiming at a broad international propaganda campaign for peace. The 

United States experiences with war time propaganda, in addition to its expertise and 

robust  media  industry,  Benton  claimed,  predestined  the  U.S.  model  of  successful 

propaganda to be adopted by UNESCO. He considered it imperative that the UNESCO 

“enlist  the  full  cooperation  of  the  press,  radio  and  motion  pictures”  in  order  to 

26 Ibid.,8.
27 “U.S. Names 5 To Aid UNO Culture Unit,” New York Times, January 27, 1946. 
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promote the ideal of peace to the entire world.28

The U.S. State Department used its influence to promote plans and proposals 

for specific implementations of mass communication technologies by UNESCO. In the 

late 1940s the UNESCO secretariat made projections for a radio program that would 

be distributed to radio stations in individual countries.29 Benton, when forming the 

United  States  Commission  on  UNESCO,  announced  that  he  considered  an 

international  shortwave  station  run  by  UNESCO  one  of  the  first  possible  and 

necessary steps.30 Even the use of television along the lines established by shortwave 

radio was considered.31   

The hope that mass communication could be used on the global stage as a 

potential tool in the creation of  world peace and the reliance on communications 

research  converged   in  UNESCO's  mass  communication  project.  The  preparatory 

report  on  mass  communication  for  the  December  1946  General  Conference 

characterized mass media as a modernizing force which dissolved barriers between 

the world's nations, and pushes them closer together into a relationship of mutual 

knowability  and  vulnerability.  UNESCO  explicitly  called  upon  the  craft  of 

communication researchers to facilitate and organize this conversation in order to 

reestablish a sense of global stability. Hadley Cantril became chairman of an UNESCO 

committee of eight social scientists who convened in the summer of 1948 in order to 

investigate “the development and perpetuation of attitudes which make for national 

28 Ibid. 
29 Sam Pope Brewer, “UNESCO Preparing to Use Broadcasts,” New York Times, November 25, 1948.
30 Bess Furman, “U.S. Forms Group to Spread Truth,” New York Times, September 16, 1946.
31 “UNESCO Is Spurred on Educational TV,” New York Times, April 12, 1952; “Proposal on Television for 

Purposes of UNESCO,” Department of State Bulletin, June 25, 1951.

108



aggression”  and  suggest  measures  for  “promoting  attitudes  that  would  increase 

international understanding.”32

The  group's  joint  statement  sounded  much  like  ideas  about  a  global 

communication ecumene as they were expressed in the early 1950s and – much more 

prominently – by Marshall  McLuhan in the 1960s. It  echoed the sentiment that a 

global  communication  domain  had  been  created  that  posed  unprecedented 

opportunity as well as danger. The  space-building  capacities and the psychological 

influences  of  communication  in  combination  with  a  world  political  organization 

seemed  to  hold  the  promise  of   engineering  –  or  at  least  supporting  -   “world 

solidarity,” using the  “modern means of swift and wide range communication.”33 The 

researchers in this UNESCO group treated electronic media communication with the 

same ambiguity  as  the  postwar  liberal  communication  researchers  in  the  United 

States had treated the problem of propaganda.

While the social scientists in the UNESCO project insisted on the neutrality of 

science and universality of education, and the mutuality of communication as “ two-

way traffic,”34 the envisioned program resembled a propaganda measure intended to 

oppose  the  “myths,  traditions,  and  symbols  of  national  pride”  that  appeared  to 

obstruct  the  “free  movement  of  thought  across  political  boundaries”  in  an 

“interdependent world.”35 That mass communication could breach such boundaries 

32 Hadley Cantril, ed., Tensions that Cause Wars: Common Statement and Individual Papers by a Group of  
Social Scientists brought together by UNESCO (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1950), 7; “UNESCO's 
Program of Mass Communication: I,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 10, no. 4 (Winter 1946-1947): 519-
520.

33 Cantril, Tensions that Cause Wars: Common Statement and Individual Papers by a Group of Social Scientists  
brought together by UNESCO, 19.

34 Ibid.
35 Ibid., 18.
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and reach large international audiences was seen as one of the important conditions 

that had arisen within this world of international interconnectedness. The proposal 

for  “international  scientific  fact-finding  studies  [that]  could  contribute  useful 

information  concerning  the  cultures  of  all  nations  and  bring  to  light  dangerous 

insecurities and sources of tensions”36 mirrored the investment in education that was 

characteristic  of  much  social-psychological  analysis  and  had  shaped  the 

interpretation  of  the  interviews  in  The  Invasion  from  Mars  by  Cantril  and  his 

colleagues.

While the State Department and the U.S. delegation urged UNESCO to adopt 

free  flow  of  information policies  and  espoused  the  official  program  of  mutual 

information exchange and education among nations, the United States continued and 

expanded their own propaganda pursuits. Assistant Secretary of State Benton was an 

advocate  of  both  the  UNESCO  project  and  unilateral  U.S.  programs  seeking  to 

influence  global  public  opinion.  In  1946  he  explained  that  the  State  Department 

planned to continue along the lines of the OWI experiences and build a “peacetime 

program of international information and cultural exchange” that informed other 

nations  about  the  motives,  historical,  and  cultural  background  of  United  States 

politics. While providing guidance to UNESCO, he proposed that in the meantime the 

United States use its financial and technological resources and  go ahead with its own 

plans to generate world democracy.37

As a criterion for the fine distinction between propaganda and democratic 

36 Ibid., 20.
37 William Benton, “Can America Afford To Be Silent?,” Department of State Bulletin, January 6 and 13, 

1956, 7.
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education  campaigns,  Benton  invoked  the  measure  of  an  objective  truth  and 

underlined that the operative distinction between “so-called 'propaganda'” and the 

new  program  was  that  the  information  was  accurate  and  would  be  “portraying 

ourselves  frankly.”38 By  that  definition  actual  propaganda was  exemplified  by  the 

information campaigns that the Soviet Union conducted, because it depended on a 

state monopoly on information and education, as State Department experts knew to 

describe in detail.39 In other words, to legitimize propaganda as a postwar peacetime 

measure, this rhetoric drew on first amendment rights, the idea of a free market of 

information and media, and lastly the faith that communication among the broad 

spectrum of  the  people  rather  than political  leaders  and elites  would ensure  the 

democratic  process.  In  this  light,  it  makes  sense  that  Benton  portrayed  the  State 

Department  and  its  propaganda  campaigns  as  an  intermediary  between  the  U.S. 

population and foreign nations.40 

In  the  years  after  the  end  of  the  second  world  war,  the  idea  of  a  world 

organization was presented as compatible with U.S. ideology through the frames of 

pluralism and interpersonal communication. Archibald MacLeish, the head of the U.S. 

delegation to UNESCO and former assistant director of the Office of War Information, 

characterized the UNESCO project in the fall of 1946 as an extension of the U.S. ideal 

of unified pluralism onto the international political terrain.  In hyperbolic language 

he imagined the development of a “community of the mind regardless of differences 
38 Ibid., 8.
39 Foy D. Kohler, “Soviet Isolation of the Russian Peoples,”Department of Stated Bulletin, March 20, 1950, 

430-432; Alan M.G. Little, “The Soviet Propaganda Machine,” Department of State Bulletin September 
3, 1951, 367-370. William C. Johnstone, Jr., “The Educational Exchange Program – An Integral Part 
of the Campaign of Truth,” Department of State Bulletin, January 1, 1951, 20-24.

40 Benton, “Can America Afford to Be Silent?,” 7-9.
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of race, nationality, language, ideology or religious faith”41 MacLeish was reiterating 

elements of the rationale underlying the United States involvement with UNESCO as 

it  was  developed  in  the  State  Department  and  the  National  Commission  which 

advised  the  State  Department  in  preparation  for  the  General  Conferences.  To 

describe  MacLeish's  rationale  in  the  language  of  communication  theory,  he 

subscribed to the model of a complex matrix of personal connections and rejected 

the image of a world community as a global mass society.

This “world democracy of the human mind and spirit”42 was to be achieved 

through  unencumbered  global  communication  carried  out  through  the  means  of 

mass communication technology, but ideally fostering mutual  comprehension and 

sympathy. MacLeish employed the model interpersonal conversation to describe the 

desired relationship that UNESCO would make possible among nations: “Until there is 

air to breathe, international conversation will continue to be carried on through gas 

masks instead of face to face.”43 At the bottom of this investment in UNESCO and faith 

in global communication was an argument that tied together communication and 

democracy; and if it worked within the United States, they hoped, it certainly should 

on a global scale. The metaphorical language that suggested direct, conversational 

contact between nations – i.e. between the nations' citizens (which also negated the 

mediating and controlling factor of institutional media as go-between) – predated 

McLuhan's descriptions of the  global village  by a few years; but they relied on and 

41 Archibald MacLeish, “If We Want Peace, This Is the First Job,” New York Times (1923-Current file), 
November 17, 1946. 

42 Ibid.
43 Ibid. 
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expounded similar notions of technologically determined  international communion. 

Personalizing Global Mass Communication – Domesticating the Global Village
Newspaper and magazine stories about radio propaganda,  in particular the 

Voice  of  America,  during  the  war  and  early  Cold  War  found  ways  to  familiarize 

American  readers  with  the  world-embracing  technology  and  characterized  the 

political  medium  as  a  form  of  personal  conversation.  They  complemented  the 

abstract perspective of the shrinking world with its tinge of sociological theory and 

technical  details  about  transmission  towers,  wavelengths,  and  jamming  with  an 

approach  that  highlighted  the  roles  of  individuals  –  announcers  and  reporters, 

technicians, and listeners -  in the process of global communication. As the closer 

analysis of the science-fiction films and communication and propaganda theory from 

the early Cold War period shows, this strategy was part of a discourse that helped 

negotiate conflicting expectations about the uses of broadcasting communication.

One narrative that helped personalize global communication was that of the 

man  or  woman  behind  the  microphone,  which  transferred  some  of  the  popular 

attention on radio personalities to the announcers of government-led and privately 

run propaganda broadcasting. When Radio Free Asia went on the air in 1951, TIME 

magazine covered the first moments of its broadcast with pronounced attention on 

the female announcer: "after three strokes on a bronze gong, a Chinese woman in a 

richly brocaded gown began speaking Mandarin into a goosenecked microphone.”44 

44 “Radio: Words for China,” Time, September 17, 1951. 
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The article connected this rather intimate scene of microphone and woman to the 

boundary-breaking technical potential of radio, explaining how the announcement 

then “sped 6,000 miles across the Pacific to pierce the bamboo curtain that surrounds 

Red  China."45 The  translation  of  a  human  messages  into  technology  and  the 

connection between a single person and a vaster, foreign world as an imagery had 

already  been  attached  to  the  first  shortwave  propaganda  broadcasts  under  OWI 

guidance before the Voice of America was established. Ten years before Radio Free 

Asia, these shortwave broadcasts were described in very similar language: As a man 

in a radio studio in Manhattan begins to speak, the “vibration which is the 'sound' of 

his  voice becomes an electrical  vibration” and “with the aid of  a  wafer of  quartz 

crystal vibrating at a constant frequency of perhaps 11,830,000 cycles per second [...] 

the vibrations ripple from a great antenna outward in waves 26 meters long “ toward 

“ a point in darkness 3,000 miles away.”46 On the receiving end a man “in his cellar” is 

“tuned to the right wave length.”47 Such vignettes illustrated the process of signal 

tradition  in  personalizing,  dramatized  language  and  presented  propaganda  as 

technologically enhanced conversations.

They particularly focused, narratively and visually, on the radio announcer 

who had a special role because she spoke the language of the target region. An article 

in the Saturday Evening Post that commented on the Congressional debates about the 

funding for the Voice of America and possible budget cuts for the State Department's 

propaganda units in 1947 featured a half-page photograph of James Schigorin,  an 

45 Ibid.
46 “Radio: The U.S. Short Wave,” Time, November 3, 1941. 
47 Ibid.
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announcer for the Voice of America, speaking directly into a microphone with a sign 

that  prominently  displays  the  Russian  translation  of  “Voice  of  America.”  The 

photograph is  framed so that  Schirogin's  head and the microphone appear to be 

equal in size, facing each other. The Cyrillic  letters displayed so prominently and 

Schirogin's  facial  expression  and  hand  gesture  suggest  he  is  lecturing  in  a 

conversational tone to an unmistakably foreign audience.48 The focus, as with the 

other texts, is on the man or woman behind the microphone who with their foreign 

language  skills  and  mastery  of  the  technology,  become  crucial  relays  in  the 

transmission of propaganda to distant audiences via radio. The news coverage which 

kept  U.S.  radio propaganda  alive as  a  topic  enacted  narratives  that  reflected  the 

underlying communication theories. The ability to broadcast in the language of the 

U.S.'s  chief  Cold  War  antagonist  invited  a  TIME  commentator  to  compare  the 

propaganda efforts  to  interpersonal  dialogue.  Implying that the Voice of  America 

might  indeed  represent  the  majority  of  Americans,  the  article  quipped:  "Many 

Americans believe that if they could only talk to those Russians, everything would be 

all right. Last week, the U.S. State Department tried it."49

The  science  fiction  films  depicted  electronic  wireless  communication  and 

radio  propaganda  from  a  very  similar  angle,  personalizing  the  process  of 

communication. Radio broadcasts in the form of Voice of America foreign language 

broadcasts to Germany and the Soviet Union, as well as emergency public service 

announcements  to  the  American  public  enable  the  construction  of  an  imagined 

48 Milton Lehman, “We Must Sell America Abroad,” Saturday Evening Post November 15, 1947, 26.
49 “THE NATIONS: Let's Talk,” Time, March 3, 1947. 
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global communication space in Red Planet Mars as well as The Day the Earth Stood Still. 

Both  films  utilize  sequences  of  scenes  that  show  people  in  different  countries 

gathered around the radio set listening to the latest news of the American encounter 

with  extraterrestrials  in  their  language.  These  sequences  suggest  the  speed  and 

unencumbered transmission of radio broadcasts across the world. And they imply 

that the medium fosters a sense of worldwide unity.

Red  Planet  Mars,  in  addition,  establishes  a  pattern  for  the  transmission 

sequence:  the  messages  are  received  by  Cronyn,  translated  by  military  experts, 

picked up by news services and relayed via press and radio to the American public, 

and through the Voice of  America to the Russian peasants.  This  sequence is  also 

intercepted by Calder who then informs the Kremlin. Red Planet Mars is consistent in 

repeating the sequence of scenes, mapping this path as normal. The movie's minute 

attention  to  these  individual  steps,  using  Russian  language  and  focusing  on  the 

announcer  behind  the  microphone,  underlines  the  institutional  as  well  as 

interpersonal structures underneath the fleeting character of global communication 

that the rapid sequence of international listeners suggests. 

The films  Red Planet Mars  and  The Day The Earth Stood Still  both expressed a 

vision  of  global  communication  as  a  link  between  Cold  War  politics  with  the 

individual private home, a larger public sphere with a private domestic one. They 

depicted the Cold War conflict as intimately connected with the home sphere and 

developed the notion of a global Cold War communication village as an extension of 

this  experienced  effect  of  radio  to  render  the  boundary  between  the  home  and 
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(inter)national  politics  permeable.  Red Planet  Mars's  protagonists,  Chris  and Linda 

Cronyn,  are  two  scientists  whose  research  laboratory  with  the  tall  antenna,  the 

hydrogen valve, and all the other radio transmission equipment is in their backyard. It 

is part of their domestic territory, so close to their house that the Cronyns only need 

to take a few steps from their living room to their work. The beginning of Red Planet  

Mars emphasizes this proximity between military research, Cold War politics, and the 

domestic  realm,  establishing  a  connection  which  be  important  for  the  larger 

narrative  of  the  movie,  as  solutions  to  the  Cold  War conflict  are  produced from 

within the domestic sphere. After the opening scenes at the observatory where the 

Cronyns discuss the possibility of radio contact with Mars with the scientists who 

have  photographic  evidence  of  irrigation  canals,  and  thus  intelligent  life  on  the 

planet, they drive home. The camera follows their arrival at home, as they peek in 

through the window to check that their youngest son is asleep and open the patio 

door to the living room, telling their older son to go to bed in a few minutes. These 

scenes of domestic normalcy precede Linda's  long monologue and her urging her 

husband to not try and contact Mars. She expresses her fears about the possibility of 

another  war  and a  general  anxiety  of  the  cold  climate  climate  –  a  not-so-subtle 

commentary  by  the  filmmakers  on  the  contemporary  political  situation.  Chris 

Cronyn is able to convince her that there was nothing to fear and takes off to walk 

toward the laboratory. 

At  the laboratory the camera frames the entrance from the inside as  first 

Chris and, a short while later, Linda enter, continue their discussion and proceed to 
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turn on the radio transmitter in order to send out their message to Mars. These shots 

further  underline  the  intimate  connection  between  Cold  War  politics  and  the 

domestic realm: Linda and Chris Cronyn are at the center of the screen as they enter 

the dimly lit laboratory. Toward the left behind them are two large bomb-shaped 

objects standing upright, unmistakable marked with large capital letters H. Before 

Chris has even mentioned the hydrogen valve and explained its operation, the mis-

en-scène drives home that the realms of familiy and Cold War politics are intimately 

connected.  The  Cronyn's  home with  its  adjacent  laboratory  resembles  a  military 

research facility that houses equipment representing the Cold War threat of nuclear 

war fare and destruction. Chris Cronyn even has to repeatedly admonish visitor who 

want  to  smoke  in  the  laboratory  how  easily  everything  could  blow  up.  The 

construction of home as military facility is  supplemented by the visits of military 

officials, like the translator General Kerry, who makes a surprise visit the following 

evening  in  the  family's  living  room,  and  military  technicians  who  show  up 

unannounced in the laboratory to install new equipment that is able to record the 

messages.  After the first messages are being translated, exciting crowds of either 

hucksters  who  want  to  make  a  buck  from  the  novelty  of  Martian  contact  or  of 

protesters who blame the Cronyns for the economic crisis, a guard is even installed at 

the gate of their property, turning their home into a satellite lab of the “military-

intellectual complex.50 

A  similar  collapse  of  the  external  Cold  War  threat  and  the  military-

50 This phrase is coined by Ron Robin to describe the collaborations between social scientists and the 
U.S. military in the Cold War era: Ron Robin, The Making of The Cold War Enemy. 
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governmental institutions into the domestic realm is performed in The Day The Earth  

Stood Still.  Klaatu escapes Walter Reed Hospital and puts on a military uniform he 

takes from the hospital. When he arrives at the boarding house where he meets the 

quasi-family  of  the  boarders  and  Helen  Benson  and  her  son,  for  whom  becomes 

somewhat of an ersatz father figure, Klaatu therefore at the same time represents the 

intrusion of government into everyday life and the external threat. He walks in on 

the boarders who are watching a news story on TV about the space man in a barely lit 

living room. They jolt to their feet as Klaatu, a dark silhouette against the spare light, 

enters. Only when the lights are turned on and they recognize the uniform do they 

calm down – their perception of Klaatu, this sequence suggests, shifts quickly from 

fear of the unknown, spurred by the television news, to curiosity about the military 

man. Helen Benson's son even asks him if he is hunting the space man.

n  both films the intrusion of  Cold War politics  into the domestic  realm is 

linked to mass communication technology: Television and radio news in The Day the  

Earth Stood Still; and the powerful radio transmitter in addition to radio and television 

in Red Planet Mars. They do metonymically stand for the means by which the borders 

of the domestic realm become permeable to outside threats. It was this permeability 

of  the  private-public  boundary  that  heightened  the  notion  of  emotional  and 

psychological vulnerability of the listening mass audience. The path into the privacy 

seemed to extend quickly into the listeners' mind. Communication research, focusing 

on opinions, attitudes, individual private decisions at home – making the home where 

the media – i.e. radio - were consumed the site that would substitute for the public 
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sphere.  The power of  propaganda –  and its  threat  –  extended not only  from the 

dramatic power of the symbols, images, stereotypes – but from radio's capacity to 

penetrate into private spaces which Welles' War of the Worlds had dramatized.

The introduction of communication technologies as portrayed in these science 

fiction films, into the private home undermines the supposed security of it but also 

portrays the home as the site for a new kind of Cold War citizenship that hinges on 

the ability to make rational and informed decision about the use of communication 

technologies.  These  films  modeled  a  kind  of  communication  citizenship  that 

contrasts with Elaine Tyler May's characterization of the postwar domestic realm as 

an  idealized  sphere  of  security  and  insulation  against  any  kind  of  outside 

threat,because  it  depended  on  the  intrusion  of  outside  influence  into  the  family 

home.51

The  science  fiction  films  presented  domesticity  as  a  resource  for  proper 

citizenship in the Cold War era. Rather than characterize the domestic domain as a 

safe and controllable retreat from which outside threats were at a tolerable distance 

by electronic media,  The Day the  Earth Stood Still  and  Red Planet  Mars envisioned a 

global communication domain that the family and the home were a constitutive part 

of. The channels of radio communication and the news media – radio, television, and 

print – compel all members of the family to participate actively in political decision-

making, and they are presented as the tools that make this participation possible.

At the same time that communication media function in these film narratives 

51 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (New York: Basic Books, 
1988), 15.
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to  blur  the  clear  division  between  the  private  home  and  global  politics,  the 

protagonists'  decisions and responses to the media messages remain identified by 

their  rootedness  in the  home and family.  The scientist-wife  Linda Cronyn in  Red 

Planet Mars convinces the President that it is the only sensible decision to publicize 

the religious message because she cares about her family and global peace. Early on 

the film establishes Linda Cronyn as a mother figure who is visibly worried about the 

consequences  of  communication  with  Mars.  She  is  positioned  in  opposition  to 

husband  Chris  Cronyn,  a  caring  father  but  also  a  very  ambitious  scientist.  This 

contrast  plays  out  in  the  scene  at  the  President's  office  when  the  couple,  the 

President, and his advisers argue back and forth over the fate of the last message. 

This characterization of domesticity in the early Cold War era tells a story that differs 

to some degree from the Cold War domesticity that Elaine Tyler May has  described 

as an ideology of “domestic containment” that was focused on the individual family 

home as a place “in the midst of the terrors of the atomic age” where a “feeling of 

warmth and security against [...] disruption and alienation”would prevail.52

The science-fiction films analyzed here relied in principle on the expectation 

that communication technologies provided strategies to regulate between public and 

private spheres and between domestic and political domains that Lynn Spigel has 

demonstrated in the context of the domestication of television apparatus.53

However,  the  permeability  of  these  boundaries  caused  by  communication 

technologies becomes a precondition for the construction of citizenship that hinges 

52 Ibid., 14, 23.
53 Lynn Spigel, Welcome to the Dreamhouse: Popular Media and Postwar Suburbs (London: Duke University 

Press, 2001), 34-35.

121



on communication behavior of individuals as part of a social system.  As fictional 

versions of a social science experiment, the films emphasized generalizable statements 

about American society on a macro level, and thus focused on the broad social space 

of the global communication domain into which the home was integrated. Regulating 

the global  communication flow and contemplating the possibility  of  international 

peace were the key concerns in these films. Red Planet Mars and The Day the Earth Stood  

Still dramatized  the  conditions  of  the  social  and  political  system as  a  whole  and 

focused on individual responses to media that conjoin private and public domains. 

While The Day the Earth Stood Still critiqued official U.S. ideologies and political 

strategies, it imagined the international matrix in ways similar to theories produced 

by  government-supported  communication  research.  In  presenting  its  possible 

solution, the movie contrasted rational and irrational responses to mass-mediated 

messages;  and  it  contrasts  direct  person-to-person  relations  with  broadcasts  and 

newspapers that incite  mob behavior. International peace and nuclear arms were not 

the  only  concerns  of  the  film. The  Day  the  Earth  Stood  Still  also  deliberated  about 

proper  and  democratic  behavior  in  an  international  mass  communication 

environment.  The  movie's  strategy  of  juxtaposing  different  communication 

behaviors,  is  particularly  apparent  in  one  the  scene  at  breakfast  table  the  first 

morning after Klaatu's arrival. With a radio broadcast as a diegetic soundtrack, the 

boarders read newspapers and discuss the recent events displaying a susceptibility to 

hysteria  and  myth.  Only  Helen  Benson,  who  later  assists  Klaatu  in  fulfilling  his 

mission, remains sober and dares to voice a different opinion. The other boarders are 
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portrayed as easily influenced by the news on the radio and in the paper and discuss 

their own theories about the space man in reality being a Soviet agent. 

This  scene  mirrors  the  hypotheses  of  personal  influence,  highlighting  the 

distribution  of  mass  communicated  information  within  the  social  group  and 

underlining through the character of Helen the possibility for democratic resistance 

to  mass  media  influences.  The representation  of  communicative  relations  in  an 

international  domain  coincides  with  the  ideas  established  in  communication 

research,  particularly  the  idea  that  interpersonal  relations  can  offset  media 

influences and that a strong personality (an opinion leader) can save the day – and 

bring earth closer to peace.

Both films focused on individual private decisions and personal responses to 

the extraterrestrial influences and to information they receive through the media. In 

Red Planet  Mars,  the contrast between Chris  and Linda Cronyn and their different 

opinions on whether or not to transmit the message with the religious note highlight 

this idea. At the President's office, the Cronyns, military advisers, and the President 

debate the fate of the note. The fact alone that the Cronyns are consulted on this 

executive decision is part of the movie's construction of the private and the public as 

overlapping. Chris Cronyn supports the idea that the moratorium on broadcasting 

the message should be upheld, his wife Linda vehemently argues for transmitting the 

message – a position that the President eventually takes. The Cronyns in Red Planet  

Mars are at the center of a Cold War communications conflict. They are portrayed as 

private citizens, loyal to their nation, whose judicious use of mass communication 
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eventually,  after  the  messages  had  first  caused  a  crisis,  leads  to  economic 

stabilization, a revolution in the Soviet Union, and – the movie implies – world peace. 

Although  the  military  and  the  government  intrude  on  their  domain,  and  are 

thoroughly a part of it, as protagonists they call the shots, make the decision about 

who controls the fate of the messages. The family thus became a site to dramatize 

concerns about the Cold War international conflict on the hand. And it was portrayed 

as  an  active  agent,  who  over  the  course  of  the  films  controls  the  means  of 

communication and the use of the messages on the other hand.  

War  of  the  Worlds had  in  similar  ways  invoked  radio's  as  national  medium 

which brought the world of politics and world politics home by playing on the formal 

characteristics of radio news. Listeners heard the fictional news bulletin about the 

“vanguard of an invading army from the planet Mars” advance through New Jersey 

and  Pennsylvania  and  cause  the  breakdown  of  “Communication  lines  [...]  from 

Pennsylvania to the Atlantic Ocean” as well as highway and railway traffic turning 

the situation into a “National Emergency.”54 In the next scene the secretary of the 

interior  addresses  via  radio  the  “[c]itizens  of  the  nation,”  calling  upon  “private 

citizens and public officials” to “confront this destructive adversary with a nation 

united, courageous.”55 This national radio imaginary which different genres fostered 

in  the  1920  and  1930s  is  connected  by  the  War  of  the  Worlds  broadcast  to  the 

fantastic  possibility  of  a  interplanetary  and  international  radio  community.  The 

attack from outer space is witnessed  by other nations that cable their observations 

54 Cantril,The Invasion from Mars, 22-23.
55 Ibid., 23-24 
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to the American radio announcer who relays them to the national public. 56

The subsequent analysis of the 1938 radio drama and the responses by the 

listeners  Cantril  and  his  colleagues  interviewed  pointed  toward  the  international 

political crisis as a factor that might have made the broadcast plausible enough for 

some to be scared or confused at least momentarily. One of the respondents, asked 

about  his  listening  experience,  told  the  researchers  that  he  deemed  it  entirely 

possible that a German army was really behind the attacks.57 The radio psychologists 

offered an explanation which suggested that the historical situation of an impending 

war in Europe had destabilized the social and psychological “frames of reference” 

and caused a “state of  flux and change” and therefore the audience had been so 

susceptible, because of the newly arisen uncertainty about what can be expected to 

be true in “an environment which the average individual  is  completely unable to 

interpret.”58 The argument saw the confusion as an effect of the encounter radio had 

enabled between international events and listeners. Therefore the study of concluded 

with the hope that American radio listeners “can be taught to adopt an attitude of 

readiness to question the interpretations he hears.”59

The  relationship  between  communication  media  and  international  context 

became  particularly  pronounced  within  communications  research.  The  field's 

development  in the United States during the second world war and with the entry 

into Cold War global politics was marked by closer ties to government propaganda 

56 Orson Wells and the Mercury Theatre on the Air. The War of the Worlds. Mp3 encoded digital file . 
Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS), 1938. http://www.archive.org/details/OrsonWellesMrBruns.

57 Cantril, Invasion from Mars, 160.
58 Ibid., 153-154 
59 Ibid., 205.
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efforts;  and the field  was characterized by theories  of  communication that  had a 

perceptible  imprint  of  this  branch.  The  relationship  between  propaganda  and 

communication research went beyond a theoretical or conceptual connection. Early 

on the field was backed institutionally and financially through by the US government 

or associated agencies.

A  few  historians  of  the  field  and  its  central  projects  emphasize  that 

communications research inherited the notion of propaganda, retaining the focus on 

mass  communication's  capacity  to  affect  thinking,  feeling,  and  action,  and  – 

importantly – were institutionally tied to overt and covert funding from government 

and intelligence institutions.60 Christopher Simpson maintains that “it is unlikely that 

communication  research  could  have  emerged  in  anything  like  its  present  form 

without regular transfusions of money for the leading lights in the field from U.S. 

military,  intelligence,  and  propaganda  agencies.”61 The  Bureau  of  Applied  Social 

Research,  for  example,   for  many  years  received  75  percent  of  its  funding  from 

government sources.62 The same historians also point out that studies in the vein of 

The People's Choice, with their detailed breakdown of different influences, degrees of 

receptiveness, mitigating factors, and the course of information flow among groups 

ultimately serve the purpose of understanding and improving propaganda.

nder  the  banner  of  political  communication  and  international 

60 Christopher Simpson, Science of Coercion: Communication Research and Psychological Warfare, 1945-1960. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1994); Timothy Richard Glander, Origins of Mass Communications  
Research During the American Cold War: Educational Effects and Contemporary Implications (Mahwah: L. 
Erlbaum, 2000). 

61 Simpson, Science of Coercion, 4.
62 Ibid.
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communication,  social  scientists  openly thought about the uses of  their craft and 

investigation methods in order to shape political developments.  Wilbur Schramm, 

who  founded  the  Communications  department  at  the  University  of  Illinois, 

acknowledged the relations between communication research and political strategies 

bluntly  and  assumed  that  a  basic  understanding  of  communication  principles  at 

home  yielded  knowledge  directly  applicable  to  “laboratory  of  international 

communication” of foreign societies and their audiences as well as to psychological 

warfare.63 In the early postwar decades, within the field of communications research, 

there  was  a  shift  of  attention  toward  a  field  called  international  communication. 

Concerns with propaganda that had accompanied studies, including the well-know 

The People's Choice  and Personal Influence now were even more prominently a part of 

field.  Communications  researchers  like  Lazarsfeld   hailed  international 

communications as the new postwar direction of in communications research rife 

with opportunities to satisfy intellectual curiosity and to aid in solving the problems 

most pressing problem of the time, namely some kind of world peace arrangement. 

Chiefly because they hoped for a  wider range of  data,  anticipated the chance for 

comparative studies, and looked forward to the opportunity to  test the hypotheses 

developed in a solely domestic context. Those were the scientific reasons. Branching 

out into and shifting toward the international field was also considered a civic and 

scientific  responsibility,  very  much  like  aiding  the  United  States  government 

agencies during the war had been.64

63  Wilbur Schramm, The Process and Effects of Mass Communication (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1954). Foreword, no page numbers.

64 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “The Prognosis for International Communications Research,” The Public Opinion 
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Replicating this linkage between domestic and international communication, 

Red Planet  Mars  translated  the  family  structures  that  had  supported  the  Cronyns' 

judicious  response  to  the  anonymous  and  potentially  threatening  messages  from 

Mars into the conditions that ensure the effectiveness of propaganda abroad. When 

the final Martian message with the religious admonition is broadcast via the Voice of 

America across the world. A sequence of scenes leading up to the religious revival 

and the revolution in the Soviet Union, shows Russian peasants secretly listening to 

these broadcasts. The film paints a picture of global communication received within 

the context of a family situation in a distant village. The scene opens with the camera 

focused on a group of peasants huddled around the radio, still, listening intently. The 

perspective expands to frame the entire room and reveal also two framed portraits, 

one of Stalin. As they hear the message, they cross themselves get up and resolutely 

take down the pictures.  The radio broadcasts  are shown as impulses that  change 

their minds and stir them to action. The scenes are vignettes of distant reception, 

mirroring those in the news reports about Voice of America.65

The film anticipates these scenes earlier when the same group of peasants is 

shown  huddled  around  the  radio  listening  to  the  first  news  about  the  Martian 

messages. During those scenes, which establish the idea of the distant listener and 

propaganda listening as a family and village activity, they are surprised an army raid 

Quarterly 16, no. 4, Special Issue on International Communications Research (Winter, 1952-1953): 
481-490; Leo Lowenthal “Introduction.” The Public Opinion Quarterly 16, no. 4 (Winter, 1952 -1953): v-
x. 

65 Austin Stevens, “'Voice of America' Being Beamed to Every Vital Part of the World,” New York Times  
(1923-Current file), August 12, 1948;  “Breaks in Iron Curtain,” New York Times (1923-Current file), 
November 22, 1949; “Radio 'Ham' Finds Iron Curtain Rip,” New York Times (1923-Current file), January 
9, 1955.  
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searching for the radio, which the peasant had just hidden a few moments earlier. 

While the military and the Kremlin officials talk and the Russian Voice of American 

news reports are heard, the peasants themselves remain completely silent the entire 

time. The film does not grant them individual voices. Instead they are shown as a 

primary group that receives a broadcast in their domestic realm and then will spread 

the message to a wider circle. 

Because of the absence of voices in these scenes, the exchanges spreading the 

messages  are  not  conceptualized  as  part  of  the  communication  model  the  film 

articulates in these scenes. Instead, the subsequent scenes visually suggest an almost 

instantaneous and automatic dissemination of the the broadcast news of the religious 

message: The peasants dig up a box with the priest's garments, start a procession and 

begin  a  mass.  These  scenes  become,  in  Red  Planet  Mars,  the  starting  point  for  a 

revolution,  which the audience witnesses through the perspective of  the Kremlin 

officials who, through their window hear the old anthems and see buildings go up in 

flames. Radio is here portrayed as an instigator for a mass political movement, while 

the actors of this movement remain voiceless and often invisible, drawing attention 

to  the  radio  message  as  an  impulse  and  the  revolution  as  its  effect,  a  model  of 

communication spreading from a source, through a central point of reception to a 

larger collective.

Red Planet Mars  seems to have endorsed the official rationale on the uses of 

propaganda in the Cold War era. However, even a film like The Day the Earth Stood Still, 

which sought to critique  the Cold War common sense incorporated a  vision of  a 
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global  mass  communication  domain  which  very  much  resembled  the  one  mass 

communication research developed and reflected  the  alignment  between U.S.  led 

campaigns  and  notions  of  world  peace  through  global  communication.  This  is 

particularly apparent in the solution to world crisis which the film envisions. Robert 

Wise's movie displays a preference for interpersonal communication which acts as 

supplement or counterpoint to mediated communication, focusing on Klaatu's quest 

to deliver the message and his interactions with Helen Benson.

Research in international mass communication similarly developed theories 

stressing  the  role  of  prominent  individuals  and group interaction as  a  safeguard 

against  the  possibly  undemocratic  power  of  mass  media.  Models  of  the  role  of 

individuals  in  relaying  messages  and  information  in  a  local  community  context 

played a crucial role on studies of mass communication influence in the Middle East. 

In 1950 researchers from the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research went for 

field research to the Middle East for a project under the guidance of Leo Löwenthal, 

research director for the Voice of America, in order to investigate the possibilities of 

conducting  effective  communication  campaigns  in  the  area.  These  projects  were 

conducted before the manuscript for Personal Influence was completed for publication, 

but they were certainly influenced by the domestic community studies in Illinois and 

Ohio which were begun during the war. The Middle East communication research, 

however, influenced the interpretation of the data in Personal Influence and affirmed 

the researchers commitment to the ideas of the  two-step flow  and  opinion leadership. 

The  conceptual  frame  of  a  hierarchically  structured  communication  space  with 
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network-like associations of different kinds of people also shaped the research on 

international communication,  which allowed the foreign propaganda efforts  to be 

cast as benign assistance toward democratization.

n the 1958 publication  Passing of Traditional Society,  which emerged out of a 

series of field studies on communication behavior in the Middle East conducted for 

the Voice of  America in 1950 and that were then submitted to be reevaluated by 

Lerner, the different individuals their relationships to each other and to the available 

media  are  intimately  described.  The  researchers,  conducting  survey  interviews 

combined with their own observation of life in these countries, constructed intimate 

portraits of the social space, primarily of smaller villages in these regions. However, 

the interpretation of the opinion leader concept in the Middle East studies differed 

from its application in The People's Choice  and Personal Influence. Unlike these studies 

on communication in the U.S. domestic context, the Middle East studies applied the 

notion of the opinion leader literally equating it with the role of a person with higher 

social and economic status in the community, rather than construct it as a really that 

can be relatively independent of demographic characteristics but is construed by the 

social psychologist based on statistical evidence on their role as advice-givers and 

exposure to the media. Because their studies were based more an direct observation 

and personal interviews rather than exhaustive surveys, they equated individuals' 

roles with their social roles in the communication/transmission process, and thus 

further  personalized  the  communication  model.66 Like  the  movies  and  the  news 

66 Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (New York: Free Press, 
1958); J. Mayone Stycos, “Patterns of Communication in a Rural Greek Village,” The Public Opinion 
Quarterly 16, no. 1 (Spring 1952): 59-70. 
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coverage,  these  studies  thus  contributed  to  a  discourse  that  could  construct 

international propaganda as democratic and beneficial, because they demonstrated 

that the effects of media influence were not automatic and direct but emerged from 

the interaction of individuals in a social space; and these individuals were given a 

name, a face, and a voice.

Conclusion
This chapter has uncovered a global communication domain imagined in the 

late  1940s  and  1950s  that  contained  competing  visions  of  the  uses  of  mass 

communication.  It  was  articulated  in  the  government,  by  communication 

researchers,  and  popular  culture,  namely  science  fiction  films.  Building  on  the 

experiences with radio propaganda in United States before and during the Second 

World  War,  the  global  communication  domain  preserved  at  its  center  a  tension 

between  utilizing  the  'new'  media  technologies  for  efficient  propaganda  and 

upholding  ideals  of  pluralist  democracy,  which  was  reflected  in  the  State 

Department's active role in developing UNESCO communication philosophy  

The unilateralism of postwar U.S. propaganda and the active engagement in 

the UNESCO programs for mass communication became closely linked. And although 

both  appear  to  be  contradictory  approaches  to  foreign  policy,  they  were  made 

compatible through a framework that rested on the belief that communication which 

follows journalistic standards of accuracy and involves elements of conversation is 

always democratic. Propaganda was thus reinterpreted as necessary and legitimate, 

overcoming  apprehensions  concerning  its  use.  This  kind  of  reinterpretation, 
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however, was not achieved merely through a  fiat of  State Department rhetoric.  It 

required cultural work. The science-fiction films, articulating their own theorizations 

of the global communication domain, became sites of this discourse. The protagonists 

in  these  visually  and  narratively  enacted  fictional  experiments  in  mass 

communication, demonstrating that decency and democracy could be upheld despite 

the intrusion and confusion of mediated messages.

Importantly,  the  analysis  has  also shown that  cinematic  narratives  can be 

considered sites for the articulation of communication theory. The plot structure, the 

configuration of the protagonists,  and the conscious utilization of  communication 

technologies as a subject and a narrative device make these science fiction films texts 

through which audiences  could encounter theorizations  about the social  space of 

communication. As narratives that focus on a single community or family who are 

located  at  the  center  of  the  global  communication  domain  and  exposed  to  alien 

influences,  the films resemble the communications community surveys in design. 

The  films  produced  the  idea  of  a  communication  citizenship  as  they  highlighted 

individual  wit  and  the  ability  to  react  to  foreign  (or  alien)  messages  judiciously. 

Concerned  with  social  structure,  collective  and  individual  behavior,  and  the 

individual's location within that field, these theorization in a popular culture format 

are concerned with  communication as such and not tied to a particular technology. 

Although  radio  plays  a  prominent  role  in  these  texts,  these  are  not  specifically 

theories about radio but about relationships communication allows.   

The understanding about a global communication domain that developed at 
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the  beginning  of  the  Cold  War  and  the  concerns  about  propaganda  and  mutual 

empathy predated McLuhan's theorization of the global village. It is, however, possible 

to see how he drew on these ideas that were available in social science, politics, and 

popular culture. And it is possible how the concerns – and proposed solutions – about 

communicating  with  unfamiliar  others  which  the  alien  encounter  scenarios 

dramatized also appeared the discourse about the domestic racial crisis in the 1960s. 

In familiar ways, the faith in communication to bridge boundaries and re-configure 

social  spaces,  and  thus  change  individual  and  collective  behavior  would  become 

central to political debates and the strategies of the Black Arts Movement, something 

which filtered into McLuhan's deliberations in the early 1960s. 

Writing  about  the  possibilities  of  electronically  enhanced,  instantaneously 

mediated experience, McLuhan at one moment in Understanding Media condensed the 

vision of the global village to U.S. national scale and envisioned the integration of 

marginalized groups into an electronic media community that brought “all social and 

political functions together in a sudden implosion has heightened human awareness 

of responsibility to an intense degree” so that the Negro, the teenager, and some 

other groups [...] can no longer be contained” but become ”involved in our lives, as we 

in theirs, thanks to the electric media.”67 This optimism in – stripped off the fantastic 

visions of McLuhan's grand media philosophy – resonated on a very mundane level 

with another type of discourse increasingly prevalent in the 1960s and involved the 

questions of race in the mediated public sphere.

The  discourse  of  the  communication  gap  rested  on  established  notions  of 
67 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 6-7.
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media as technological bridges across social and geographical boundaries, academic 

and  popular  theorizations  of  the  potential  of  communication to  reorganize  social 

structures and hierarchies. During the confrontation between the status quo and the 

civil rights and emerging black power movement, these theorizations of the social 

space  of  communication were  molded into  a liberal  interpretation of  a  racialized 

communication domain that in turn gave shape to media reform efforts as well as 

black media activism.
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Chapter 3: Toward A Black Communications System? The Discourse of the 
Communication Gap and Black Arts Media Activism in the 1960s

The Black Arts magazine Soulbook in its Winter 1969/1970 issue published an 

essay under the title “Towards a Black Communication System.” Its author criticizes 

the  mass  media  of  the  United  States  for  brainwashing  their  audiences  and 

perpetuating a  racist  political  system.  He encourages  African Americans  to  resist 

such  media  influences  through  the  increased  circulation  of  political  and  artistic 

publications that have a Black perspective. In its challenge of established media and 

their  ways  of  representing  African  Americans  and  addressing  racial  politics,  the 

article does not zero in on one single media technology, but speaks of print as well as 

broadcasting media, indicting the system of different institutions and technologies as 

a  whole.  The  illustration  that  accompanied  this  article,  a  collage  juxtaposing  a 

transistor  radio  with  a  drum,  captures  the  contrast  between  a  the  complete 

transformation of  all  content and inadequate responses  to the black cultural  and 

political revolution like  “Black history presented for one hour one day a week for 

several weeks by some guilt-ridden white producers” or black-oriented radio that 

nonetheless  “must  present  news with  the  same racist  slant  as  the  other  stations 

further down the radio dial.”1 The article draws on the idea that a black consciousness 

must be promoted as part of the Black movement and concludes that all “broadcasts 

are only stepping stones – part of the means and not the end in themselves. The end 

1 Willard T. Pinn, Jr., “Towards a Black Communication System,” Soulbook, no. 9 (Fall-Winter 1970): 
43.
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result is programming with all Black everything.”2 It moreover suggests that African 

Americans develop a critical sensibility for the media they consume and that they 

“should expose themselves to all the information they can about themselves, but at 

the same time, become aware of who it is that is offering the information and deal 

with it accordingly.”3  

The  media  criticism  that  can  be  found  among  the  articles  and  essays  in 

publications associated with the Black Arts Movement is not always that direct. The 

view that mass media were a chief force shaping dominant U.S. culture and politics, 

however, was shared by different black activists and permeated their writings.  Two 

of its East Coast protagonists, Larry Neal and Amiri Baraka, for example, conceived of 

the Black Arts Movement as an antidote to the dominant media culture.  Neal cited 

television on top of a list of “toys” that “the white man has given to the black man so 

that  he  may  be  docilized  and  then  exploited.“4 Discussing  the  kinds  of  cultural 

products  that  Black  Arts  should  oppose,  they  cite  popular  music  broadcasts  and 

commercials.  Baraka  called  James  Brown's  rendition  of  “America“  “white 

manipulation” and compares it to a “Cocacola commercial on a soul station.”5 Like 

the  article  in  Soulbook,  Baraka  dismissed  mainstream  attempts  to  create  media 

catering to black interests,  criticizing, for example,  “a 'Black TV program' with a 

straight haired sister dancing a Martha Graham-Mercer Cunningham-esque tribute to 

2 Ibid.
3 Ibid., 44.
4 Larry Neal, “Tricks and Toys Manuscript for Liberator Magazine,” Larry Neal Papers Box 7 Folder 

25.
5 Amiri Baraka, “Nationalism Vs Pimp Art,” in Raise, Race, Rays, Raze: Essays Since 1965, 1st ed. (New 

York: Random House, 1971), 131.
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the ghetto(?).”6 In many texts from the Black Arts and Black Power Movements  mass 

communication media are referenced as stand-ins for a larger system of institutions 

that neglect or deride African American culture and politics. 

Although the Soulbook essay claimed that the black movement was not paying 

sufficient attention to the damage caused by the media, the characterization of mass 

media as racist and reactionary in their response to the Civil Rights and Black Power 

movements was in fact a common undercurrent of black cultural criticism. In the 

1960s and early 1970s,  the critique of  mainstream media resonated even in black 

popular  culture.  Gil  Scot  Heron  whose  1970   song  “The  Revolution  will  not  be 

Televised” riffed on a series of familiar television commercials, and the Last Poets, 

who  in  the  same  year  rhymed  “Niggers  love  commercials/niggers  love 

commercials/Oh how niggers  love  commercials:  [...]  But  there  is  one  thing  about 

niggers I do not love/Niggers are scared of revolution”7 are examples of  musicians 

who  invoked  media,  television  and  advertising  in  particular,  as  targets  of  their 

criticism.

This chapter analyzes the mass communication and artistic practices of Black 

Arts intellectuals as well as the comments on media influences, that were woven into 

their writings on American culture and the role of the black aesthetic, as expressions 

of a communication theory in action. It situates the Black Arts attitudes toward mass 

communication in the context  of  both black grassroots  activism and institutional 

media reforms in order to make sense of the demand for a black communication system 

6 Ibid.
7 Gil Scot Heron, The Revolution Will Not Be Televised, Small Talk at 125th and Lenox (Flying Dutchman 

Records, 1970); The Last Poets, Niggers are Scared of Revolution, The Last Poets (Douglas, 1970).
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within a media landscape whose racial politics were in flux.

Instrumental in defining the so-called  racial crisis in the late 1960s had been 

the  series  of  riots  in  majority-African  American  urban  centers  and  the  media 

attention on the long hot summers  as well as the report prepared in response by the 

National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, chaired by Illinois Governor Otto 

Kerner,  that  was  released  in  March  1968  (Kerner  Report)  and  that  diagnosed  a 

destructive division of the United States along the line separating African Americans 

from a white majority.8 The Kerner Report had officialized an interpretation of the 

problems  of  racial  inequity,  poverty,  segregation,  and  racism  as  communication 

problems  that  could  be  solved  if  the  mass  media  simulated  a  kind  of  dialogue 

between black and white communities.

In this chapter I argue that Black Arts Media criticism and activism challenged 

directly  the  theoretical  construct  of  this  communication  gap  and  its  political 

repercussions.  Focusing  in  the  interaction  between  popular  discourse,  academic 

theory-building, and a political movement grounded in the politics of black cultural 

nationalism and a broader ideological  sensibility circulating under the label  black  

power,  I  intend to engage established narratives of that era on two fronts.  First,  I 

assert  that  the  Black Arts  Movement engaged actively  with the  question of  mass 

communication's role in American society and its political utility for the movement. 

8 The Kerner Report opened with the statement that the “nation is moving toward two societies, one 
black, one white - separate and unequal.” The Kerner Report of the National Advisory Commission on 
Civil Disorders, 1968. (New York: Pantheon Books 1988), xv; Race was primarily framed in these 
binary terms. The discourse of media activism, reform, and identity politics would by the end of 
the decade expand to include minorities, which meant often Latin Americans. The binary outlook 
remained, however, paradigmatic. 

139



Conventionally, the Black Arts Movement has been perceived to engage literature, 

drama, and to a lesser degree visual arts and music. Recently, Lisa Gail Collins and 

Margo  Natalie  Crawford,  in  their  introduction  to  New  Thoughts  on  the  Black  Arts  

Movement,  stated that “black arts workers [...]  turned their spirited energies away 

from the mass media and mainstream society, for they held deep faith in art and 

black community.”9 Larry Neal, however, whom Collins and Crawford call the Black 

Arts'  “key  theorist  and  advocate,”10 was  so  seriously  interested  in  mass 

communication, that the relationship between the Black Arts movement and mass 

communication  should  be  reconsidered.  My  analysis  demonstrates  that  artist-

activists like Larry Neal and Amiri Baraka were in conversation with Black media 

activism and criticism of the 1960s and early 1970s and articulated a working theory 

of mass communication which fueled and guided their projects. Second, in addition 

to  positioning  Black  Arts  activists  as  communication theorizers  outside  academic 

institutions, this chapter discusses films produced within the Black Arts movement 

that have not yet received scholarly attention.  

The media criticism articulated from within the Black Arts movement reveals 

a maneuvering toward a position that could be a critical vantage point within this 

context. In order to articulate what they considered problematic about the media's 

adjustments to race,  Black Arts  activists adapted theories  about the psychological 

effects  and  the  social-political  functions  of  mass  communication.  This  chapter 

examines the theories of communication the Black Arts constructed as a key element 

9 Lisa Gail Collins and Margo Natalie Crawford, eds., New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement (New 
Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University Press, 2006), 8.

10 Ibid., 5.

140



that shaped the movement's strategies and cultural politics.  Black Arts protagonists 

understood media as thoroughly intertwined with American culture and thought of 

their uses for the formation of a black consciousness and unique nationalist culture. In 

fact,  their  cultural  nationalist  project  relied  on  notions  of  propaganda  and 

counterpropaganda that emerged out of their view of communication. Through the 

lens of communication theory, their critical attitudes toward mass media and their 

own media practices can be understood as strategies to imagine a communication 

domain in which Black literature, music, and visual arts provide a counterweight to 

mass media influences as well as resource for Black media practices.

To a certain extent, the demands by black media critics coincided with media 

reform efforts of the late 1960s by regulators, media executives, and journalists who 

also viewed the media as a system of  institutions that had the responsibility to adapt 

to the shifts in racial politics and to a publicly assertive African American identity 

which emerged in the Civil Rights and Black Power movements. Since the early 1950s 

and the NAACP's protest against the television show of Amos 'n' Andy, the high-profile 

coverage of civil rights campaigns and confrontations, the challenge of Mississippi 

television stations' licenses before the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) led 

by the United Church of Christ,11 and the rise of the Black Power movement, including 

11 Steven D. Classen chronicles the civil rights campaigns in Jackson, Mississippi targeting local 
television stations for their segregationist programming in the late 1950s and throughout the 
1960s. Individual campaigns and boycotts of stores advertising in local television stations became 
more organized and lead to the official challenge of WLBT's license before the Federal 
Communications Commission in 1964 under the leadership of  the United Church of Christ (UCC) 
and Rev. Parker. As he points out, the campaign against WLBT was not singular but part of a 
growing movement against the broadcasting industry as part of the civil rights movement..Steven 
D Classen, Watching Jim Crow: The Struggles Over Mississippi TV, 1955-1969 (Durham, N.C: Duke 
University Press, 2004).This widely publicized case influenced campaigns against broadcasters in 
other cities. In some instances, the UCC cooperated with and assisted other local black media 
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the dramatic attention it commanded from the news media, the relationship between 

the media and African Americans had been reconfigured.12

Television, cast as  the iconic mass medium in these debates, was throughout 

this period “a terrain of struggle” where “producers and audiences negotiated racial 

issues,” as Aniko Bodroghkozy demonstrates in her case study of the 1963-1964 CBS 

drama series  East Side/West Side.13  Many network efforts to respond to Civil Rights 

and Black Power politics pursued a liberal integrationist approach distinct from the 

agenda of black power and even the civil rights movement.14 Confronting the media as 

a “moving target,” the Black Arts activists developed a different understanding of 

what the  crisis was and the role mass communication technologies and institutions 

activist groups who also wanted to pursue the strategy of license challenges. 
12 William L. Van Deburg, New Day in Babylon: The Black Power Movement and American Culture, 1965-1975 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 12-17; Some of the complex transformations within 
American media in the 1950s and 1960s in response to the civil rights and black power movements 
are analyzed in Classen, Watching Jim Crow; Sasha Torres, Black, White, and in Color: Television and 
Black Civil Rights (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2003); Christine Acham, Revolution 
Televised: Prime Time and the Struggle for Black Power (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2004); Devorah Heitner, “Black power TV: A cultural history of Black public affairs television, 
1968--1980” (Northwestern University, 2007); Michael Kackman, “'I Spy' a Colorblind Nation : 
African Americans and the Citizen-Subject,” in Citizen Spy: Television, Espionage, and Cold War Culture 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 113-143; Aniko Bodroghkozy, “Negotiating Civil 
Rights in Prime Time: A Production and Reception History of CBS's 'East Side/West Side',” 
Television & New Media 4, no. 3 (August 2003): 257-282.How the civil rights movement engaged the 
media and sought to utilize the technologies and institutions for their own advantages is analyzed, 
for instance, by Vanessa Murphree, The Selling of Civil Rights: the Student Nonviolent Coordinating  
Committee and the Use of Public Relations (New York: Routledge, 2006); Leigh. Raiford, “"Come Let Us 
Build a New World Together": SNCC and Photography of the Civil Rights Movement,” American 
Quarterly 59, no. 4 (2007): 1129-1157; Iris Schmeisser, “Camera at the Grassroots: The Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the Politics of Visual Representation,” in The Civil Rights  
Movement Revisited: Critical Perspectives on the Struggle for Racial Equality in the United States (Hamburg: 
LIT, 2001), 105-125.

13 Bodroghkozy, “Negotiating Civil Rights in Prime Time: A Production and Reception History of CBS's 
'East Side/West Side',” 280, 259.

14 Bodroghkozy, “Negotiating Civil Rights in Prime Time: A Production and Reception History of CBS's 
'East Side/West Side'”; Kackman, “'I Spy' a Colorblind Nation : African Americans and the Citizen-
Subject”; Herman Gray, “Remembering Civil Rights: Television, Memory, and the 1960s,” in The 
Revolution Wasn't Televised. Sixties Television and Social Conflict, ed. Michael Curtin and Lynn Spigel 
(New York: Routledge, 1997), 349-358.
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could play for them.15  

The relationship between the mainstream media institutions and the Black 

Arts  media  criticism  was   further  complicated  by  the  fact  that,  as  the  media 

underwent theses changes, they did create limited opportunities for the circulation 

of Black art and different Black Power ideologies. Television news and documentary 

programs brought activists on-screen through their interview segments. Newspapers 

and  magazines  similarly  developed  a  significant  interest  in  portraying  activists. 

Black public affairs programs that were developed in the late 1960s and encouraged 

by the Kerner Report's criticism of the media provided a controlled environment for 

black programming.16 As far as entertainment and dramatic programs are concerned, 

it is important to keep in mind that the audiences' viewing experiences were not 

uniform or predictable, and  African American artists and producers on television 

have used improvisation to “challenge the television industry and to locate effective 

resistance in an effort to control black images” addressing an audience with a black 

vernacular  improvisational  tradition,  as  Christine  Acham  has  emphasized.17 

Furthermore,  the  dissolution  of  familiar  templates  of  racial  representation  and 

reporting confronted the media with a visible crisis of their own, to which Black Arts 

media criticism responded specifically. The cynical attitudes toward hybrid media 

products that acknowledged the pressure of a black power sensibility and packages it 

in familiar forms, which are cited earlier, attest to this.

15 William Boddy uses this phrase to characterize the dynamic relationship between guerilla video 
activism and mainstream television. William Boddy, “Alternative Television in the United States,” 
Screen 31, no. 1 (1990): 91.

16 Heitner, “Black power TV,” 2.
17 Acham, Revolution Televised: Prime Time and the Struggle for Black Power, xv.
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From the perspective of this chapter, a theory of the black cultural revolution 

that guided the artists and activists is interwoven with a mass communication theory 

in so far that they imagined the possibility to forge specific kinds of of social ties and 

communicative interactions around the black artists and their message-media that 

would prove advantageous for the Black Arts and Black Power project. In short, the 

agenda  of  the  black  cultural  and  political  revolution  included  a  vision  of  re-

organizing  the  black  community's  relationship  with  mass  popular  culture  by 

transforming  the  relationship  with  mass  communication  media.  These  changes 

included: providing alternative forums and sources of consciousness-shaping (black  

consciousness);  the central role of the black artist as a kind of educator; black media 

savvy  that  allowed  to  decipher  the  machinations  of  media  and  to  actually  re-

appropriate  the  institutions  and  technologies  by  either  independently  produced 

media or black employment in the media.

In majority-black Newark, NJ in 1969, Amiri Baraka together with Larry Neal 

and other Black activists started an Urban Communications Institute as part of the 

Committee  for  Unified  Newark  (CFUN),  an  umbrella  organization  for  local  black 

grassroots politics that ran community programs and a campaign to elect a black 

mayor for Newark. The activities of CFUN to promote Black cultural consciousness 

and the mayoral campaign are documented in the film  The New-Ark by a group of 

filmmakers  that  called  itself  Harlem Audiovisuals.18 The  documentary,  which also 

shows the influence of Black cultural nationalist Ron Karenga in CFUN, is an example 

18 Members of the Harlem Audiovisuals were Larry Neal, Edward Spriggs, James Hinton, Rufus Hinton, 
Douglas Harris. Director and Writer for The New-Ark was LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka.
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of the Black Arts approach to use cultural forms and media in order to foster a Black 

political  identity.  The  New-Ark was  never  widely  distributed;  but  was  screened  in 

community centers and at small-scale local film festivals and thus became part of the 

strategy to use communication media to stimulate black consciousness and support 

the  Black  Power  political  agenda  through  gaining  empowerment  on  the  local 

community level.19 

One  goal  of  the  communications  project  was  to  provide  Newark's  African 

American community with training in print and broadcasting and to build local mass 

communication institutions as a means of local empowerment through access to the 

domain of mass communication. The project also hoped to increase the number of 

black-owned media facilities as well as the black personnel in the mass media, and 

thus provide economic stimulation. Initially, so the project proposal envisioned, the 

center  would  utilize  the  facilities  of  the  local  UHF Channel  47  as  a  training  and 

"demonstration  project."  Ultimately,  however,  it  would  aim  at  establishing  a 

"community  owned  television  station."20 However,  because,  they  were  unable  to 

secure the necessary funding, this project ended in the early fall of 1969; but the plan 

to  provide  Newark's  black  community  with  its  own  media  facilities  was  not 

abandoned entirely. In the early 1970s, Baraka remembers in his autobiography, he 

sought to obtain a local cable channel.21

The cultural theories developed by Black Arts intellectuals built significantly 

19 Edward Spriggs, telephone interview by author, November 23, 2009.
20 Committee to Form Community Communications Corporation. "Proposal for Funding a Community 

Communications Corporation as an Urban Communications Center." Larry Neal Papers Box 17 
Folder 5. 

21 Imamu Amiri Baraka, The Autobiography of LeRoi Jones (Chicago, Ill: Lawrence Hill Books, 1997), 422.
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on a critique of mass culture which in turn was often articulated in the form of an 

attack   on  the  system  of  mass  media.  The  Black  Arts  did  not  necessarily  have  a 

coherent  theory of  communication;  but  the  activists  and artists  carried  out  their 

cultural projects in response to communication media. Their own perception of their 

work and their roles as artists was intertwined with their notion of communication 

as a culture-shaping process. Situating the Black Arts project in relation to different 

media technologies and a larger cultural apparatus that these stood for, the Black 

artists constructed their own position within the mass communication domain. As 

part  of  this  construction  they  articulated  hypotheses  about  the  effects  of  mass 

communication and mapped the relationships between individual artists, the black 

community, and the mass media within the symbolic space of the mediated public 

sphere. 

The  proposal  for  the  Newark  communication  project  also  envisioned  that 

black community based communication would eventually provide a means for better 

understanding across  the  "communications  gap" -  the  "vast  waste land [sic]  that 

engulf  the  Black  and  white  worlds"  -  and  thus  stimulate  political  solutions.  The 

proposal does claim that an improved self-consciousness would in turn shape the 

relationship between black and white Newark and pave avenues for cooperation. Not 

only does the proposal allude to the Wasteland speech by Newton Minow in 1961 and a 

widely shared sensibility that mass media were failing, because they did not fulfill 

their cultural and political role. It explicitly employed the language of a spatialized 

and  racialized  divide  that  became  characteristic  of  the  discourse  about  the 
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shortcomings  in  the  mass  media  and  received  official  endorsement  in  the  1968 

Kerner Report.

'Getting Through' to Black Audiences – the 1960s Discourse about the Ghetto 
Communication Gap

The  Kerner  Report positioned  the  media  –  including  print,  radio,  and 

television - as a kind of window into the 'ghetto' as an otherwise largely unknown 

world as  well  as  an interpreter of  the urban upheavals  of  the 1967 summer.  The 

report's section on the role of the media in the development of the urban riots is 

divided into two sections. One was concerned directly with the riot reporting, the 

accuracy of the media coverage, the impression the media created of the riots, and 

the possible impact media coverage could have on the course of  the rioting. This 

section relied on a massive investigation,  using quantitative content analysis  and 

interviews, to assess the actual performance of broadcasting and print media during 

the summer 1967. The question of the possible impact of the media is treated more 

speculatively, relying on a study of media usage in Philadelphia's black community.22 

The  second section,  which addresses  the  commission's  broader  concern  with  the 

media's efforts to cover the fundamental problems and inadequacies of living in a 

ghetto  as  well  as  life  in  the  African  American  communities,  grows  out  of  the 

commission's conviction that mass media should take affirmative steps to achieve 

integration,  which  included  sowing  the  seeds  of  an  attitude  change,  creating 

acceptance and understanding by “portray[ing] the Negro as a matter of routine and 

22 The Report here referred to a journalism Masters thesis by Thomas H. Allen, whose findings were 
published in condensed form in Thomas H. Allen, “Mass Media Use Patterns in a Negro Ghetto,” 
Journalism Quarterly 45 (1968): 525-527.
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in the context of the total society.”23 Unlike the first part, this section was not backed 

by  first  or  second-hand  research,  but  it  emerged  in  internal  debates  and  at  a 

conference were commission members met with media professionals. Both sections 

relied on the assumptions that mass communication had a special role to fulfill in 

connecting African Americans – particularly in the ghettos of Northern cities – to the 

majority nation.

The commission expressed a deep concern "that millions of other Americans, 

who must rely on the mass media, [...] formed incorrect impressions and judgments 

about what went on in many American cities last summer."24 In its investigation of 

the  "imbalance  between  reality  and  impression,"25 the  commission  explained,  it 

discovered that "sensationalism" and an emphasis on violence and militancy were 

not  as  pervasive  as  originally  assumed.  The  content  analysis  suggested  that 

newspapers and television had a record of balanced riot reporting, that is violence 

and militancy were not prevalent. "Only a small proportion of all scenes analyzed 

showed actual mob action, people looting, sniping [...] Moderate Negro leaders were 

shown more frequently than militant leaders on television news broadcasts."26 This 

also meant that the analysis had a predefined code which leader would be counted as 

'militant'  or  'moderate'.  While  the  Kerner  Report  did  absolve  the  media  of  the 

suspicion of stark and sensationalist misrepresentation, it held on to the notion that 

the task of viewing and interpreting the 'ghetto' was not properly fulfilled by the 

23 Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (New York: Bantam Books, 1968), 383.
24 Ibid., 363.
25 Ibid., 363-364.
26 Ibid., 364.
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media, identifying a series of mechanisms that created an "indelible impression of 

damage" ten times higher than actual damage and framed the disorders as "black-

white confrontations,"27 closing with a set of guidelines of how to potentially improve 

the media's performance in fulfilling this task.

Besides  the  issue  of  accurate  reporting,  the  media  are  considered  here  to 

actually perform crucial functions during the riots themselves, influencing through 

the  images  they  construct  the  further  development  of  the  disorder  as  well  as 

responses, suggesting the possibilities that media could control or contain the riots if 

the  messages  are  chosen  appropriately.  They  quite  literally  are  constructed  as 

institutions  of  the  communication  gap.  This  is  clearly  expressed  in  the  report's 

suggestions, where media appear as interpreters and gateways between the urban 

ghetto and the rest of America, when it for example emphasizes how media are alien 

to the ghetto and must  find ways to not  only  rely  on police reports.  The Kerner 

report's  recommendation and its diagnosis of the communication situation in the 

'ghetto'  reflect  the underlying assumption that  a  black-white communication gap 

existed in America - which was to a large degree deemed responsible for the different 

crises.

It is possible to trace the development of the discourse of a racialized  ghetto 

communication gap throughout  the  1960s.  In the  late  1960s  and early  1970s,  the 

concept  became  the  explicit  focus  of  conferences  and  lecture  series.  Media 

professionals,  social  scientists,  and  activists  employed  it  in  order  to  assess  the 

problem of the relationship between African Americans and the media. They did not 
27 Ibid., 365.
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necessarily  agree  on  the  causes  and  possible  solutions.  Yet,  the  notion  of  a 

communication gap organized  the  debates.  The  Kerner  Reports'  diagnosis  that  the 

United  States  were  becoming  a  racially  divided  nation and its  implication of  the 

American  mass  media  in  this  development  encapsulated  this  idea  and  raised  the 

attention, due to its status as an authoritative document and the replay the report 

itself  received in the media.28 However, the report did not originate this  mode of 

thinking about the race-and-media problem. Rather, it emerged in a mesh of texts 

and discussions that  addressed  the problems of racial inequality, the struggle for 

minority  empowerment,  and  the  role  the  media  should  play  in  alleviating  this 

problem, through the lens of a spatially and racially divided communication domain.

In 1970 the Department of Journalism at the Maryland University ran a lecture 

series  addressing  the  question  Why  Aren't  we  Getting  Through?  The  Urban  

Communication Crisis, chaired by one of its assistant professors, Edmund M. Midura, 

who  also  edited  the  published  volume  of  the  lectures.29 Midura  adds  the 

“communication barrier”  to  a  list  of  other  “barriers  –  racial,  physical,  economic, 

cultural” dividing off urban enclaves and contributing to “frustration and alienation” 

as well as “urban disorders.”30 Midura's introduction constructs the issue of minority 

participation in the communication domain primarily as a structural problem rather 

28 The New York Times reported that the Kerner Report "preempted hours of television time 
yesterday on the three major commercial networks" and the non-commercial Public Broadcasting 
Laboratory: Jack Gould, “TV: Report on Civil Disorders Is Prime Topic,” New York Times (1857-Current  
file), March 4, 1968.The Washington Post reprinted the summary of the commission's report when 
it was released: “'Our Nation Is Moving Toward Two Societies..Unequal',” The Washington Post, Times  
Herald (1959-1973), March 1, 1968,.

29 Edmund M Midura, ed., Why Aren't We Getting Through? The Urban Communication Crisis (Washington, 
DC: Acropolis Books, 1971).

30 Ibid., 8-9.
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than  racial  problem.  It  points  out  that  “inner  city”  is  shorthand  for  “urban 

concentrations of people, mostly black and Latin American” but prefers territorial 

terminology like “the people of the inner city” or “the inner city's lot.”31 While the 

question  of  race  remains  perceptibly  in  the  background  in  the  lectures,  this 

translation into more abstract terms reaches for a solution precisely by bracketing 

race  –  disenfranchisement  and  material  inequalities  –  and  appealing  to 

communication because of  its expected remedying effects  to stimulate social  bonds 

and understanding. If the communication gap is bridged, according this logic, urban 

minorities can generate “attention” and thus “improve [their] misery” and – more 

importantly  -  “the  rest  of  society”  could “reach the inner city  through the mass 

media of communication with messages and information that might forestall urban 

disorder.”32 The  notion  that  connecting  across  the  gap  would  be  a  decisive  step 

toward addressing the social  and material  inequities that characterized the urban 

crisis puts its faith in the “'two-way street' of communication” as “the cement of our 

society;”33 and  it  constructs  mass  media  as  channels  of  a  semi-autonomous 

communication domain that intersects with the social world but also allows to forge 

relations that cut through actual barriers and help solve real world problems.  The 

lecturers who contributed to this volume tackle the question from slightly different 

angles. Most, however, share a liberal faith that the media have a leadership role in 

reconstructing  social  relations  and  building  a  politically  and  racially  integrated 

America.  It is this optimistic trust in the manageability  of social conditions via the 

31 Ibid., 8.
32 Ibid., 9.
33 Ibid.
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institutions and technologies of the mass media that the title  Why Aren't We Getting  

Through? implies.

Three years  earlier,  a  similar conference was organized at  the Freedom of 

Information Center at the University of Missouri by the Anti-Defamation League of 

B'nai  B'rith  under  the  title  The  Racial  Crisis  and  the  News  Media.34 The  conference 

participants focused intensely on the role of journalists and editors in reporting Civil 

Rights and Black Power protests and the sorts of ethical dilemmas that arise from the 

responsibilities  media  have  toward  their  different  constituents  and  because  of 

backlash effects they anticipated when reporting on race. The contributors share a 

sense of a larger responsibility toward reporting relevant news and thereby aiding 

the solution of the racial crisis by encouraging mutual understanding between white 

and African American communities. They review favorably the role media played as 

part of the civil rights movement, crediting them for the movement's successes. In 

his contribution, William B. Monroe, Jr., the chief of NBC's Washington news bureau 

characterizes television as a primary medium for the black freedom movement, “The 

consensus of the people I've talked to about the subject is that television has been a 

central factor in the development of the Negro revolution – has accelerated it and 

forced a much speedier confrontation of emotions and ideas than otherwise would 

have  been  the  case.”35 To  this  idea  of  media  as  a  driving  force  behind  adjusting 

national  public  opinion,  he  adds  the  theory  that  television  has  played  a  part  in 

34 The conference papers were published in Paul L. Fisher and Ralph Lynn Lowenstein, eds., Race and 
the News Media, Freedom of Information Conference (New York: Praeger, 1967).

35 William B. Monroe, “Television: The Chosen Instrument of the Revolution,” in Race and the News 
Media, ed. Paul L. Fisher and Ralph Lynn Lowenstein (New York: Praeger, 1967), 89.
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inciting the movement by beaming “scenes of American affluence, the good life [...] 

into the Negro home where people sleep four in a room, into the ghettos and shacks 

where they don't own washing machines and electrical toothbrushes,” emphasizing 

exclusion and deprivation.36

This understanding that media serve a function to bridge a communication 

gap in two directions, encouraging the black protests but also moving the nation as a 

whole  toward  a  solution  was  coupled  with  the  idea  that  media  should  construct 

images of a model society. As the president of WFTV in Orlando, Florida, Joseph L. 

Brechner  put it,  “Media  must  set  the  standards,  lay  the  basis  for  understanding, 

support  the  intelligent  and  valorous,  and  report  progress.”37 He  argued  that  the 

media should make this  kind of  moral and political  commitment,  cater to a mass 

audience  and take  on  programs  considered  controversial,  and  thus  fulfill  a 

responsibility to influence and educate.38 Together the contributors to this volume 

shared  the  idea  of  a  fragmented  public,  underlining  the  notion  that  whites  and 

African Americans use media differently, use different media, and that there is very 

little  exchange  across  the  divide  between  the  two  cultural  and  communicative 

communities.

The  participants  in  this  discourse  actively  aided  the  construction  of  a 

communication domain onto which space and race were mapped – which channeled 

the ways problems were articulated and their solutions addressed, ascribing a very 

36 Ibid.
37 Joseph L. Brechner, “Were Broadcasters Color Blind?,” in Race and the News Media, ed. Paul L. Fisher 

and Ralph Lynn Lowenstein (New York: Praeger, 1967), 102.
38 Ibid., 104.
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particular function to the media that was resonant with a liberal  agenda and the 

hope to engage a national audience in “free discussions on all  issues through [...] 

outspoken  editorials,  and  discussions  and  documentaries  in  depth”  and  shape  a 

cohesive national public opinion.39 

A  social  scientific  view  on  the  urban  ghettos  and  the  riots  shaped  the 

commission's  work  on  different  levels.40 Methods  and  ideas  from  communication 

research as  well  as widely shared assumptions about the social  functions of  mass 

media were influential on the commission's analysis of media and the  racial  crisis. 

Against the backdrop of the War on Poverty, communication researchers had begun 

constructing the image of a spatially and racially divided communication landscape, 

putting forward the idea of distinct differences in taste, program preferences and 

media usage.41 The difference of the ghetto enclave was assessed in terms of a distinct 

communication subgroup.  Presented mostly as disinterested inquiries and statistical 

snapshots, these studies carried significant cultural weight. After the Kerner Report, 

this  line  of  inquiry  and  the  notion  of  the  communication  gap  received  more 
39 Ibid.
40 The Kerner Commission relied on social scientists as advisors as well as in testimony in commission 

hearings. Most prominently among them was psychologist Kenneth B. Clark, whose testimony had 
already influenced the 1954 Brown v. Board Supreme Court decision. 

41 In addition to a number of surveys and studies that sought to identify and quantify Negro attitudes, 
two early examples of studies that constructed differences in communication behavior along racial 
lines are noteworthy: Thomas H. Allen conducted a survey in Pittsburgh: “Mass Media Use 
Patterns” which was influential for the Kerner Report. James Carey delineated differences in 
television content preference and taste in television drama along racial lines. Although Carey 
cannot identify statistically clear-cut distinctions, his investigation nonetheless contributed to the 
understanding of a different communication behavior as part African American culture, 
particularly in the urban ghettos. These studies influenced the notion of the communication gap 
and the hierarchy it implied. But they also lent weight to the notion of a distinct African American 
consumer demographic for mass communication offerings. And although black media protests 
were not only articulated in terms of consumer citizenship, the debate over African Americans in 
advertising shaped the understand of the communication domain in the 1960s. James W. Carey, 
“Variations in Negro/White Television Preferences,” Journal of Broadcasting 10 (summer 1966): 199-
212.
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attention, filtering into conferences and edited volumes and a special report in the 

Columbia Journalism Review.42 

Bradley  S.  Greenberg and his  assistants  at  the  Michigan State  University's 

Communication Among the Urban Poor project, for example, had begun gathering data in 

1967.  Their  final  results  of  this  study  were  published  three  years  later.43 The 

organizers of the Why Aren't We Getting Through? conference recognized Greenberg as 

“one of  leading researchers in the area of  communication and the poor.”44 In  his 

conference  paper,  Greenberg  drew  on  and  condensed  the  results  of  his  1970 

monograph  Use of Mass Media by the Urban Poor, which was based on studies of the 

white and – predominantly – black ghetto populations. Urban poor effectively became 

a shorthand for black,  as the analysis  constructs  a  fictional  character type – who 

represents the average American media consumer, which it, however, then cast as a 

white American, although technically the data for both majority and minority media 

use should be fed into the computation of the average.45 These studies also reverse the 

question of how to educate the white American majority public and ask how African 

American readers, viewers, listeners (audiences) can be reached.

The discourse of the communication gap operated inside media and regulators' 

push toward more responsibility that media historians have identified as a general 

trend during that period. Often associated with the surge of documentary series on 

42 “Special Section: News Media and the Kerner Report",” Columbia Journalism Review 7, no. 3 (Fall 
1968): 42-65.

43 Bradley S. Greenberg and Brenda Dervin, Use of the Mass Media by the Urban Poor, Praeger Special 
Studies in U.S. Economic and Social Development (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970).

44 Midura, Why Aren't We Getting Through?, 15.
45 Bradley S. Greenberg, “Mass Communication Behavior of the Urban Poor,” in Why Aren't We Getting  

Through: The Urban Communication Crisis, ed. Edmund M. Midura (Washington, DC: Acropolis Books, 
1971), 25-28.
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television and the closely linked efforts to reclaim trustworthiness and credibility,46 

this  development was  characterized by particular visual  and narrative styles  that 

constructed an image of objectivity for the broadcasting networks; and yet, as Michael 

Curtin and Sasha Torres have pointed out, they projected a very specific ideological 

position. NBC's 1960s  White Paper documentary “Sit-In,” for example, committed to 

the civil rights “movement's project of producing a new national consensus on race” 

in the network's own interest but also created a complex text that presented the 

“Nashville movement as always-already successful” and yet could be appropriated as 

an  inspirational  and  training  film  in  the  movement  itself.47 The  logic  of  the 

communication gap,  however,  was not  limited to just  television.  It  was  about mass 

media  more generally  –  particularly about print  and broadcasting.  Moreover,  the 

racialized  geographic  imaginary  that  was  at  its  center  shaped  the  ways  media 

professionals and policy makers positioned their role in the communication domain, 

including the modes of address of individual programs, and criticism aimed at the 

media.  This  notion  of  a  segregated  communication  domain  operated  in  debates 

before the communication gap became a recognizable code word in the late 1960s.

Mapping the struggle in the media to respond to the Civil Rights and Black 

Power  Movements  through affirmative  employment  of  African Americans48 and  a 

46 Torres, Black, White, and in Color, 37.
47 Torres, Black, White, and in Color, 39, 41-47. Michael Curtin adds that a program like ABC's 1961 Walk 

in My Shoes presents “liberal reform [...] as the most 'reasonable' alternative” in dramatic contrast 
with “viable [...] black militancy, making the case that the “reason white viewers should press for 
further civil rights reform is that without it, militant black movements will continue to grow.” 
Michael Curtin, Redeeming the Wasteland: Television Documentary and Cold War Politics (New Brunswick, 
N.J: Rutgers University Press, 1995), 174.

48 The debates primarily focused on African Americans and occasionally included Puerto Ricans, or 
Latin Americans more generally. Gradually the discourse extended to include the question of 
minority access to the media.
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conscious  adjusting of  the filters  that  regulated the presence of  black voices and 

bodies onto a spatial division between black urban ghettos and the larger – white – 

United States became a strategy to negotiate the media's function as instruments of 

democratic  opinion  formation.  At  stake  was  their  ability  to  represent  accurately 

issues that mattered and,  further,  to educate and integrate a national  public as  a 

whole. The discourse of the communication gap tied the problems of racial segregation 

and discrimination to debates over the media's failure to fulfill these tasks. Television 

was during the 1960s at the center of these debates and had been positioned as the 

punching bag since Newton Minow's 1961 characterization of it as a “vast wasteland.” 

49 While television was generally accepted as the mass medium that the majority of 

Americans used as their preferred source of news and entertainment, the discourse 

of  the  communication  gap concerned  print  media,  radio,  and  film  as  well.  This 

abstraction hinged on the assumption that these media can and should function as 

channels of indirect social relations. Through the lens of the communication gap these 

binding  powers  and  the  media's  capacity  as  agents  of  nationwide  instruction 

appeared broken.

That the media were expected to create moments of shared perspective was 

one assumption that dominated media criticism. The publisher of  the the  Chicago 

Defender, John H. Sengstacke, criticized before the FCC Chicago television stations for 

failing “to further race relations.”50 He saw it as the media's key responsibility “to 

49 Newton Minow, “The Vast Wasteland,” in Documents of American Broadcasting, ed. Frank J. Kahn 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1984), 207-217.

50 “Publisher Rips TV Racial Programming,” Chicago Daily Defender (Daily Edition) (1960-1973), March 22, 
1962.
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create  for  its  listeners  an  aura  of  understanding  for  Americans  of  diverse 

backgrounds.”51 In  addition,  the  need  to  portray  “the  Negro  as  a  normal  human 

being” rather than “ignoring or distorting the role  of  the Negro”52 was seen as  a 

precondition  for  such  mass  communicated  bonds.  Chicago's  NAACP  executive 

secretary Fuqua also insisted that media should take an active role in trying to solve 

racial  problems  and  brought  forth  very  similar  points  during  the  FCC  hearing, 

criticizing a lack of programs “that [deal] with the development of interest in race 

relations and the problems of interracial adjustment” rather than focus on conflicts.53 

Whitney Young, Jr., the executive director of the National Urban League also spoke of 

a “communications gap,” feeding off this general discourse.54  

In  March  1969  Young,  Jr.  criticized  the  media  for  not  fulfilling  their 

responsibility in banishing racism and creating an inclusive society. Addressing the 

National  Association  of  Broadcasters,  he  demanded  that  more  young  African 

Americans  be  employed  in  broadcasting.  He  further  suggested  that  networks 

abandon racist affiliate stations and that the Federal Communications Commission 

have an African American commissioner. His remarks in front of the broadcasting 

lobbyists  echoed  the  tone  and  argument  articulated  fervently  in  the  Kerner 

Commission Report a year earlier. Young participated in a trend to reform the media 

institutions that was animated by the convergence between Black media activism and 

criticism with the liberal reform agenda which relied on the mass media as a key 

51 Ibid.
52 Ibid.
53 “Negro Leaders Chide Chicago TV Stations,” The Washington Post, Times Herald (1959-1973), March 22, 

1962.
54 Whitney Young, Jr., “To Be Equal,” Chicago Daily Defender, May 4, 1968.

158



instrument to shape attitudes on race, avoid conflicts. Young would be positioned as 

a  black  spokesperson  who  attacked  the  establishment  of  white  media  while  his 

position was also closer to the the ideal of forming a unified non-racist public.55 He 

explicitly told the broadcasters that they were "molders of opinion" and therefore 

had  the  obligation  to  "take  on  the  tough  job  of  civil  rights  and change  national 

attitudes."56 The commentator of  the New York Times endorsed Young's remarks, 

taking the opportunity  to  make the case for  a  "dialogue on current affairs"  that 

required that the "door is truly open" and a "diversity of viewpoints and opinions" 

was  included.57 The  discourse  of  the  communication  gap  configured  the  debates 

around  the  ideas  of  a  unified  non-racist  public  opinion,  attitude-altering  media 

effects,  and  the  notion  of  interracial  dialogue.  And  it  allowed  a  loose  enough 

consensus  with  entry  points  for  black  civil  rights  reformers  ,  broadcasters, 

regulators, social scientists, journalists. In Young's book “Beyond Racism,”58 in which 

he outlined his political views and agenda for societal reform, he criticized the media 

in a very similar fashion, taking up the charges that were articulated in the Kerner 

Report.  What seemed to unite the different people was the idea that  mass media 

could and should be utilized to bridge a psychological gap and eventually mend social 

divisions. 

The media were doubly charged with representing accurately an American 

society  and  the  position  of  African  Americans  within  it  and  with  projecting   in 
55 Jack Gould, “The Right Man in the Right Place,” New York Times (1857-Current file), March 30, 1969.
56 Jack Gould, “Young Urges Networks to Drop Biased Stations,” New York Times (1857-Current file), 

March 25, 1969.
57 Gould, “The Right Man in the Right Place.”
58 Whitney M. Young, Jr., Beyond Racism: Building an Open Society, Paperback Edition. (New York: 

McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1971).

159



contrast  the  image  of  a  society  that  finds  solutions  to  the  race  problem.  The 

expectation  of  an  educational  effect  was  tied  to  a  propaganda  effect  –  to  affect 

individual and public opinion, and consequently actual social relations. The debates 

over whether television and radio broadcasts  were able  to quell  or further incite 

conflicts continued throughout the 1960s, brought up, for example, 1962 in the wake 

of the confrontation at the University of Mississippi over the enrollment of James 

Meredith59 and articulated in the Kerner report's speculation about the role of radio 

in the event of race riots:60 and they bespeak the view that media played a pivotal role 

in solving the so-called racial crisis by creating a basic awareness of the problems and 

political quarrels – and then by also shaping positive attitudes and behavior.

These  expectations  existed  within  a  broader  discourse  about  the  political 

function and social  responsibilities  of  media that   took shape during the postwar 

decades; it  reframed different social  problems and challenges through the lens of 

communication.  And while key articulations of  this  discourse were located in the 

political and social scientific realms, it also circulated in American popular culture. In 

defining the ghetto as a distinctive communication environment,it affected competing 

definitions  of  the  black  community  as  an  audience  by  broadcasters,  advertisers, 

regulators, and black activists.  

Already  before  this  language  was  codified  in  the  late  1960s,  network 

television's programs were positioned as instruments to inform and educate across 

such a gap.  Network as well as Educational and Public television created a series of 

59 Classen, Watching Jim Crow, 3.
60 Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 376.
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news and documentary programs that took up the civil rights struggle as a topic but 

also  positioned  themselves  as  mediators  within  an  interracial  dialogue.  These 

programs were premised on the idea that journalists had an obligation (moral and 

professional) to try and bridge the communication gap and that television could be a 

technological means to instill among whites an understanding for the situation of 

blacks who lived in urban ghettos  largely in poverty.  

The  ABC show  Walk  in  My  Shoes in  1961  –  part  of  the  network's  Close  Up!  

documentary series  provides one such example.  Written and directed by Nicholas 

Webster, the show interviewed African Americans letting them voice their opinions 

and frustrations – without once showing the documentarists behind the camera and 

the interviewer's voice intruding in only a few instances.  The reviewer of the Chicago  

Defender viewed the documentary as a “milestone in television history” because it 

“unfolded  the  Negro  'problem'  as  seen  and  told  by  the  American  Negroes 

themselves.”61 This kind of praise was based on the educational effects he hoped the 

program could achieve by creating a virtually direct access to the African American 

view, an effect that was enhanced by the program's direct cinematographic style . 

The  Chicago Defender  saw “many lessons in it for the white man” and in particular 

“the big lesson that Negroes felt they no longer can wait [...] They have reached the 

stage of direct action.”62 And it went on to speculate that the program could have 

affected  government  decisions  more  directly,  if  it  had  only  aired  a  week earlier, 

lamenting that foreign policy dominated the debates now. 

61 Robert G. Spivack, “Watch on the Potomac,” Chicago Daily Defender (Daily Edition) (1960-1973), 
September 25, 1961.

62 Ibid.
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This notion of bringing African American viewpoints to the white American 

public – and achieving its educational effect by creating empathy - was a common 

way of understanding the media's role; and it also shaped the documentary mode of 

these news and documentary programs themselves.  The reviewers as  well  as ABC 

shared  a  faith  that  the  mass  media  could  substitute  for  communicative  and 

psychological,  interpersonal  connections  and  create  a  sense  of  empathy  and 

understanding. The network even ran advertisements in the New York Times on the 

day  the  program  aired  promising  the  readers  an  unusual  television  viewing 

experience:  In  bold letters  the ad read  “For  one hour  tonight,  you're  black” and 

below “You're a Negro in white America, looking outside from a black inside.”63 The 

mode of address and the narrative strategies of Walk in My Shoes also aimed for this 

effect of psychological alliance.

One key narrative device of the ABC documentary is the Negro in Harlem, as he 

is  identified  in the  closing credits.64 The  documentary follows this  young African 

American over the course of his day, from when he wakes up in the small Harlem 

apartment of his family, to his workplace in New York City's garment district, to his 

return to Harlem at night, creating a basic narrative structure. Point-of-view shots 

alternate with shots that frame him in close-up or medium close-up as the camera 

trails him through New York City and on the subway, inviting the viewer to share his 

perspective.  A  first-person  non-diegetic  narrative  voice  narrates  his  thoughts, 

imaginatively furnishing mass communication technology with the ability bridge the 

63 “For One Hour Tonight, You're Black,” New York Times (1923-Current file), September 19, 1961.
64 The 'Negro in Harlem' was played by Ernest Washington.
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gap. That same voice, interestingly, changes its perspective. 

When  the  plot  leaves  Harlem  to  document  affluent  middle-class  African 

Americans and their opinions, the narrator speaks as a collective African American 

we before  the  subjects  in  Chicago  and  Los  Angeles  articulate  their  viewpoints, 

seemingly unmediated as though the camera would witness their group discussions. 

The narrative voice assumes a more objective tone when Malcolm X is introduced. 

The scenes leading up to his  speech,  as  Malcolm X and the audiences  arrive,  are 

accompanied by commentary in the style of an on-location correspondent with bits 

of  information  about  the  Black  Muslims and  their  appeal.   The  voice  of  the 

documentarist  is  only  heard  when  a  women  is  interviewed  in  her  small  Harlem 

apartment. In contrast, the interviewer's questions are perceptibly absent from the 

scenes with the Harlem cab driver and his views on Harlem and the Black Revolution. 

He  noticeably  responds  to  filmmakers'  questions,  looking  directly  at  the  camera 

which is positioned next to the driver's seat, sometimes turning around to look off 

screen where other filmmakers are,  before he returns his  attention to the street. 

Such  breaks  in  perspective  and  the  differing  degrees  to  which  the  mediation  is 

highlighted or concealed, together with the editing and persistent close-ups of the 

subjects  foreground  the  documentary's  aim  to  establish  a  communication  bridge 

between the ghetto and the presumed white audience.

The  notion  of  a  communication  gap  as  one  of  the  root  causes  of  racial 

inequality, poverty, protests and violence has existed at least since the very early 

1960s.  Media's ability to bridge the gap by slipping in-and-out of subject positions 
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that was so prominent in the ABC documentary “Walk in My Shoes” had filtered into 

John  Howard  Griffin's  novel  Black  Like  Me.  Griffin's  protagonist,  after  medically 

darkening  his  skin  tone  to  investigate  undercover  black  life  in  the  South  for  a 

magazine  story,  hopes  that  his  “scientific  research  study,”  as  he  labels  it  in  the 

beginning, is able to “bridge the gap.” This gap had arisen, as the text specifies early 

on, because “communication between the two races had simply ceased to exist.” And 

the protagonist has to realize that, although he is “a specialist in race issues,” he 

“really knew nothing of the Negro's real problem.”65 

The story is marked by the Griffin's obsession with the ability to  feel like an 

African American but also to be privy to conversations and jokes that he would not 

have heard in  white-skin.  As a literary blackface performance with many different 

layers  of  meaning,  Black  Like  Me is  also  importantly  about  the  social  function  of 

communication and the political responsibility of the media. Before the publication 

as a book, the story was an assignment for a magazine feature story. And the role of 

Griffin  as  the  communicator  is  that  of  a  go-between,  who  not  only  learns  to 

understand the Southern black mindset but is able to instill empathy among white 

readers – and convince black readers of whites' genuine empathy. 

Black Like Me, like “Walk In My Shoes,” is an example of a cultural text that 

helped establish the role of television and print media as interracial mediators. And 

thus they also contributed to a broader understanding of the political responsibility 

of  mass  communication in  the  racial  crisis.  This  faith  in  the  media's  capacity  to 

deliver African American viewpoints to the white American public and through this 
65 John Howard Griffin, Black Like Me (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1960), 1-2.
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form of education affect politics defined expectations of the media's role during the 

civil rights/black power era. It was also very much premised on an understanding of 

communication as  a  way  to  organize  social  relationships  and  foster  psychological 

alliances. 

In  the  political  climate  after  the  assassination  of  Martin  Luther  King,  the 

urban rebellions,  and the Kerner Report  on civil  disorders,  such arguments  were 

finding increased resonance. The idea of a racial communication gap and the media's 

responsibility to mend it had been around long before 1968. The impact of the report 

probably stemmed less from its the commission's ability to articulate new ideas but 

more from the repackaging of these ideas and the reports iconic status. In the late 

1960s, the tentative gestures toward scientific objectivity in texts like “Walk in My 

Shoes” and Black Like Me, however, shifted to a full embrace of social science in order 

to underwrite the idea. 

The  Kerner  Report  itself  had  relied   on  very  few  existing  studies,  but 

conducted its  own content  analysis  of  newspapers  and presented  the opinions  of 

journalists and media executives – as well as their promise to shape up and assume 

responsibility – as scientific findings.   As the discourse became inflected by social 

science, and the growing number of reports and expert opinions, the news coverage 

also assumed the perspective that science can precisely assess and help bridge the 

communication gap.  The more  scientific  communication gap jargon,  for example, 

also shaped  Newsweek's  perspective on the riots in urban ghettos in 1967;66 and it 

66 “The Hard-Core Ghetto Mood,” Newsweek, August 21, 1967; “The Racial Crisis: A Consensus,” 
Newsweek, August 21, 1967; “After the Riots: A Survey,” Newsweek, August 21, 1967.
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informed the debates about educational television and black-oriented public affairs 

programs.67

In  the  mid-1960s  social  scientists  to  not  only  surveyed  so-called  Negro  

attitudes and behavior,68 they also developed significant interest in the media use and 

preferences among African Americans, selecting data from poor and working class 

blacks in inner cities for comparison with poor whites and middle-class whites. These 

studies were based on the premise that residential racial enclaves were the site of 

distinct  cultural  patterns;  and that  mass communication behavior was considered 

part of this cultural difference. One motivation for these studies was the hope that 

once the communication behavior in the ghetto was decoded, it would be easier to 

reach  its  residents  with  messages  which,  for  example,  promoted  anti-poverty 

programs or diffused the potential for violence, as the Kerner Report had imagined. 

Against  the  backdrop  of  the  War  on  Poverty,  communication  researchers 

conceptualized spatially and racially divided communication landscape, suggesting 

that  differences  in  media  preferences  and  usage  characterized  a  black  ghetto 

“subculture.”69 The idea of a communication gap between white and black America 

reduced racial  segregation and inequality, to a structural  and behavioral problem 

that  could  be  analyzed  and  remedied  by  using  the  mass  communication 

appropriately. 

67 Richard J. Meyer, “ETV and the Ghetto,” Educational Broadcasting Review (August 1968): 19-24; Karen 
G. Gray, “Black Journal: An Overview,” Educational Broadcasting Review 6, no. 4 (April 1972): 231-232.

68 For a critical historical treatment of such studies and their legacy see Robin D. G. Kelley, “Looking 
for the 'Real' Nigga: Social Scientists Construct the Ghetto,” in Yo' Mama's Disfunktional: Fighting  
Culture Wars in Urban America (Boston: Beacon Press, 1997), 15-42.

69 Greenberg and Dervin, Use of the Mass Media by the Urban Poor, 4.
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The  Kerner  Commission  speculated  that,  because  of  characteristic 

communications behaviors and the role of radio as part of the media environment in 

urban  ghettos,  radio  broadcasts  should  play  a  prominent  role  in  bridging  the 

communication gap.  It  argued that  radio would  be  able  to reach black audiences 

more directly and immediately than other media. The commission had the soul radio 

format in mind when it pointed out that “an overwhelmingly large number of Negro 

children and teenagers [...] listen to the radio for music alone, interspersed by disc 

jockey  chatter”  and  that  “radio  in  the  ghetto  is  basically  background 

accompaniment.”70 The report expressed the explicit hope that the popular medium, 

and especially the deejays, could influence “transistor radio-carrying” black youth 

directly, calm them down, and thus quell further rioting.71

The New Ark Urban Communications Project
In Newark, NJ, the black political movement focused on local electoral politics 

as well as the cooperation among black grassroots activist groups. Amiri Baraka at 

the  Committee for a Unified Newark (CFUN), an umbrella organization for local black 

grassroots politics, led the the 1970 campaign to elect community-endorsed Kenneth 

Gibson  as  the  first  black  mayor  of  the  city,  using  his  experiences  in  community 

theater and political organizing.72 As part of these activities, CFUN housed an Urban 

Communications Center project from July through September of 1969, lead by Amiri 

Baraka  and  Larry  Neal.  In  concert  with  the  larger  goals,  this  project  aimed  at 

70 Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 376.
71 Ibid.
72 Komozi Woodard, A Nation Within a Nation: Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones) and Black Power Politics (Chapel 

Hill, N.C: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 143-150.
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concrete transformations of the political and economic situation of Newark's African-

American  community.  One  goal  of  the  project  was  to  provide  Newark's  African 

American community with training in print and broadcasting and to build local mass 

communication institutions as a means of local empowerment through access to the 

domain of mass communication. The project also hoped to increase the number of 

black-owned media facilities as well as the black personnel in the mass media, and 

thus provide economic stimulation. Initially, so the project proposal envisioned, the 

center  would  utilize  the  facilities  of  the  local  UHF Channel  47  as a  training  and 

"demonstration  project."  Ultimately,  however,  it  would  aim  at  establishing  a 

"community owned television station."73

While Baraka was at the San Francisco State College in 1967, he organized a 

“Communications Project” that can be considered a precursor to the work in Newark. 

It  was based on an understanding of  communication in the wider sense of cultural 

propaganda and was unambiguously political in its intention. It envisioned the use of 

media common for social movements, like newsletters, leaflets, newspapers, but also 

included comic books, posters, street theater, seminars, films (even a black newsreel), 

readings, dance performances.74 The project's participants toured the communities 

with their theater productions; but the performances were also filmed to make them 

more widely available  and independent of  the staff's  capacity and mobility.75 The 

lines between the different genres as well as  between art, education, and political 

73 Committee to Form Community Communications Corporation. "Proposal for Funding a Community 
Communications Corporation as an Urban Communications Center." Larry Neal Papers. Box 17 
Folder 5. 

74 LeRoi Jones, “Communications Project,” The Drama Review: TDR 12, no. 4 (Summer 1968): 53-57.
75 Baraka, The Autobiography of LeRoi Jones, 351-353.
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mobilization were blurred. As Baraka outlined the different potential  strategies of 

the project, he suggested that teams should directly distribute information in areas 

in  the  black  community  where  they  had  friendship  ties.76 Baraka  also  made  a 

documentary film about the Black cultural and political activism at San Francisco 

State, called “Black Spring.”77 This broad interpretation of communication became 

integral to the Black Arts community-based activism.

Because the Urban Communications Institute, however, did not receive the 

funding that it had hoped for, all its classes had to be be discontinued three months 

after the start.  The initial application for funding had been mismanaged and never 

reached the intended addressees. In late 1969, the organizers planned to expand and 

resubmit the proposal. During those three months, orientation classes had begun at 

the  Urban  Communications  Institute;  and  the  activists  worked  to  establish 

collaborations  with  universities,  sought  funding,  and  solicited  support  from local 

broadcasting  institutions  and  established  networks  for  use  of  equipment  and 

facilities.  As  part  of  these  organizing  efforts,  they  also  tried  to  enlist  African 

Americans  with  experience  in  the  media  field  on  both  the  technical  and  the 

production side as instructors and as board members. 

The  activists  in  CFUN's  Urban  Communication  Institute  insisted  on 

maintaining  independence  and  underlined  their  commitment  toward  community 

empowerment.  All  personnel  for  the  Urban  Communications  Center  and  the 

associated Black Studies consortium had to be approved by Baraka who functioned as 

76 Jones, "Communications Project," 53.
77 Ibid., 57.
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executive director of the Urban Communications Institute. He and Larry Neal also 

were responsible for writing an overview for "staff and trainees." A manual would 

instruct the student as well as the teachers, including the "code of behavior" and 

ideology.78 One memorandum instructs the members of the Urban Communication 

Institute  to  be  cautious  about  mentioning  black  nationalism  when  speaking  to 

potential  sponsors79.  This  kind of  control  over the political  agenda of  the project 

illustrates the direct connection the communication project had with Black political 

activism in Newark. 

It  also reveals  that in order receive financial  and institutional  support the 

activists foregrounded the imagery of an innercity community deprived of vital mass 

communication  resources.  The  funding  proposal  for  the  Urban  Communications 

Center characterized Newark as an "almost ghettoized city" that was paradigmatic of 

urban racial problems.  It also implied that unequal access to mass communication is 

a primary factor behind the city's problem's. Pointing out that the city's large black 

population was in need of "healthy modes of public expression," the proposal saw 

this not just as a Newark-specific issue but tied communication into the agenda of 

Black  empowerment  nationally.  The  proposal  made  an  argument  that 

communication was “the primary need in Black communities across the nation” and 

“the key to the development of the community, and the development of a positive 

self concept within the community."80 The basic rationale behind this argument was 

78 Meeting Notes Urban Communications Institute, Inc. “Meeting of Technicians” May 17, 1969 at 
Spirit House. Larry Neal Papers, Box 17 Folder 5.

79 Ibid.
80 "Proposal for Funding a Community Communications Corporation as an Urban Communications 

Center."  
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that  access to mass media as a resource could  stimulate the community self-help 

and help remedy other problems of  the ghetto.  The centrality attributed to mass 

communication  echoed  the  faith  media  reformers  had  in  the  capacity  of 

communication to stimulate a sense of connectedness across class and racial  lines 

and restore national unity. The dominant media reform discourse was aligned with 

anti-poverty and urban renewal projects, casting communication as a fundamental 

psychological  resource  that,  like  material  and  economic  resources,  the  innercity 

ghettos lacked.  

Less interested in national unity, the Urban Communications Project stressed 

the notion of communication poverty as a problem that needed to be addressed. The 

proposal diagnoses a basic inequity in who is granted authority to speak on behalf of 

the African American community: the "problems of Newark as an urban ghetto are 

expressed by the white community through its various media, but the problems of 

the Newark as experienced by the Black community, and decisions on how to solve 

them, are not expressed by the Black community in a similar fashion because it lacks 

the facilities and resources, especially the communications media, to do this." Media 

institutions  and  technologies  were  understood  as  instruments  for  sharing 

perspectives  and  ideas  within  the  community,  as  extensions  of  interpersonal 

communication.   Therefore  the  proposal  outlined  that   the  project  should  help 

establish "'intra-community' techniques of communication" tying together the black 

community of Newark.81

The  communications  program  suggested  to  address  material  and 
81 Ibid.
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psychological  problems  in  the  community,  and  to  initiate  a  self-feeding  cycle  of 

community  improvement.  A  focal  point  of  the  argument  brought  forward  in  the 

proposal  is  the  idea  of  positive  self-consciousness  in  Newark's  black  community. 

Echoing  notions  of  black  consciousness,  the  proposal  is  stripped  of  cultural 

nationalist overtones and emphasizes the plan for community self-help. In this model 

of  urban  communication,  the  "dissemination  of  information and  opinion"  shapes 

consciousness and reveals  political  and social  alternatives to the community;  and 

thus  communication  becomes  a  tool  for  social  change.  The  proposal  viewed  the 

"television station [as] the newspaper, bible, research text, and popular theater of 

our time. It must serve all these functions equally in the urban Black Community, 

with images that that community finds useful and involving.”82

The Urban Communications Center took a two-pronged approach that would 

combine aspects of higher education in the communications field, compensating the 

low enrollment of black students in the universities in New Jersey, and aspects of 

professional  practical  training  in  "television,  film,  radio,  publishing,  live 

performance, records." The proposal committee explained that such training would 

provide  the  groundwork  for  "spinoff"  projects,  establishing  "communications 

resources  and  facilities"  in  the  black  community  and  thus  guaranteeing  local 

employment for the graduates  of  the program. It  suggested that  communications 

training  would  create  an  infrastructure  for  black  employment,  provide  higher 

education-level training in the community, provide new perspectives to the use, and 

82 Ibid.
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overall raise the self-consciousness and community self-awareness in Newark.83

The idea for community-based media programs was not unique to this Newark 

Black Arts  project.  Government-backed and institutionalized media reform efforts 

developed  similar  projects.  Under  the  Harlem  anti-poverty  program  Haryou,  for 

example, a Film and Sound Workshop ran in Harlem in 1967 that aimed to provide 

young  African  Americans  with  technical  training  in  film  making.84 The  following 

year,  the Ford Foundation sponsored the summer program  Newsroom: A Jump into  

Journalism for Black Youth at Columbia University offering African American classes in 

print and broadcasting.85 In addition to the Newsroom project, Columbia University's 

School of Journalism ran another summer program with Ford Foundation funding to 

“train 20 minority group members for news careers in radio and television.”86 

Interestingly,  the  Kerner  Report  explicitly  recommended  that  an  Urban 

Communications Center be established.  While the basic idea was very similar,  the 

intentions of the Kerner Commission differed markedly from those of the Black Arts 

related  Communication  Center.  The  main  objective  behind  the  commission's 

recommendation was to facilitate and professionalize the reporting on urban riots 

and  the  problems  that  caused  them.  Such  a  Center,  as  the  Kerner  Commission 

imagined it, would offer seminars for reporters and train them as experts for urban 

affairs,  it  would  help  coordinate  the  activities  of  the  media,  police,  and  local 

government and allow  adequate coverage, that is reporting that does not interfere 

83 Ibid. 
84 “Producers Pay Visit To Harlem,” Chicago Daily Defender (Daily Edition) (1960-1973), August 17, 1967.
85 “Black Youths To Explore Journalism At Columbia U.,” Chicago Daily Defender (Big Weekend Edition)  

(1966-1973), July 13, 1968.
86 Ibid.
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with the law, is nonetheless accurate, and helps contain the escalation of urban riots. 

The recommended center  should also employ African Americans familiar with the 

situation in the urban ghettos as experts and liaisons.87 The Columbia projects were 

conceived  as  an  answer  to  the  Kerner  Report's  criticism  that  without  minority 

journalists  the  reporting  on  race  and  innercity  problems  would  remain  one-

dimensional  and superficial.  The Report  had recommended that  “the news media 

must find ways of exploring the problems of the Negro and the ghetto more deeply 

and more meaningfully.” and employ more African Americans in order to “establish 

an effective link to Negro actions and ideas.”88 

In  that vein,  an  Urban Reporting Project was established at New York's  New 

School of Social Research – again with funding from the Ford Foundation – in 1969 to 

ensure coverage of African American and Puerto Rican neighborhoods. The editor of 

this  Community News Service,  George Barner,  from the  Amsterdam News,  echoed the 

Kerner Report's critique when he said that “too frequently the mass media, faced 

with  crisis  situations  in  the  slums,  would  send  reporters  without  adequate 

background in community affairs” and the news service aimed to “hire black and 

Puerto Rican reporters in each of the five boroughs who were well grounded in the 

neighborhood's  problems.”89 Some broadcasters  also tried to strengthen their ties 

with urban minority communities, responding both to the Kerner Report but also to 

increasing  criticism  from  the  Federal  Communications  Commission  and  media 

87 Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 386-389.
88 Ibid., 384-385.
89 “News Service Set To Provide Data On Minority Races,” New York Times (1857-Current file), June 24, 

1969.
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activists  who  questioned  station  licenses  on  the  grounds  that  urban  minority 

audiences were not sufficiently addressed – nor were they employed by their local 

broadcasters. The stations sought to bolster their legitimacy through campaigns such 

as journalism training programs in high schools or sponsorship of local sports teams; 

WNBC in New York, for example, cooperated with the New School's  Urban Reporting  

Project, offering television news classes.90 The black public affairs television programs 

of  the  late  1960s  and early  1970s  like  Black  Journal  (1968-1977)  and  Inside  Bedford 

Stuyvesant (1968-1970) also emerged in the context of debates that accentuated race as 

a  media  problem.91 As  Devorah  Heitner  shows,  these  programs  were  backed  and 

shaped  by  a  strong  current  of  black  media  activism  and  often  provided  crucial 

training ground for “black media workers.”92  

Against  this  background of  a  mass  communication sphere  that  could be  a 

problem but also as a potential social remedy, the ambition of the Black Arts Urban 

Communications Institute to be an all-purpose project that would help address and 

solve a majority of problems begins to make more sense. The Urban Communications 

Institute existed within an overarching discourse on the media's social and political 

role that conceived mass communication also as a potential solution to the nation's 

race problem. This discourse embraced black media activism, the debates over media 

regulation,  and the reactions by broadcasters, print editors, publishers,  producers 

90 Fred Ferretti, “TV and Radio Stations Broaden Role in Community,” New York Times (1857-Current  
file), September 16, 1969.

91 In the late 1960s and 1970s a variety of such black public affairs programs were developed across 
the United States on local television stations or like Black Journal on the national Public 
Broadcasting Service (PBS).  For on overview over the development and the politics of these 
programs compare Heitner, “Black power TV.”

92 Ibid., 16-17.
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themselves to the Civil Rights and Black Power movements.93 

“Black Ways of Seeing” - The Black Arts Film Projects 
That activists  in the  Black Arts  Movement did engage critically  with  mass 

media and tried to  utilize them for their own political agenda becomes apparent in 

film. Black Arts intellectuals wrote critically about cinema; and they produced their 

own films, seeking to intervene within the media landscape of the 1960s. Through 

individual projects and critical writing on film they outlined a conception of  black  

independent cinema that would respond to the mainstream American movie industry. 

In addition, they took practical steps toward implementing their ideas and create this 

kind of black independent cinema. Larry Neal was incredibly active, learning about 

cinema, writing scripts, and establishing black production companies. Not all of his 

efforts  resulted  in  finished  films,  which  speaks  of  the  political  and  financial 

difficulties that black cinema encountered in the late 1960s. Some of the films by a 

small group of filmmakers around Neal were finished, including a documentary of 

the Newark electoral campaign and the work at CFUN/Spirit House.   

Interpreting the  black aesthetic,  a loosely defined concept that tied together 

different approaches in Black Art  and black cultural  nationalist  views,  as  specific 

ways of seeing, Neal and Baraka and other Black intellectuals described a particular 

visual and political style they hoped to realize in film. They drew on the works by 

black photographers, on black theater, as well as literature for their black cinematic 

93 Laurie Ouellette analyzes the closely related discourse of the “TV problem” at around the same 
time which shaped the development of public broadcasting in the United States. Laurie Ouellette, 
Viewers Like You? How Public TV Failed The People (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 23-66.
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aesthetic. The hope to build a black independent cinema that served Black Arts ideals 

emerged as part of the broader agenda to reshape and bolster Black identity through 

the means of cultural production. The Black Arts notions of what a black independent 

cinema would look like and what it  could achieve was  invested in the project  to 

establish  an  “independent  cultural  apparatus,”94 which  meant  that  Black  artists 

would own and control the creation, distribution, and exhibition of their films. 

It was not simply defined in opposition to standard Hollywood cinema. The 

notion of a cinematic black aesthetic was being articulated in critical dialogue with 

existing black film production companies and emerging black commercial cinema of 

the time. The views on commercial black-produced films like Uptight!  (1968) or Cool  

World (1963)  and  their  political-artistic  merits  were  often  not  unanimous.  Their 

holding on to an ideal of a black cinematic aesthetic and the disagreements about 

black cinema show that the theory of black film did not revolve exclusively around 

questions  of  ownership  and  authorial  control.  It  also  contained  at  its  kernel  a 

theorization of mass communication and its potential  effects.  In the context with 

Black Arts projects in literature, theater, and education, film was framed as a medium 

of cultural propaganda. The notion of the black aesthetic implied that art was a mode 

of communication that could affect individual attitudes and broader ideologies and 

was thus politically useful.

While it could be like theater or poetry and share the black aesthetic impulse , 

Black critics ascribed to film a particular effectiveness. Despite their comprehensive 

view of cultural propaganda, they did draw a distinction between traditional literary 
94 Larry Neal, “Film and the Black Cultural Revolution,” Arts in Society 5, no. 2 (Fall 1968): 350.
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and musical media and film as a mass medium, even while they considered it crucial 

to cross that divide. In an essay from 1968, Larry Neal described film as “one of the 

most powerful medias [sic] of communication.”95 Other black critics shared this view. 

Commenting for the Liberator magazine on  Hollywood's recent efforts to take on race 

politics as a subject matter and portray African Americans no longer as the stock 

stereotypes,  Clebert  Ford  remarked  that  film  was  the  “most  influential  of 

entertainment  media”  and  “the  prime  villain  in  creating  and  sustaining  the 

stereotyped  image  of  Afro-Americans.”96 Liberator was  published  by  the  Afro-

American Research Institute, Inc. in New York City and described itself as the “voice 

of  the  Afro-American  protest  movement  in  the  United  States  and  the  liberation 

movement of Africa.”97 Harold Cruse was one of the editors; and James Baldwin and 

Ossie Davis were listed as members of the advisory board. With a tinge of scientific 

analysis, its articles addressed a range of topics from a black nationalist perspective. 

Larry Neal joined the editorial board in 1965, contributing articles and film reviews 

himself. Liberator regularly published film commentary and reviews; and the authors 

treat  the  medium  with  a  sense  for  the  craft  of  film  making.  In  general,  they 

understood it as a medium that deluded its audiences with collective fantasies and 

distorted representations of actual power hierarchies, perpetuating false myths and 

values. The view of cinema as an American mass fantasy corresponded with a general 

interpretation  of  media  as  tools  for  brainwashing.  Howard  University  professor 

Nathan Hare, in another Liberator article, suggested that many of his students were 

95 Ibid.
96 Clebert Ford, “The Black Boom,” Liberator (August 1961): 16.
97 Masthead of Liberator.
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“merely  products  of  generations  of  the  most  efficient  and  gigantic  system  of 

brainwashing,”  because  they  did  not  recognize  the  control  the  “communication 

media” had but believed in the principle of the free press.98 Liberator's reviewer of 

Easy Rider, similarly presumed wholesale psychological effects of movies, concluding 

that he looked “at America walk away from the movie house, walk away from an end 

to  a  film  that  blows  the  open  mind,  watch  them  walk  out  smiling  in  that  self-

conscious way [...] the grin that chokes all chances of weeping.”99 Nonetheless, they 

also  saw  in  film  a  potential  to  disrupt  false  views  and  revealing  truths  to  the 

audiences.

To represent African American experience truthfully was seen by Larry Neal as 

a  key responsibility of  any Black artist  who ventured into filmmaking.  From this 

perspective, Black film had a clear educational task to fulfill. It was imperative for 

Neal that “Black America [...] teach its young people how to use film as a means of 

propagating ideas and fostering group consciousness.”100 His  demand that  film be 

utilized for the black revolution grows from his judgment that otherwise Hollywood 

will  continue  to  exert  its  influence  as  a  medium  of  “cultural  imperialism”101 

unchallenged and thus inhibit the development of a consciousness for the African 

American to share. Neal declared that it “is the responsibility of the Black creative 

artist  to  correct”  the  misrecognition,  bias,  racism  in  American  cinema.  He  is 

specifically critical of more recent changes of the 1950s and 1960s in Hollywood's 

98 Nathan Hare, “Brainwashing of Black Men's Minds,” Liberator (September 1966): 6-7.
99 Clayton Riley, “... whitey isn't even safe from himself,” Liberator (October 1969): 21.
100Neal, “Film and the Black Cultural Revolution,” 350.
101Ibid.
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approach representing African Americans: the “Negro creative intellectual must also 

take action against the film-producing conspiracy [...] where a 'one star' system has 

been manufactured around Sidney  Poitier.”102 For Neal, it was unacceptable that a 

single person had become the on-screen stand-in for the “largest minority in the 

United States.”103

The critique of Sidney  Poitier resonated throughout other film reviews in the 

Liberator and a New York Times essay by Neal on the film industry and its response to 

civil  rights  and Black  Power.104 Pointing  to  the  example  of  Sidney  Poitier  and a 

history of misrepresentation in American cinema, Neal is not content suggesting that 

black artists-intellectuals seek a channel  of expression through the institutions of 

Hollywood.  Going back to Harold Cruse's critique of American cinema in The Crisis of  

the Negro Intellectual,  he partly agreed that film making should be transformed by 

black artists, but their “main effort should be directed toward [...] an independent 

group of black film companies, and an independent way of distributing their films.”105 

For Neal, the film industry's failure to represent and address meaningfully African 

Americans  was ingrained in its  system of  cultural  co-optation;  and even the civil 

rights movement should have been aware of this and created “independent media 

that  would  challenge  the  racist  and  unrealistic  thrust  of  the  communications 

establishment.”106 Cruse's argument regarding the film industry was based on issues 

of  ownership  and  control.  For  Cruse,  institutional  barriers  translated  into 
102Ibid., 348.
103Ibid.
104Russ Meek, “The Lost Man,” Liberator (July 1969): 20; Russ Meek, “TV Review,” Liberator (January 

1969): 19; Larry Neal, “Beware of the Tar Baby,” New York Times (1857-Current file), August 3, 1969.
105Neal, “Film and the Black Cultural Revolution,” 349.
106Ibid.
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inauthentic,  untruthful,  racist  and  for  African-Americans  effectively  meaningless 

cinema.  Neal's  call  for  an  independent  black  cinema  industry  highlighted  the 

routinized modes of storytelling and representation that seemed almost unchanged 

since cinema's early days.107 

For Neal and other film commentators in The Liberator, to have black actors on 

the  big  screen  and  to  avoid  racist  stereotypes  did  not  address  the  problem 

sufficiently.  Yet,  black  ownership  and  authorial  control  were  only  part  of  the 

imagined solution. Movies made by African Americans were expected to counter the 

indoctrinating effects of mainstream productions and therefore needed to  provide a 

black  viewpoint.  Clebert  Ford  shared  this  view  when  he  reviewed  Zulu for  the 

Liberator and, after criticizing the “mass of black bodies falling at the ratio of 100 

natives per one white bullet” wondered what the film would have looked like “had it 

been  made  by  Zulus,  or  blood  brothers  for  that  matter.”108 Ford  stressed  the 

importance of a critical awareness of cinematic representations that a Black Power 

perspective  provided,  by freeing black audiences  from identifying with the white 

heroes  like  young boys  but  instead  recognize  the  the  portrayal  of  “assorted  and 

sundry non-white villains.”109

What constituted such a black perspective was not always precisely clear. The 

discussion on film also reveals disagreement among the commentators.  When the 

film Uptight!, a Paramount production by director Jules Dassin starring Ruby Dee and 

107Harold Cruse, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual: A Historical Analysis of the Failure of Black Leadership 
(New York: New York Review Books, 2005).

108Clebert Ford, “Zulu: A Voice from the Past,” Liberator (September 1962): 21.
109Ibid.
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Julian  Mayfield,  was  released,  the  Liberator  reviewer  was  highly  critical  of  Dee's 

performance. Like Sidney  Poitier – and like Diahann Carroll for the lead role in the 

NBC  show  Julia or  Abbey  Lincoln  for  her  appearance  in  an  episode  of  the  NBC 

television  drama  The  Name  of  the  Game,  Dee  was  criticized  for  embodying  a  not-

revolutionary-enough character.110 Such uncompromising views were common; and 

they  served  to  articulate  a  strong  position  against  Hollywood  productions  and 

network  television.  In  Larry  Neal's  view,  Uptight! was  both  “success  and  failure” 

because it “helps to weaken the system a little bit more” but still leaves intact the 

control “by hustlers [...] merely experimenting with another way to make money.” In 

his  review of  the  film,  Neal  describes  the  movie  industry  as  capable  of  adopting 

criticism and catering to oppositional groups, which he suggests is part of American 

culture's ability to “swallow damn near everything.” He is ambivalent about Sidney 

Poitier's  success  considering  his  “achievement,  at  best,  doubtful,”  because  it  was 

implicated  in  Hollywood's  response  to  the  black  protest  and  critiques  of  racist 

cinema.  Uptight! similarly  is  considered  by Neal  the  “latest  Hollywood attempt to 

venture into the world of Black reality.” Even so, as he emphasizes the flexibility of 

the movie industry, Neal can see  Uptight! as a partial success, given the history of 

cinema in the United States. The film, he argues, accomplished at least a temporary 

and “tentative weakening” of the media “system.” Against this system of “media and 

communications”  that  “represent  such  overpowering  forces  in  American  life,” 

Uptight! seemed  ultimately  impotent  to  Neal.  He  demands  to  move  beyond  the 

110Austin C. Clarke, “Movie Review of 'Uptight',” Liberator (March 1969): 18-19; Meek, “TV Review”; 
Clayton Riley, “'Arts' A Review,” Liberator (November 1968): 21.
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critique of racist stereotypes and that “Black people” take control of the production 

and the interpretation of the black experience.111 

As he contemplated a film of his own, Neal proposed that it “illustrate the 

essential  relevance  of  Black  Arts  to  the  search for  a  black aesthetic”  and in fact 

embody this ideal by having “its own black force.”112 Furthermore Neal's film “should 

impart information that ordinarily would not be accessible in the regular media.”113 

These three elements became important in his conception of black film, independent 

of  ownership:  That  on  the  content  level  it  speaks  of  Black  Arts  and  provides 

alternative  information  and  viewpoints,  that  formalistically  it  reflects  a  black  

aesthetic, and that the film's impact nurtures black consciousness. This approach to 

film mirrored the cultural politics of the Black Arts movement and places film in a 

wider context.  Similar to the way Black Arts  activists  saw their  art  was a  tool  of 

communication and transformation -  an aid in the creation of a nationalist  black 

consciousness, Neal read Hollywood productions as expressions of a white ideology 

that was  inhibiting impulses of revolution or even black humanity, self-expression. 

Neal's reading of films was  political in the sense that he saw it as a possible vehicle 

for black counterpropaganda to educate and incite.

The centrality of the notion of a black aesthetic to Black Arts approaches to film 

and  mass  communication  more  generally  was  tied  to  the  Black  Arts  movement's 

declared political agenda. While the black aesthetic was defined relatively loosely and 

111 Larry Neal, “UP TIGHT By Jules Dasien, Ruby Dee, and Julian Mayfield” Larry Neal Papers Box 7 
Folder 38. 

112Larry Neal, “Black Art !!!! Film Outline.” Larry Neal Papers Box 15 Folder 5. 
113Ibid.

183



provided  a  broad  ground  for  various  interpretations,114 Neal  took  the  concept  to 

describe a distinct world view. In a 1969 special issue of Ebony magazine on the Black 

Revolution  he conceptualizes  the Black  Arts  movement as  the conscious  efforts  to 

shape  a  new  culture  for  African  American  identification  and  to  instill  black  

consciousness.  He  explicitly  framed  achieving  this  goal  as  a  question  of  effective 

communication. For him “the function of artistic technique and the Black esthetic is 

to make the goal of communication and liberation more possible.”115 The production 

of artistic forms and genres that were coded as black was intended to foment a shared 

sense of national and cultural identity among its African American audience.  The 

Black  Arts  movement  was  understood as  parallel  and intertwined with  the  Black 

Power movement,  as  its “aesthetic and spiritual sister.”116 Consequently the Black 

Artist was seen as political agent who utilizes “Afro-American culture, history and 

politics [...] to open the way for the brothers with the heavy necessary political rap.117

Because  the  absence  of  black  culture  in  the  dominant  institutions  of  U.S. 

American culture was seen as detrimental to African-Americans' self-perception as a 

black (cultural) nation,118  the Black Arts movement was envisioned as a counterpoint. 

Dominant  mass  media  were  thought  of  as  incapable  of  bringing  this  black  neo-

114A 1971 essay collection edited by Addison Gayle, Jr. illustrates that although the concept had 
significant weight there was barely any agreement on what constituted the black aesthetic. Julian 
Mayfield in his piece for the collection remarked that regardless of the absence of a coherent 
definition, he knew “deep down in my guts what it means.” Julian Mayfield, “You Touch My Black 
Aesthetic and I'll Touch Yours,” in The Black Aesthetic, ed. Addison Gayle, Jr. (New York: Doubleday, 
1971), 25.

115Larry Neal, “Black Art and Black Liberation,” in The Black Revolution. An Ebony Special Issue, Reprint. 
(Chicago: Johnson Publishing Company, Inc., 1970), 40.

116Larry Neal, “The Black Arts Movement,” The Drama Review: TDR 12, no. 4 (Summer 1968): 29.
117Neal, “Black Art and Black Liberation,” 40.
118An example of this perspective is Imamu Amiri Baraka, Blues People: Negro Music in White America 

(New York: W. Morrow, 1963).
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African national vision to a mass audience and thus represented an obstacle on the 

way to achieving a black consciousness. Baraka criticized television as essentially a 

white medium with “less than 1% of any warm blackness coming through. You might 

see  Smokey  or  James Brown a  couple  times.  But  mostly  there  is  a  steady deadly 

whiteness  beaming forth.”119 By communicating a particular aesthetic – rooted in 

blues and black music and black folk traditions, these activists hoped to provide a 

new systematic outlook. In Neal's words, they aimed to achieve a “radical reordering 

of the western cultural aesthetic” and develop a “separate symbolism, mythology, 

critique, and iconology.”120 This definition of the political and cultural function of the 

movement defined black art not merely as a set of objects and ideas, but it explicitly 

gave the Black artist the responsibility to “speak to the spiritual and cultural needs of 

Black people.”121

Arguing that Black filmmakers would treat the material differently, create a 

black visual  aesthetic,  and nurture  black  consciousness,  Neal  suggested a theory of 

seeing that presumed an intimate relationship between the images the filmmakers are 

able to produce with the camera and their cultural background. The technology of 

media production becomes an instrument for the artists to reproduce and transmit 

their perception of the world, not merely the images but the way the images were 

captured in the first place and put together. This is what Neal meant when he talked 

about bringing the black aesthetic to the movies. For him the “camera is merely an 

119Amiri Baraka, “Work Notes - '66,” in Raise, Race, Rays, Raze: Essays Since 1965, 1st ed. (New York: 
Random House, 1971), 12.

120Neal, “The Black Arts Movement,” 29.
121Ibid.
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object, but the director's sensibilities are an important factor in what and how the 

camera  sees.  Because  of  racism,  very  few  white  directors  and  camera  men have 

learned to see Black people.”122

His writing on photography and theater elucidates what Neal meant when he 

wrote  of  a  Black  way  of  seeing.  In  an  unpublished  essay  fragment  “The  Arts: 

Technology and Media,”123 he contemplated explicitly the role of media technolgy in 

the artistic process and how it affects the audience's relationship to the works of art. 

He focuses on the camera in photography and filmmaking and its possibilities. In a 

review  of  an  exhibit  of  photographs  by  Roy  DeCarava  at  the  Studio  Museum  in 

Harlem, Neal underlined the artist's role as an interpreter of the object. He suggests 

that  the  process  of  artistic  interpretation  could  actually  produce  images  with  a 

“penetrating thrust into reality” that would give art a critical function as part of the 

Black movement. For the “revolutionary artist,” his review argues, it was a prequisite 

to not “simply record events” but develop a “total vision of black life” and go “on the 

offensive.”124 This  theory  of  revolutionary  photography  stresses  the  relationship 

between the artist  and the black community  – as  subjects  in the pictures  and as 

audiences, as those who are seen and who can see themselves. Developing a visual 

black aesthetic, in this view, depended also on the artist's ability to create this kind of 

connection. This notion also influenced Neal's film criticism. Commenting on The Lost  

Man,  starring  Sidney  Poitier,  written  and  directed  by  Robert  Alan  Arthur,  Neal 

criticized  that  the  movie  “lacks  vision”  because  Arthur  “merely  glosses  over  the 

122Neal, “Film and the Black Cultural Revolution,” 350.
123Larry Neal, “The Arts: Technology and Media,” Larry Neal Papers Box 6 Folder 5  
124Ibid. 
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struggle for liberation and fails.”125 Neal's criticism culminated in the charge that 

Arthur  was  “clearly  out  of  touch  with  the  rhythm  and  the  impulses  of  the 

revolutionary black community.” Critiquing the superficiality of the cinematography, 

Neal remarks that the camera is “never caressing any faces” nor “probing anything 

or anybody,”126 which were qualities that he also admired in DeCarava's photography 

and considered fundamental for a visual black aesthetic.    

The responsibility to critique the mechanisms of image production becomes 

part of this notion of Black ways of seeing. To expose is one of the keywords in Neal's 

essay. He bases his discussion on Museum without Walls  by French intellectual André 

Malraux,  adopting his  discussions of the possibilities  of photography to become a 

kind of meta art – and also a technology that enables criticism of art and modes of 

representation.  One of Neal's premises in this argument is that “the introduction of 

reproductive  media  into  the  arts  has  altered  society's  outlook toward  traditional 

artistic  forms.”127 Media  like  photography  opened  up  the  possibilities  of  re-

combination and interpretation, he argued, because “elements of artistic production 

that at first seem culturally unrelated can be yanked out of their original historical 

contexts.”128 The  essay  goes  further  and  points  out  that  media  have  become 

understood  as  “containing  distinct  lives  of  their  own”  due  to  their  permanent 

ubiquity and “their awesome force and possibility.”129 Yet, the argument continues, 

their role and impact is not fully understood, which is why artists should assume a 

125Neal, “Beware of the Tar Baby.”
126Ibid.
127Neal, “The Arts: Technology and Media.”  
128Ibid.
129Ibid.
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critical role and develop “imaginative dramatization of the the fundamental truths 

and issues that are at stake.” Further artists should, in this interpretation of art and 

media, “humanize technolgoy [sic], particularly media technology with its potential 

for shaping ideas and cultural sensibility”130 forging a connection with the audiences 

on  a  “visceral”  level.  This  essay  fragment  condensed  Neal's  approach  to  mass 

communication media,  which was  committed to the idea of  a  black  aesthetic.  This 

commitment involved a view of the black artist as somebody who is able to dissect 

and criticize media like film, but who would also be able to rely on art and utilize it to 

reach African American audiences with the messages of Black revolution. It seemed 

impossible to him, that black artists ignore mass communication media, because he 

considered  them tremendously  influential  and integral  to  American culture.  Neal 

made thought it imperative that artists take the production of media into their own 

hands and expose media through the media - something which is in large part what 

Neal aimed to do in his own work.  

Larry Neal began working on film projects in the late 1960s and continued into 

the  mid-seventies.  During  those  years,  he  collaborated  with  or  founded  various 

filmmaking groups. His earliest work in film and television was the script for the a 

musical drama “Lenox Avenue Sunday” for the CBS-TV Repertory Workshop in 1967. 

Between  1967  and  1968,  Neal  worked  with  the  San  Francisco-based  filmmakers 

American Documentary Films (ADF) to realize a documentary about the urban riots and 

the black culture emerging with the black power movement, called “Revolution in 

Black  America.”   In  1969  Neal,  Edward Spriggs,  James Hinton,  Rufus  Hinton,  and 
130Ibid.
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Douglas  Harris  founded Harlem  Audiovisuals,  Inc.  to  “carry  on  the  business  of 

producing, creating, distributing and otherwise dealing in motion picture films of all 

types, including but not limited to news, documentary and feature films” and to work 

in other “communication media” like radio and television.131

Harlem Audiovisuals did a short promotional film  Moving On Up endorsing a 

Joint Apprenticeship Training Program by the National Association of Businessmen. 

Larry Neal co-directed a film called The New Ark with Leroi Jones, supported by the 

other members of Harlem Audiovisuals.  The New Ark was a documentary using long 

montage sequences to document the work at the Spirit House community center and 

CFUN  during  the  1969-1970  campaigns  to  elect  community  candidates  Kenneth 

Gibson as Mayor as well as Theodore Pickney and Donald Tucker to the city council. 

During the last minute, the voice over narrator exclaims: “it all must fit together as a 

whole [...] and be conscious of the whole [...] “and communicate that consciousness to 

the  whole  of  our  community,”  as  the  camera  focuses  on  a  table  covered  with 

handbills and flyers.132

Different from the documentary  and promotional filmmaking, was the “Holy 

Days” project.  Founded by Neal,  Holy Days,  Inc.  pursued the ambitious project of a 

fictional  black  feature  film.  According  to  Edward  Spriggs,  the  artists  involved  in 

Harlem Audiovisuals had different opinions about the directions black film should 

131“Agreement made this ... day of ....,1969, between Douglas Harris (D.H.), James E. Hinton (J.E.H.), 
Rufus Hinton (R.H), Lawrence Neal (L.N) and Edward Spriggs (E.S.).” Larry Neal Papers Box 17 
Folder 2. Spriggs was director of the Studio Museum in Harlem at the time. Doug Harris and Rufus 
Hinton had been photographers in SNCC's Photo Agency: Raiford, “Come Let Us Build a New World 
Together,” 1139; Schmeisser, “Camera at the Grassroots: The Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee and the Politics of Visual Representation,” 109.

132LeRoi Jones, The New-Ark , 1969-1970. James Hinton Collection, Harvard Film Archives, Item # 16665.
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take  and  each  pursued  their  individual  projects  outside  the  group.133 Neal  was 

interested producing black commercial films with a broader appeal for the theater 

and television. He consulted with Schultz Inc., a film production company founded in 

1972  headed  by  Charles  Hamilton  Schultz  who  worked  on  films  and  television 

programs with an emphasis on African Americans,  to realize a movie adaptation of 

Zora Neale Hurston's  Their Eyes Were Watching God,  for which Larry Neal wrote the 

proposed screenplay and raised funding. For this project of the early 1970s Neal was 

operating as  Avatar  Enterprises,  Inc.  “Holy Days” became a short fictional film that 

portrayed the mood in Harlem and the influences of the black power movement and 

the work of Black Arts. Its plot revolved around a the conversion of drug dealer who 

decides to quit this business.134   

His agenda for film making was very explicitly outlined in 1967 and 1968 when 

planning “Revolution in Black America.” ADF had produced “Sons and Daughters,” an 

Anti-Vietnam War movie, in 1967 and had been relatively successful with it. It won 

the Golden Dove at the documentary film festival in Leipzig, East Germany, that same 

year;  and  ADF  sold  a  copy  to  the  Soviet  Union.  After  Sons  and  Daughters  ADF 

committed to the project with Larry Neal. The director of  Sons and Daughters, Jerry 

Stoll, was expected to be the film's co-director alongside Larry Neal.   

“Revolution in Black America” was envisioned by Neal and ADF to translate 

the  so-called  black  aesthetic to  film  and  to  be  revolutionary  itself.  In  addition  to 

depicting  the  revolution  in  the  African  American  communities,  the  filmmakers 

133Edward Spriggs, telephone interview by author, November 23, 2009.
134 Holy Days Inc. Holy Days. James Hinton Collection, Harvard Film Archives, Item # 16631.
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planned to use “Black poets, Black cameramen, rhythm and blues, Coltrane – 'all the 

sounds associated with black America'.” Further, the film was meant to be “a first 

step”  in  establishing  a  “Black  communications  unit  in  Harlem  with  proceeds  to 

benefit additional film projects pertinent to the Black community.” A press release 

stressed the facts that unlike other films on the “urban unrest [...] never presented 

from the point of view of the people most concerned,”  Revolution in Black America  

would be “written and photographed by Black People.”135 In many ways, Neal and and 

ADF envisioned Revolution in Black America to be a first, taking the work of the Black 

Arts  into  the  terrain  of  film  and  foster  the  work  of  black  artists  in  mass 

communication through a community project. If it has been completed the way it was 

planned,  Revolution  in  Black  America probably  met  all  the  criteria  that  Larry  Neal 

outlined for a the kind of film a Black Arts intellectual should make. A first draft of 

Neal's  script  for “Revolution in Black America” indicates  that  he intended to use 

montages throughout the film to capture emotions in addition to the lead characters 

whose  experiences  allow  the  film  to  review  the  development  from  civil  rights 

protests to the rise of black nationalism, to the violence in the ghettos.136

However,  ADF anticipated  difficulties  in obtaining the  necessary financing, 

because it would be a less convenient and more radical film than an anti-Vietnam 

subject; but they understood Sons and Daughters  as a step toward making the movie 

about the black cultural and political revolution. They saw the two issues as closely 

135“Revolution: Black Power makes plans for a movie ...,” Clipping, People's World October 7, 1967. 
Larry Neal Papers Box 17 Folder 9; Press release by American Documentary Films, September 1967 Larry 
Neal Papers Box 17 Folder 8.

136Larry Neal,“Revolution in Black America” First Draft November 1967. Larry Neal Papers Box 17 
Folder 8. 
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related. In letters, members of ADF discussed the feasibility of such a project – or, 

rather,  the difficulty  of  financing it.  From the archival  sources,  it  is  not   clear if 

“Revolution in Black America” was ever finished.137 

While a documentary about the African American social unrest, uprising, and 

upheaval and a film, for example, based on a Harlem Renaissance novel seem to be 

two entirely different projects, they both fit with the vision of communication – and 

its role for the black freedom struggle – as it was proposed within the Black Arts 

movement. First, the creative control was entirely in the hands of African American 

artists  and  intellectuals.  In  fact,  they  wrestled  with  this  question  of  control  and 

ownership  –  as  they  sought  out  funding  for  their  projects,  which  letters  of  ADF 

indicate.138 Second,  they  tap  into  resources  of  African  and African  American folk 

culture as well as push for political “revolutionary” awareness. And second, the artist 

becomes  a  spokesperson  of  and  to  the  black  community.  In  other  words  –  the 

different kinds of content the media format – does not matter as much as the fact 

that they will serve their purpose. In a way this is also a very utilitarian approach to 

the  use  of  mass  communication  media  and  technology.  There  is  no  need  to 

unnecessarily romanticize the community vision of black arts propaganda. Because 

they  were  quite  unabashed  about  the  notion  of  propaganda  –  creating  and 

transforming the so-called black consciousness. 

With their practical experiments and their theoretical writing on film, some 

137Edward Spriggs confirmed the suspicion that “Revolution in Black America” was probably never 
completed. Edward Spriggs, telephone interview by author, November 23, 2009.

138 Jerry Stoll, Letter to Lionel Rogosin. September 8, 1967. Larry Neal Papers Box 17 Folder 10;
Jerry Stoll, Letter. “Barbara Simmons (Staff Memo),” November 15, 1967. Larry Neal Papers Box 17 
Folder 10.  
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Black  Arts  activist  like  Larry  Neal  and  Amiri  Baraka  were  participating  in  a 

movement to define and shape  a black independent cinema. They engaged critically 

with  mainstream  and  black  cinema,  evaluating  its  potential  cultural  effects  and 

exploring possibilities for a black visual counterculture. These efforts were closely 

related to Black Arts critique of mass media culture more broadly and hinged on an 

idea of a black aesthetic as a form of counterpropaganda. They were thus linked to 

the Black Arts' avantgarde artistic agenda. All distribution rights were intended to 

belong to a communication and media project that Larry Neal hoped to establish in 

Harlem using the proceeds from sales and screenings of Revolution in Black America.139 

There  existed  thus  a  very  pragmatic  tie  between the  ideological  investment  in  a 

cinematic  black  aesthetic  and  efforts  to  enable  African  Americans  access  and 

participation in the communication domain. The politics of black filmmaking were 

directly  related  to  grassroots  movements  and  local  organizing  in  the  African 

American  communities.  The  ghettos  became  one  focal  point  within  this  broader 

political terrain. 

In a press release that was sent out by ADF for fundraising purposes, Larry 

Neal's co-director  Jerry Stoll  spelled out the intended effects a documentary like 

“Revolution in Black America” could have. Seeking to encourage sponsorship, Stoll 

argued that the film could function as an instrument of instruction and allow white 

America a look into the reality of black consciousness as it developed in the ghettos: 

“The most urgent them of this film will be to reveal the reality of life in the ghetto, 

139 “Proposed contract between Larry Neal and A.D.F,” Larry Neal Papers Box 17 Folder 10;”For 
Immediate Release” Press Release American Documentary Films, November 28, 1967, Larry Neal 
Papers Box 17 Folder 9.
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the changing consciousness in the Black community, and to reach that white America 

which has imprisoned its  honesty and moral courage behind the illusory walls of 

suburbia.”140 Remarkable is  not  only  his  understanding  of  film as  a  truth-seeking 

medium,  his  faith  in  the  power of  documentary  filmmaking,  which mirrored  the 

desire at the core of many notions of the black aesthetic to capture and translate for 

an audience an otherwise inaccessible essence or truth. It is furthermore important 

how Stoll constructed the relationship of white audiences to  Revolution. The spatial 

imagery of a divide between ghetto and suburbia is remapped as a communication 

relationship. 

The film was expected to bridge that divide and spur political action – or at 

least change the majority's attitudes. While Stoll packages this argument about the 

film's  potential  impact  in  countercultural  rhetoric,  the  fundamental  idea  that 

political transformation required bridges between black and white Americans, and 

that  mass  communication  technology  could  help  establish  such  links,  was  also  a 

prevalent premise of many institutionalized media reforms during the 1960s. This 

theoretical  vision similarly  affected  Black  Arts  media  activism.  A discourse about 

such a  communication gap has been operative throughout the decade; but it gained 

broader public resonance and was explicitly framed in these spatial terms toward the 

end of the decade when the debates about the black urban ghettos as a problem zone 

was related to the question how media should respond to the altered situation in 

racial politics.       

140Jerry Stoll, American Documentary Films, Inc. press release, n.d. Larry Neal Papers Box 17 Folder 10 
Schomburg Center.
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Black Aesthetic - Black Communication 
It  was  the  Black  Arts  movement's  understanding  of  culture  that  allowed 

pitting ethnic traditions and community art programs against the influence of mass 

media. The concepts of black consciousness and black aesthetic rested on a broad and 

ethnographic  concept  of  culture influenced  by  Malcolm  X141as  well  as  Maulana 

Karenga  and  the  US  organization's  culturalist  program.142 This  understanding  of 

culture  which  the  Black  Arts  movement  adapted  did  not  always  draw  sharp 

distinctions between popular or folk traditions and artistic production. Instead the 

Black artists intentionally drew on popular and folk resources to shape a strongly 

politicized avantgarde art.  The concept also understood cultural identity to be an act 

of  self-definition  as  enveloped  in  a  group  and  the  symbols  and  ideas  which 

characterize that community.  

Art very explicitly became conceptualized as a mode of communication that is 

effective  not  only  on  the  level  of  its  direct  message  but  also  more  deeply 

psychologically and spiritually. Black artists envisioned “an art that addresses itself 

directly to Black people; an art that speaks to us in terms of our feelings and ideas 

about  the  world;  an  art  that  validates  the  positive  aspects  of  our  style."143 Black 

artistic  practice  became  thus  also  defined  as  communication  practice,  a  way  of 

speaking  and  addressing.  It  grappled  with  the  problem  of  translating  the  cultural 

141Malcolm X is credited by movement participants and historians for his direct and indirect 
influence on the emerging Black Power and Black Arts movements, in particular his Organization 
of Afro-American Unity (OAAU) and the insistence on a common black cultural heritage and the 
need for international black solidarity. See Deburg, New Day in Babylon, 3-9.  

142Scot Brown, Fighting for US: Maulana Karenga, the US Organization, and Black Cultural Nationalism (New 
York: New York University Press, 2003); Woodard, A Nation Within a Nation, 71-74.

143Neal, “Black Art and Black Liberation,” 39.
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nationalist sensibility for a larger audience, which was why they, as Neal suggests, 

used  the  African  American  musical  traditions  to  “make  their  address  [...]  more 

understandable.”144 In  these  instances,  ideas  about  communication  served  to 

articulate  the intentions of  the movement as well  as  its role within black power 

politics.  

Black Art thus was explicitly understood by the artist-activists as a form of 

cultural propaganda which was up against the dominant media institutions. Baraka 

considered it one of the Black Arts' tasks to fill a “[C]ommunication” gap and “get to 

black people,  despite  the  killing competition of  television-radio.”145 Disseminating 

symbols and ideas and influencing the audiences' self-perception and the political 

awareness  was  understood  as  a  problem  of  effective  communication.   Baraka 

declared “[O]ur written words strive for the speed of the electronics media  [...] The 

performance of poets &c. is best live to the black audience (as we create one). Better 

to publish mimeographs left around free on doorsteps and for five cents than depend 

on the Western book form.”146

Some recent scholarship has indirectly hinted at the strain of thinking about 

mass communication in the work of the Black Arts Movement. The direct bearing of 

this connection on the cultural politics of movement and extent to which it resulted 

in practical efforts has largely gone unnoticed.  Rayvon Fouché has recently pointed 

out  a  strain  of  technological  criticism  in  Baraka's  writing  and invoked  him as  a 

144Ibid., 40.
145Baraka, “Work Notes - '66,” 12.
146Ibid., 12-13.
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representative of  “black vernacular technological  creativity.”147 What Fouché does 

not comment on is the fact that Baraka's criticism of technology is chiefly concerned 

with  technologies  of  communication.  The  passages  that  Fouché  quotes  from 

“Technology & Ethos,” however, indicate that communication was one of Baraka's 

concerns that led him to the consideration of the devices that limit and assist the 

creative process.148 The passages that he quotes at length, and other passages that are 

left  out,  put  Baraka's  argument  in  the  context  of  communication  –  and  mass 

communication  technology.  In  this  brief  essay,  Baraka  theorizes  communication 

technology as a product and a means of power, asking  “How do you communicate 

with great masses of Black people?” and imagining a special typewriter “ into which I 

could step & sit or sprawl or hang & use not only my fingers to make words express 

feelings but elbows, feet, head, behind, and all the sounds I wanted, screams, grunts, 

taps,  itches.”149 In  other  words,  Baraka's  criticism of  technology  as  a  means  that 

restricts  black  access  to  power  and resources  in a  range of  fields  was  intimately 

connected to his ambition to communicate with a black mass audience. 

Media  technology,  along  with  its  perception  as  instruments  to  influence 

thoughts – to amplify such influence, had an important place in the understanding of 

the black artists' role for the community and their contribution to the black cultural 

nation. In a 1969 essay, Baraka contrasting mass popular culture - “PimpArt” in his 

words  –  with  Black Art,  characterized  black artists  and intellectuals  as  embodied 

147Fouché, Rayvon. “Say It Loud, I'm Black and I'm Proud: African Americans, American Artifactual 
Culture, and Black Vernacular Technological Creativity,” American Quarterly 58, no. 3 (2006): 652.

148Amiri Baraka, “Technology and Ethos Vol. 2 Book of Life,” in Raise, Race, Rays, Raze: Essays Since 1965, 
1st ed. (New York: Random House, 1971), 155-157.

149Ibid., 156.
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media  units  of  influence,  “innumerable  young  brothers  and  sisters  in  Black 

communications satellites  all  over the planet.”150 This  idea shares  its  view on the 

relation between communication technology and individuals with the concepts of the 

opinion leader and personal  influence  that  had been developed in the 1950s  and 

shaped the postwar discourse on the power of mass media as well as the politics of 

propaganda.151 Baraka adopted – consciously or not - similar tropes as part of the 

Black Arts agenda to fashion a black nationalist consciousness in the United States 

and apparently also internationally.

It is important to underline that the Black Arts thinking about art, technology, 

and community through the lens of mass communication was not just a convenient 

metaphorical way of speaking about the desired political effects of their literature 

and  performances.  Rather  they  were  directly  connected  to  ideas  about  black 

counterpropaganda and media reform.  To carry out this project, the Black activists 

envisioned  the  creation  of  a  communication  infrastructure  and  institutions  that 

would empower blacks in the media sector. This translated into the demand for black 

media and black propaganda structures on the national and international terrain. 

The Black Arts' thoughts on the black aesthetic as a communication agenda became 

manifest in ideas to build an infrastructure and institutions in order to spread the 

black  consciousness  and  their  political  messages.  As  part  of  the  logistical  and 

institutional understanding of communication, Neal for example proposed that the 

Black Arts  Movement establish “Liberation Front Offices” and “Cultural  Exchange 

150Baraka, “Nationalism Vs Pimp Art,” 128.
151 Compare chapter 1.
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Programs”152

The struggle for Black communication was understood as a direct opposition 

to  the  strategies  of  U.S.  propaganda  within  the  U.S.  domestic  context  and  the 

international terrain. Since the Black Arts movement's participants saw themselves 

as also engaged in an international anti-colonial battle,153 which had become a media 

and propaganda battle, the Black Arts movement positioned itself within the domain 

of psychological warfare. Its professed aim, like at home in the U.S. was to forge ties 

and  communication  was  thought  indispensable  for  that  undertaking.  In  fact,  the 

objective was twofold: to control the perception of the Black Power and Black Arts 

movement abroad and expand the community supporting a broader revolutionary 

cause. Neal explicitly called attention to the role of media in this process:  “we must 

understand  the  role  of  information  and  media  as  methods  of  controlling  the 

oppressed. Internationally the United States Information Service determines how the 

African-American  struggle  will  be  seen.  Black  America  must  establish  a  unified 

information service in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. There can be no unity without 

communication."154

The  most  important  element,  however,  in  this  vision  of  a  Black 

communication infrastructure remained the artists themselves. They were expected 

to communicate political ideas and the broader  worldview most effectively, even in 

152Lawrence P. Neal, “Black Power in the International Context,” in The Black Power Revolt, ed. Floyd 
Barbour (Boston: Extending Horizon Books, 1968), 144-145.

153On the imagination of Black Arts and Black Power activists as part of an international third worldist  
alliance see Cynthia Ann Young, Soul Power: Culture, Radicalism, and the Making of a U.S. Third World  
Left (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006).

154Neal, “Black Power in the International Context,” 143.
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the  face  of  a  lack  of  actual  infrastructural  and  technological  resources.  As  Neal 

envisioned the impact of Black Arts abroad, including the establishment of cultural 

exchange programs to rival  the  efforts  by the United  States  Information Agency, 

"Black artists  armed with the power of  Black Culture should fan out all  over the 

world spreading the soul message of Black America." In particular, he envisions the 

exchange of films and alliances among filmmakers, but also proposes the worldwide 

distribution of  “ tapes, photos,  magazines and revolutionary recordings” by Black 

artists.155

Conclusion
In 1971 Melvin van Peebles the director of Sweet Sweetback's Baadassss Song was 

asked if he thought his film could “open up new lines of communication from Blacks 

to whites,” which he  jokingly affirmed predicting that it would be adopted into white 

commercial  culture.156 With  this  comment  van  Peebles  pointed  up  a  basic 

ambivalence that surrounded the notion of the communication gap and the notions 

of  artistic and political control  in the communication domain that demands for a 

black aesthetic encapsulated. The article in  Soulbook mentioned at the beginning of 

this chapter addressed two related issues: one, the demand for economic and artistic 

control in the media industry;  and,  two, the need for a black aesthetic.157 A third 

aspect is less obvious, namely the need to reimagine and reconfigure the social space 

of the communication domain and the way it distributed power. 

155Ibid., 145.
156“People Are Talking About,” Jet, August 19, 1971, 42.
157Pinn, Jr., “Towards a Black Communication System,” 43-44.
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Daniel Punday has uncovered a mode of thinking about so-called  multimedia  

works  in  Baraka's  poetry  and  Blues  People  and  suggested  that  they  evoke  black 

experience  as  irreducible  by  a  single  media  technology  like  film  or 

television.158 Investigating  their  writings  for  evidence  of  how  Black  Arts  activists 

analyzed and theorized American media culture in the mid-twentieth century is an 

important part of trying to uncover the implications of the black aesthetic. However, it 

is crucial to reckon with the political significance of their work and also understand 

their direct participation in the media protest and criticism of the 1960s. Thinking 

about mass communication was more central to the cultural politics of the Black Arts 

than is generally assumed.

Punday suggests that Baraka had a preference for radio over film or television 

because it was able to preserve a complex black experience that the visual electronic 

media reduced to mere form.159 On the contrary, my analysis has shown that such a 

preference did not exist. Neal and Baraka considered each medium adaptable to the 

creation and dissemination of a system of symbols and stories recognizably Black. To 

presume such preference for  either  literature  or  radio  because of  their  supposed 

congeniality  to  a  Black  Arts  sentiment  romanticizes  both this  sentiment  and  the 

medium and misses how closely connected their cultural politics were to the media 

politics of the 1960s. 

The  contrast  with  the  far-reaching  discourse  of  the  communication  gap 

reveals how different the Black Arts program was not only on an aesthetic level; but 

158Punday, Daniel.  “The Black Arts Movement and the Genealogy of Multimedia,” New Literary History 
37, no. 4 (Autumn 2006): 777-794.

159Ibid., 786-788.
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that  on a political level it also envisioned a reorganization of the communication 

domain, in terms of the material access to resources and institutions as well as in 

terms of how audiences relate to messages and to each other under the influence of 

mass communication. 

The Urban Communications  Institute  that  the  Black  Arts  activists  tried  to 

establish in Newark represents an effort to set up a black institution that responded 

to the media activism of the late 1960s and participated in a discursive climate which 

constructed  the  media  as  a  domain  that  was  woven  into  the  social  and  political 

matrix of the United States, where problems of racial inequalities and confrontation 

could be solved because of social effects attributed to mass communication. However, 

the Black Arts activists sought to position their project in opposition to a dominant 

media reform agenda that  was based on the theory of  the  communication gap and 

driven by the goal of national integration, which often required the bracketing of 

differences. Insisting on blackness as a racial difference that had been established 

historically and culturally, the Black Arts activists hoped to establish a viable black 

communications system within the domain of mass communication. 
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Chapter 4: Making Trouble in the Communication Domain - Ms. Magazine's 
Narratives of Media Activism and the Feminist Network  

When the inaugural issue of Ms. magazine from July 1972 featured on its cover 

the  comic  book  character  Wonder  Woman,  it  brought  together a  set  of  different 

meanings  in  this  illustration.  The  drawing  showed  her,  twice  as  tall  as  the 

surrounding buildings with a determined look on her face, running toward the front, 

away  from  the  war  scene  in  the  background  with  the  iconic  helicopters  and 

parachutes of the Vietnam War. A billboard to her right declares “Peace and Justice 

in '72” and the headline reads “Wonder Woman for President.” With this illustration 

the feminist mass market magazine signaled that it understood women's liberation 

not  as  merely  private  but  as  part  of  broad  political  changes.  The  cover  and  the 

related  article  “Wonder  Woman  Revisited”  by  Joanne  Edgar  also  pointed  to  the 

importance of media images, their economy and their effects, for the second wave 

feminist  movement.  Edgar  introduced  key  questions  and  critical  concerns  which 

would stretch throughout the media criticism as it was articulated in  Ms. over the 

years. Her article focused on the the changes of the Wonder Woman character in the 

comic  books  over  the  years,  how  she's  been  stripped  of  her  superpowers  and 

increasingly portrayed as “submissive;” but Edgar also welcomed the forthcoming re-

invention  of  Wonder  Woman,  complete  with  superhuman  powers,  under  a  new 

editor.1 Implicit in her analysis are assumptions about the functions of such a popular 

media image of a woman and its affects readers' attitudes. 
1 Joanne Edgar, “Wonder Woman Revisited,” Ms., July 1972, 55.
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The critique of mass media played a key role for the women's movement of 

the 1960s  and 1970s.  Second wave feminist  activists  explicitly  raised the issue  of 

women's  representations  in  the  media  and  integrated  media  reform  into  their 

agenda.  Despite  their  mistrust  of  mainstream  media  institutions,  feminists 

deliberately  tried  to  generate  attention  in  the  news  media  and  to  utilize  these 

channels  to inform more women about the movement and its  causes.  Flora Davis 

summarizes the attitude toward the mass media as follows, "Many activists [...] were 

convinced that the images of women purveyed by the media not only lowered the 

self-esteem  of  every  woman  [...],  but  restricted  the  opportunities  of  all  women 

because most Americans evidently accepted them."2 At the same time, second wave 

feminists skillfully worked with and through the media; and they knew how to draw 

attention to  their  cause and spread their  ideals,  utilizing  their  knowledge of  the 

criteria applied in news gathering and reporting. Feminist activists defined their own 

position in opposition to the mass media, articulating critique and campaigning to 

demand change in programming and employment; and they often did so through the 

mass media. 

Bradley has described this position as ambiguous and ultimately detrimental 

to  the  movement,  because  radical  and  Leftist  feminists,  despite  their  skepticism 

toward how the media portrayed them, sought media attention and staged protests 

while  they  lacked  the  intimate  knowledge  of  the  criteria  for  news  selection  and 

dramatization that the earlier generation of NOW and Betty Friedan had.3 As the root 

2 Flora Davis, Moving the Mountain: The Women's Movement in America Since 1960 (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1991), 110.

3 Patricia Bradley, Mass Media and the Shaping of American Feminism, 1963-1975 (Jackson, Mississippi: 
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of the eventual curtailment of the radical and broader feminist agenda, Bradley has 

pointed to the willingness among feminists across the political spectrum to work, to 

different degrees,  with and through the mass media because they believed in the 

powerful effects and efficacy of mass media.4

Categorizing  the  assumptions  feminists  held  about  the  media  in  terms  of 

theoretical  camps  of  limited  or  powerful  effects,  however,  elides  questions  about 

their self-definition as subjects in a media society and about the operating assumptions 

about  the  communication  domain  that  shaped  the  movement.  That  media  were 

influential and relatively powerful was a common assumption, shared in academic 

and popular circles. Assuming powerful effects did not by itself constitute a theory, 

because,  as  the  previous  chapters  have  shown,  it  could inform different  theories 

regarding the social processes by which the effects are achieved. Since in the context 

of this dissertation communication theory is understood as the assumptions about 

the social relations and political possibilities within the matrix of social, political, and 

media  institutions,  the  feminists'  understanding  of  mass  media  will  not  be 

categorized in readily available but debatable effects categories. Instead, this chapter 

emphasizes the theory of mass communication that was unfolding in the way  Ms. 

magazine wrote about media and covered the protests. It shows that the effects labels 

are  insufficient  to  understand  the  production  and  circulation  of  communication 

theories within the women's liberation movement which would influence academic 

theorizing in the late 1970s.    

University Press of Mississippi, 2003), 51-52.
4 Ibid., xii, 17-18, 49-51.
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The  case  study  in  this  chapter  focuses  on  the  conceptualizations  of  mass 

communication  in  Ms. magazine,  the  “slick,  popular,  mass  publication  that  is 

generally  perceived  as  being  a  feminist  periodical”  as  Chicago  activist  and  later 

scholar  of  the  movement's  politics   Jo  Freeman described  the magazine  in 1975.5 

What  Freeman's  remark  summed  up  was  that  by  the  early  1970s  second  wave 

feminism had become a mass movement beyond the structures of organizations and 

activist  groups and a mediated movement that included readers of  Ms. as at least 

sympathizers. Notwithstanding the magazine's own role as a feminist mass medium, 

Ms. engaged critically with the media,  reporting on protest  campaigns,  reviewing 

television and  films, offering readers orientation among the many newsletters and 

publications of the movement. Enhanced by its style and aesthetics,  Ms.  magazine's 

maneuvering within the field of mass communication simultaneously began offering 

its  readers  a  vision  of  the  media  environment  and  possible  subject  positions  for 

themselves  within  it  as  active  media  consumers. The  chapter  analyzes  how  Ms. 

utilized narratives of media critique and feminist network formation to define its 

own identity and stake out a terrain for women's  voices and viewpoints  between 

informal networks of the movement and the mass media.

This  chapter  examines  Ms.  magazine  as  the  site  for  the  expression  and 

circulation  of  a  theorizing  script that  helped  locate  this  liberal  feminist  mass 

communication project in the politicized communication domain between grassroots 

and radical feminists and the media. Although it did not invent this script, Ms. but re-

5 Jo Freeman, The Politics of Women's Liberation: A Case Study of an Emerging Social Movement and Its  
Relation to the Policy Process (New York: D. McKay, 1975), 36.
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articulated it in order to clarify its own place and status as a movement publication 

and  as  a  way  to  negotiate  between  the  conceptual  poles  of  a  powerful  media 

establishment  and the  radical  movement  opposition  to  it.  By  navigating  the  line 

between informal communication networks of the women's movement and the world 

of institutionalized mainstream media and by stylizing itself as a forum for exchange 

of  opinions,  Ms.  relied upon and circulated specific  kinds of  knowledge about the 

communication  landscape,  providing  templates  for  imagining  women's  subject 

positions and feminist media as part of a network.  

The chapter uncovers a theorization of  a network as the social space in which 

women audiences collaborated with feminist activists and authors to affect social and 

political  change.  The  network  offered  an  alternative  interpretation  of  the 

relationship between the feminists and the media that changes the implications of 

powerful effects. Rather than suggest a top-down interpretation, it promoted the idea 

of interaction among feminists independent of but also through the mass media. Ms. 

magazine adopted this notion of the network to position itself and deflect criticisms 

of its commercial, mass-market orientation. The chapter investigates how the  now 

intuitive  network  metaphor  and  theories  about  active,  resilient  female  media 

consumers can be traced back to the articulations within the movement when these 

concepts were still being worked out. 

Unlike the Black Arts  Movement,  the second wave feminist  movement has 

been remembered as a media movement that worked simultaneously with and against 

the mass media, for example in  the popular generational history and memoir  Were 
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the  Girls  Are by  Susan  Douglas.6 An  underlying  theme in  this  chapter  is  how  the 

participants  in  the  movement  have  influenced  the  terms  of  this  historical  and 

theoretical  perception.  The  theory  of  movement  organization  as  network 

communication, which Jo Freeman articulated specifically to capture a vision of a 

pluralist,  fragmented  and  nonetheless  coherent  movement  of  national  scale, 

permeated  the liberal feminist publication  Ms. as a theorization of communication 

that  accompanied  its  self-presentation  and  the  address  of  its  readers.  A  similar 

theory network did not exist for the Black Arts Movement, even though it is possible 

– as James Smethurst does – to analyze it in retrospect as just such a movement.7 As 

seen in the previous chapter, the understanding of their own relationship with mass 

media  and  their  usefulness  for  the  movement  that  Amiri  Baraka  and  Larry  Neal 

articulated relied on a different interpretation of the social space of communication. 

The  self-definition  of  BAM  communication  work  was  framed  by  their  cultural 

propaganda model that privileged the role of the artist as the person who defines the 

black aesthetic. 

There are certain similarities between both movements, as both carved out an 

oppositional stance while they also received and used media attention. The women's 

movement of the 1960s and 1970s had very much internalized,  self-consciously,  a 

critical  and  confrontational  –  as  well  as  professional  and  already-familiar  – 

engagement with the press, television, radio, and film. A similar internal opposition 

6 Susan J. Douglas, Where the Girls Are: Growing Up Female With the Mass Media (New York: Three Rivers 
Press, 1994).

7 James Edward Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s, The 
John Hope Franklin series in African American history and culture (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2005), 367.
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existed also for the Black Arts in the second half of the 1960s and at the beginning of 

the  1970s  when  national  magazines,  broadcasting  networks,  and  publishers 

recognized the civil rights and black power movements as relevant and newsworthy 

and  granted  black  artists  and  activists  limited  access  to  niche  positions  in  the 

mainstream media industry.8 The difference of degree between the two interlinked 

movements, however, is significant. Unlike the Black activists, the women behind the 

emergence and growth of second wave feminism already often had access to material 

and educational resources within the media industry.9

Black journalist Sheila Smith Hobson captured the similarity and difference 

between both positions in her essay “Women and Television” in Robin Morgan's 1970 

feminist anthology Sisterhood is Powerful. Hobson described being insulted as a woman 

and as a black American; but she did not collapse the two positions. She ended the 

essay suggesting a distinct black feminist perspective, speaking to "other black soul 

sisters," and continued: "We've taken misrepresentation (along with our black men) 

long enough." Her short critique of American television of the late 1960s and early 

1970s from both a feminist and a black perspective is a reminder of how much the 

movement discourses with regard to the communication media overlapped, but also 

of  the fact  that  the distinctions  between them mattered and needed to be  taken 

seriously.10

While black activists sought to create employment and training opportunities 

8 For examples of this relationship also see chapter 3.
9 Amy Farrell, Yours in Sisterhood : Ms. magazine and the promise of popular feminism (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 29-40.
10 Sheila Smith Hobson, “Women and Television,” in Sisterhood is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings from 

the Women's Liberation Movement, ed. Robin Morgan (New York, N.Y: Random House, 1970), 76.
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for  African  Americans  where  almost  none  had  existed,  the  first  organizers  and 

leading  popular  voices  of  the  second  wave  were  trained  as  journalists  or  had 

experience as writers. While women in the media industry were underrepresented, 

underpaid, employed below their level of qualification, and derided, in comparison 

with the black activists they nonetheless had a considerable advantage when it came 

to utilizing mainstream media for their purposes.  Moreover, women had long been 

recognized as a valuable market segment in print and broadcasting. One of the first 

sites  of  protest  by  second  wave  activists  were  traditional  women's  magazines.11 

Likewise the women's pages of newspapers constituted the channels through which 

news of movement activities that would not be reported as news on the papers' front 

page would reach a wider audience.12  

The  critique  of  stereotypes  and sex  roles,  the  movement's  encounter  with 

mass communication, and the notion of  feminism as image criticism have become 

inscribed into narratives of postwar feminism. In this respect, maybe, it is helpful to 

remember that the movement targeted problems other than the images of women 

that  circulated  in  American  culture  and  that  the  first  Women's  Studies  journals 

during the 1970s published very few articles concerned with media representations 

or mass communication.13

Ms. articulating media images and roles criticism 

11 Bradley, Mass Media and the Shaping of American Feminism, 1963-1975, 67-71.
12 Ibid., 79-87.
13 An examination of Signs, Feminist Studies, and Women's Studies from the 1970s yielded only two 

articles that dealt directly with the question of women in the media: Carol Lopate, “Daytime 
Television: You'll Never Want to Leave Home,” Feminist Studies 3, no. 3 (Spring - Summer 1976): 69-
82; Gaye Tuchman, “Women's Depiction by the Mass Media,” Signs 4, no. 3 (Spring 1979): 528-542.
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Originally  Ms.  was  conceived  by  Gloria  Steinem  and  Brenda  Feigen  as  a 

newsletter for the Women's Action Alliance (WAA) which they founded as a resource 

and information center for the movement in 1971. Ambitions for a mass publication 

magazine  that  would  be  financed  through  advertisements  and  reach  women 

audiences nationwide replaced that original idea. When the first independent issue of 

Ms. reached the newsstands in June 1972,  Ms. had adapted the styles and format of 

mass-market  women magazines  and combined them with  the  politics  of  feminist 

newsletters  and  journals.  In  terms  of  its  political  orientation,  Ms.  conveyed  a 

pluralistic  and  liberal  brand  of  feminism  that  was  characterized  by  the  goal  to 

support women in different realms of American society, with a universalist outlook 

that sought to bridge differences among women in class status or ethnic background 

and among disparate factions of the broader women's movement.14

Still tied to the WAA and indebted to the newsletter concept, however,  Ms.  

magazine occupied a spot between the two competing interpretations of American 

mass society that communication researchers and theorists had been struggling with: 

the  potential  benefits  of  gathering  an  audience  in  support  of  an  issue  and  the 

necessity  to  resist  the  usurpation  of  communication  by  all-powerful  media 

institutions. Throughout its existence,  Ms.  embodied this problematic and struggled 

with  the  competing  demands  of  producing  a  marketable  magazine  and  its 

responsibility to a politicized movement. The editors of  Ms.  continuously came up 

against  the  tension  between  appealing  to  a  large,  inclusive  audience  –  and 

advertisers, which was necessary for sustaining a publication that could broaden the 
14 Bradley, Mass Media and the Shaping of American Feminism, 1963-1975, 177-180.
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popular acceptance for feminist ideas, and standing their ground on women's and 

abortion rights.15  

The reactions from the feminists speak to the to the challenges  Ms.  had set 

itself. When the magazine appeared on the newsstands, it met with both enthusiastic 

and  harsh  critical  responses  from  among  the  feminist  activists.  The  point  of 

contention was that the ideas and ideals were presented in the format of a popular, 

mass market magazine. In the magazine's early years, however, there was a general 

optimism about the project and hopes “that this new magazine could provide the 

popularizing  force  needed  by  the  movement.”16 The  criticism  reflected  divisions 

within the women's movement itself, between so-called radicals and liberal feminists 

like  the  creators  of  Ms.  Because  of  the  built-in  contradictions  and  the  high-

expectations the makers of the magazine had set for themselves,  Ms. was far from 

uncontroversial.

At the time the first issue of Ms. magazine was published in 1972, the second-

wave feminist movement was already more than half a decade old and had grown 

significantly.  The  activists  had  achieved  public  and  political  recognition  of  the 

movement and its claims, although the movement's demands and goals had not yet 

been  met.  The  movement  had  also  increased  its  popularity  and  the  number  of 

supporters  and  sympathizers,  building  a  broad  and  diverse  grassroots  base.  The 

liberal  feminism  for  which  Ms.  became  a  central  forum  was  on  the  rise  and 

incorporated elements of radical critique, but overall promoted a personalized “self-

15 Farrell, Yours in sisterhood, 3, 73; Bradley, Mass Media and the Shaping of American Feminism, 1963-1975, 
189-193.

16 Farrell, Yours in sisterhood, 47.

212



improvement” style of feminism.17 One important factor in this development were 

the numerous small-scale publications produced by women as well as the entry of 

some  feminist  figureheads  into  bestseller  publishing  and  the  mainstream  media 

circuit.

Unlike the many newsletters and independent publishing ventures of second 

wave  feminism,  Ms. was  from  the  beginning  a  decidedly  mainstream  publishing 

venture. It  had quickly moved beyond the initial idea of a mere newsletter and its 

creators sought funding for a larger project. The premiere issue of Ms. appeared as a 

supplement in  New York  magazine in  December 1971.  Many of  the  women who 

wrote and worked for  Ms.  already had professional experience in the mainstream 

media, e.g. as writers.  During its most successful time it reached a circulation of 550, 

000. Ms. tried to distinguish itself not only through the topics it covered but through 

an innovative design and layout. In the context of magazine publishing in the 1970s, 

Ms. pursued the successful strategy of reaching for a clearly defined special-interest 

readership, while other general audience magazines either narrowed their editorial 

agenda or ceased existence.18

Since the formative stages of  second wave feminism in the mid-1960s,  the 

criticism  of  American  mass  media  had  been  a  part  of  the  movement's  political 

program; and by the time  Ms. was launched in the early 1970s, feminists and their 

complaints against stereotypical depictions and unequal employment and payment 

practices in the media industry had gained popular recognition. The question of how 

17 Alice Echols, Daring to be Bad: Radical Feminism in America 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1989), 199.

18 Bradley, Mass Media and the Shaping of American Feminism, 1963-1975, 167-171, 182.
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media represented women and what should be changed about that was picked up in 

media  that  were  available  to  the  general  public.  TV  Guide,  for  example,  printed 

feminist  criticisms  of  particular  programs  and  advertisements.  Charging  that 

television commercials suffered from a “reality gap” and that they should tap into 

the  women's  liberation  sentiment,  for  the  sake  of  their  own  effectiveness,  and 

present female recognized women audiences could identify with, advertising agent 

Anne Foster encouraged women write in with  complaints whenever they thought a 

commercial  did  not  reflect  their  own situation realistically.19 When in September 

1973 ABC broadcast the special  A Woman's Place  on  “conditioning of women to play 

certain roles in society,“ TV Guide provided an essay by Letti Pogrebin in which she 

recounted  how  growing  up  her  generation  had  become  “mimics  of  the  medium, 

rehearsing  for  womanhood  with  the  little  boys  in  our  lives.”20 The  industry 

publication Broadcasting presented a gradual shift in programming and employment 

as  an  improvement  in  television  and  the  natural  response  to  the  feminist 

movement.21 One result of this development was that the rejection of simplistic, one-

dimensional  stereotypes  itself  had  entered  popular  discourse  and  provided  a 

rationale that condensed a broader agenda and a multifactious, ideologically divided 

movement  into the  politics  of  symbolic  on-screen and on-air  representation.  The 

protest  over  images  of  women as  “the  housewife-mother  or  the  sex  object”  was 

indeed a viable tactic, because it resonated with the debates over the media's political 

19 Anne Tolstoi Foster, “Is That Really Me?,” TV Guide, June 19, 1971, 18-20.
20 Letti Cottin Pogrebin, “Woman's Place' A personal view of what it's like to grow up female,” TV 

Guide, September 1, 1973, 11.
21 “Women seek denial of WRC-TV renewal,” Broadcasting, September 4, 1972, 22; “The women at 

home also are getting a new shake from television,” Broadcasting, August 7, 1972, 40-41.
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and social responsibility in the context of the Kerner Report and the media protests 

by minority movements in the late 1960s.22

Much less visible were those activists and groups who refused to follow the 

unspoken procedures of media attention and symbolic politics. Also less visible was 

the development of many feminist groups and institutions of different scale on the 

local level across the country who relied on their own immediate infrastructures, 

personal contacts, and newsletters. The “panoply of counter-institutions, including 

health  clinics,  abortion  referral  services,  rape  crisis  centers,  and  credit  unions” 

which radical feminists, drawing on their experiences within the New Left and the 

Black radical freedom movement, built was part of the feminist domain that emerged 

with little mainstream media attention, as they chose to concentrate on immediate 

political  problems  they  encountered  in  their  personal  lives  rather  than  take-on 

macro-level politics.23   

After nearly a decade of postwar feminist activism by feminist organizations 

like NOW and the many less formalized radical feminist groups, the Ms. project could 

look back on a range of models of feminist media activism and protest.  While the 

women activists of the early 1960s worked primarily through the organizations like 

NOW  and  the  civil  rights  and  equal  employment  commissions,  relying  on  their 

professional public relations skills, radical feminists emerging out of the New Left 

movements  used,  in  addition  to  small-scale  publishing,  theatrical  and  symbolic 

22 Judith Adler Hennessee and Joan Nicholson, “NOW Says: TV Commercials Insult Women,” New York  
Times (1923-Current file), May 28, 1972.

23 Echols, Daring to be Bad: Radical Feminism in America 1967-1975, 16.
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protest tactics to gain media attention.24 Both the first generation and the younger 

feminists  who  broadened,  fragmented,  and  reoriented  the  movement  in  the  late 

1960s and early 1970s, shared an interpretation that politics were effectively carried 

out through the mass communication domain – even if the aim was to change its 

rules.

In addition, Betty Friedan's critique of American mass media had shaped the 

attitudes  toward  the  media  within  the  movement.  The  initiator  and  founding 

member of the National Organization for Women (NOW) had pointed to the battle 

against sexist images and stereotypes as a key element for the movement.25 A year 

after her bestseller The Feminine Mystique, Friedan contributed a two-part series to TV 

Guide in which she extended her original argument to television. In these articles, 

Friedan  criticized  the  absence  of  women  on  television,  except  for  miserable 

housewives  populating  situation  comedies:  “[T]he  most  puzzling  thing  about  the 

image of woman on television today is an eerie  Twilight Zone  sense that it is fading 

before one's  eyes.  ”26 Ultimately,  she argued that  this  kind of  television program 

would enforce the stereotype and turn it into reality because it provided girls with 

only those limited models to learn from and because it drained women's self-esteem 

and ambition. In short, television was “narcotizing woman's very capacity to act and 

think  into  a  passive,  sullen,  vengeful  impotence.”27 Friedan's  assumptions  about 

women's  behavior  as  media  consumers  and  about  the  psychological  effects  of 

24 Bradley, Mass Media and the Shaping of American Feminism, 1963-1975, 48-49.
25 Ibid., 34.
26 Betty Friedan, “Television and the Feminine Mystique,” TV Guide, February 1, 1964, 7.
27 Betty Friedan, “The Monsters in the Kitchen,” TV Guide, February 8, 1964, 20.
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television  have  been  influential  in  setting  the  tone  for  media  critique  as  an 

ideological dimension of the movement from the very beginning.  

Ms.  media  criticism followed the image-focused approach that  Friedan had 

made popular in the 1960s  and which presumed more or less  direct  cultural  and 

psychological effects. However, in keeping with the self-help approach,  Ms. decoded 

the media environment for its readers, providing articles that could serve as guides 

to the network television program and to movies. The articles were often written as 

reviews  in which the  authors  pointed  out the redeeming,  impressive,  and flawed 

aspects of a program or movie. The focal point of these review-guides was often the 

representation of  women on screen as  much as  the  critic  herself,  which made it 

possible to exercise for the readers an analysis of the images of women and their 

meaning,  encouraging them to discover for themselves  the value or insult  that  a 

particular program offered.  

Thus, in her review of two recent television series, Phyllis (CBS) and Fay (NBC), 

Susan K.  Berman arrived at  the verdict  that both were surprisingly reassuring in 

their  portrayal  of  women and therefore should be seen as  “one step forward for 

television.”28 Intrigued with the series' representation of a single woman's life and 

their wit,  she underlined that  the shows were humorous and accurate,  which for 

Berman meant that they reflected “how newly single women see themselves.”29 The 

underlying  expectations  was  not  merely  a  sense  of  realism  but  a  psychological 

identification between a woman's self-image and the on-screen image. Therefore, she 

28 Susan K. Berman, “Prime Time (Almost) Comes of Age ... with 'Phyllis' and 'Fay',” Ms., November 
1975, 62.

29 Ibid.
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saw these shows as part of television inching toward a transformation into a medium 

that offers women individually a  sense of  enjoyment from watching and of being 

taken seriously.

Media criticism in Ms.  was characterized by an approach that highlighted an 

individual's engagement with the program and the possibility that she would be able 

to receive pleasure and gratification from watching. The television and film reviews 

modeled  media  consumption as  a  critical  and discerning  practice.  One article  on 

television  soap  operas  anticipated  themes  of  later  feminist  media  criticism  that 

stressed the reception by women and their ability to develop interpretations that run 

counter to the overt and intended meanings.  Like other textual critiques of media 

narratives that appeared in Ms., Beth Gutcheon's review emphasized the personalized 

position of the female viewer and her rejection of generalizable assumptions about a 

female mass audience. Her article “There isn't Anything Washy-Washy about Soaps,” 

in  fact,  suggested  that  soap  operas  had  recently  changed  to  become  almost 

progressive in their portrayal of minorities and social problems; she even asserted 

that Search for Tomorrow had “somehow become the most forthrightly feminist soap 

on the air.30

She  attributed  to  television  soap  operas  the  unique  capacity  to  “educate 

audiences or lead them to question their insular attitudes in ways that little else in 

their lives may do.” Gutcheon explained her judgment, focusing on characters that 

had  recently  been  introduced  to  the  shows  and  on  unique  plot  twists.  Far  from 

praising soap operas as a revolutionary television format, Gutcheon recognized the 
30 Beth Gutcheon, “There isn't Anything Wishy-Washy about Soaps,” Ms., August 1974, 43.
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constraints and commercial demands that affect the plot of a soap narratives. She 

informed her readers of her own experience watching and liking soap operas as well 

as of the possibility of  an appeal to women and feminists: “I like soap operas because 

they are about women and because they occasionally have ideas in them.” Stressing 

her  personal  impression of  the  genre,  Gutcheon asserted  that  unlike  “Cannon or 

Mannix” soaps were “never as devoid of intellectual content.”31

In her review she surmised that the negative reputation of the serial format 

might have less to do with the programs themselves than with the stereotype of the 

housewife audience; and she counters that he consumption of television soaps has 

not  had  any  negative  effects  or  made  her  “any  more  ridiculous  than  [she]  was 

before.”  Claiming  a  unique appeal  and  simultaneously  rejecting  of  male-centered 

programs, Gutcheon focused overtly on the television images, that is the difference 

between women and men as lead characters on the screen. However, she presents 

herself as a savvy and discerning television viewer. Asserting herself by rereading 

soaps  as  an “intellectual”  genre.  Indeed,  there are  echoes  in her  article  of  Herta 

Herzog's 1940s study on female listeners of radio soaps, whose interviewees stressed 

that radio serials provided them with ideas that helped them solve their own daily 

problems.  Gutcheon found that,  “regardless  of  their  plots,”  these  programs dealt 

with questions of  “women's physical and emotional health,” not found elsewhere on 

television.32

Such  articles  introduced  Ms.'s  readers  to  models  for  interpreting  media 

31 Ibid., 42, 81.
32 Ibid., 80.
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images and providing a  basic media literacy. In addition, the  encouragement from 

Ms. to assume an active role in media consumption and to seek out alternative media 

was clear in its articles on film, which offered a sense of orientation and alerted the 

readers to available resources. When, for example, films from the recent Women's 

Film  Festival  became  available  through  a  lecture  program  for  colleges  and 

community  centers  and  thus  would  “bypass  the  traditional  and  inflexible  film 

distribution  process,”  Ms. carried  the  announcement.33 An  important  aspect  of 

presenting the films as a four-day series with a “feminist lecturer” was to create a 

forum  outside  the  standard  media  channels.34 This  was  an  additional  aspect 

particular  to  this  and  other  notes  on  films  in  Ms. that  interpreted  the  plot  and 

aesthetics, but also presented films as occasions for women to find non-mainstream 

media and connect with other women.35 

Ms. thus described and offered opportunities to participate in feminist media 

activism or, at least, become an active self-conscious consumer. The direct, Friedan-

style, criticism thus was put into a context where women used these criteria to define 

their own stance as feminists and join other women. To be sure, the direct criticism 

of  stereotypical  television  images  continued  and  was  important.  Through  its 

personalized  self-style,  however,  Ms. was  able  to  add  two  aspects:  individual 

gratification and discerning consumption as well as collective action.     

33 “For Feminist Film Freaks,” Ms., February 1973, 121.
34 Ibid.
35 Janet Sternburg, “Kids' Flicks: Move Over, Donald Duck,” Ms., December 1974, 101-104; 

“Homegrown Movies,” Ms., August 1975, 21; Amy Stone, “When Women Make Movies ... Festival II,” 
Ms., January 1977, 28,30, 34; Carol Emmens, “More Reel Life - Women and Film,” Ms., October 1976, 
109-112.
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Outside the magazine, the development of critical media consumership which 

Ms. promoted was an important dimension of feminist media protests, for example 

during the  license  challenge  of  WABC-TV  that  NOW  initiated  in  1972.  Two 

representatives  of  NOW-New  York,  Joan  Nicholson  and  Judith  Adler  Hennessee, 

combined the indictment of the station with a critique that focused on commercials, 

relying on content analysis – a standard communications research method - but also 

on close readings, which they presented to a wider audience in the  New York Times. 

Although the NOW campaign against WABC-TV was a collective effort and although 

Nicholson  and  Hennessee  shared  the  criteria  behind  their  criticism  with  a  large 

readership, they primarily rejected the stereotypes  they saw on television and their 

possible psychological effects, muting the aspect of joint involvement. For example, 

in  their  discussion  of  a  fabric  softener  advertisement,  they  charged  that  after 

“endlessly  repeating  the  same  unnerving  message  to  40  million  viewers,  it's  not 

funny  anymore.”  Fundamentally,  they  underlined  the  formal  characteristics  of  a 

mass  medium, standardized content and large audiences,  to  back their  assertions 

about  television's  dominant  impact:  watching  commercial,  according  the  two 

authors,  amounted  to  “being  blasted  by  some  casually  malevolent  propaganda 

machine dedicated to the humiliation of women.”36

A  few  years  after  Friedan's  critique  of  television  in  TV  Guide,  this  NOW 

campaign employed the  same criteria  and articulated  similar  premises  about  the 

psychological effects. They understood quite literally television as an instrument to 

inculcate  particular  conventional  role  behavior  among  women:  “People  tend  to 
36 Hennessee and Nicholson, “NOW Says: TV Commercials Insult Women.”
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imitate the roles they see, to become what is expected of them,” which meant that for 

women who tried to define new subjectivities ”the persistent television stereotypes 

are like a  knock on the head telling them to stay in line.”  The license challenge 

campaign and the article in the New York Times were based on a content analysis and 

monitoring of WABC-TV that NOW had carried out focusing on the respective roles of 

men and women and the types of products advertised. NOW's analysis had adopted 

from academic scholarship a format for understanding mass communication that fit 

Friedan's style of media criticism. Relying upon standardized research techniques, 

they concluded that the television industry “has a vested interest in encouraging a 

conventional role for women.”37 

However, the feminists behind this protest also seemed to recognize the limits 

of content analysis as a tool for effective political arguments. They supplemented the 

figures with critical interpretations of individual advertisements. And thus readers 

could catch a glimpse of the interpretation process that went into the monitoring. 

The New York  Times  article  demonstrated  how to  uncover  the  duping  strategies 

behind stereotypes,  showing readers  how to see their  hidden meanings and their 

contribution to the persistent myths of woman as a “subhuman creature, defective 

mentally and physically.”38 The theories about communication that were operative in 

this criticism mirrored the scholarship on the role and effects of mass media at the 

time. From the early 1970s onward, a few researchers took up the complaints of the 

women's movement.

37 Ibid.
38 Ibid.
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Their studies were conceptually and methodologically in the same mold as the 

studies  of  ethnic  stereotypes  that  were  conducted  on  the  heel  of  the  Kerner 

Commission report and the protests by minority media activists in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s.  Feminists as well  as communication researchers problematized media 

images in very similar ways, raising standards of realism, assuming that unrealistic 

images caused psychological  damage and enforced repressive cultural  norms,  and 

they relied mostly on content analysis to prove it.

Sociologist  John F.  Seggar  studied  the  television portrayals  of  women and 

minorities,  often in combination,  and aimed at analyzing trends over longer time 

periods.  One  such  study  reviewed  and cross-tabulated  data  derived  from content 

analyses taken at intervals in 1971, 1973, and 1975. It compared the numerical gains 

and losses of appearances of Blacks, Whites, and other minorities as well as those of 

men and women on TV. In addition to the frequency of appearances, it also measured 

the  length  of  the  character's  portrayal  and  the  significance  of  their  role  in  the 

program in order to determine trends of decline and increase.39 

Tabulating  the  data,  re-combining  the  analytical  categories,  these  studies 

measured the frequency and length of appearances by ethnic and female characters 

in  television  drama  as  “proportionate  gains”  and  improvements  “upon  their 

situation” for these social groups.40 That is, this purely statistical approach, treated 

representation on television like a material resource that indicated status in society, 

depending on whether or not women or minorities possessed it. Considerations of the 

39 John F. Seggar, “Television's Portrayal of Minorities and Women, 1971-1975,” Journal of Broadcasting 
21, no. 4 (Fall 1977): 435-446.

40 Ibid., 445.

223



cultural or political implication were marginal in these studies, which stand for a 

larger  trend,  in  the  social  science  response  to  the  Civil  Rights  and  Women's 

Movement.  The  question if  portrayals  were  accurate  or  stereotypical  filtered  into 

some of Seggar's analysis.   

Some of the earlier studies, from which he had re-used the data for the trend 

analysis,  focused on the representation of women and African Americans in different 

professional  and  stereotypical  roles.  The  chief  concern  was  simply  if  television 

showed “distorted ideas” and “false conceptions” about the kinds of jobs minorities 

and women held.41 Overall, he saw these studies and the debates over how to best 

measure  television  representations  as  a  scientific  service  for  political  and 

programming  decisions.  The  data  sets  were  employed  to  correct  or  substantiate 

impressionistic judgments of the “average man,” “Black critics,” or the “Women's 

Movement.”42  With these studies Seggar and his collaborators hoped to merely help 

critics  and  reformers  in  improving  television's  “accuracy  in  reflecting  the  real 

world.”43

These  studies  exemplify  the  ostensibly  objectivist  approach  of  content 

analysis in the context of the women's movement's media criticism, the expectations 

of useful scientific support for the political movements, the joining of minorities and 

women as similar problems, and the limits of the data sets alone as the basis for a 

41 John F. Seggar and Penny Wheeler, “World of Work on TV: Ethnic and Sex Representations in TV 
Drama,” Journal of Broadcasting 17, no. 2 (Spring 1973): 213.

42 Seggar, “Television's Portrayal of Minorities and Women, 1971-1975,” 435, 445; James L. Hinton et 
al., “Tokenism and Improving Imagery of Blacks in TV Drama and Comedy: 1973,” Journal of  
Broadcasting 18, no. 4 (Fall 1974): 431.

43 John F. Seggar, “Women's Imagery on TV: Feminist, Fair Maiden, or Maid?  Comments on McNeil,” 
Journal of Broadcasting 19, no. 3 (Summer 1975): 294.
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critique. Yet, the quantitative analysis dovetailed with the image critique used in the 

NOW  license  challenge.  While  these  studies  helped  amass  and produce  statistical 

evidence, they relied on a catalog of criteria that matched the standards of expected 

realism  and  counted  the  frequency  of  occurrences  of  unrealistic,  formulaic  and 

stereotypical depictions. Statistical data about the low percentage of positive women 

on television and the  long hours  Americans,  especially  children,  watch television 

served to drive home the idea that their was indeed a problem, for the women behind 

the 1972 challenge of WABC-TV's license by the National Organization for Women.44

NOW understood how to carry out such a campaign and ensure coverage. The 

news  stories  about  the  protests  familiarized  audience  with  the  procedures  and 

rationales behind the license challenge campaigns. The New York Times' reprinted 

parts of the legal brief that accompanied the NOW's petition before the FCC to deny 

WABC-TV's license: "'women are consistently shown as unintelligent, irresponsible, 

dominated by men, defined by their anatomy and incapable of independent thought 

and action.”45 Media criticism was a learnable skill and a first step toward women's 

discerning and informed media consumption that was implicitly available through 

the coverage of the event. However, the technical objectivist focus and data-centric 

analysis, while it buoyed the charged rhetoric NOW used in the license challenges, 

muted the possibility that the circulation of these ideas recruited more women for 

feminist media activism, although these campaigns were effectively training grounds. 

44 Allison Perlman, “Feminists in the Wasteland: The National Organization for Women and 
Television Reform,” Feminist Media Studies 7, no. 4 (2007): 413-431.

45 George Gent, “Women's Group Challenges WABC-TV's Renewal,” New York Times (1923-Current file), 
May 2, 1972.
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Readers of Ms. encountered these campaigns from a different angle. In the context of 

the magazine's newsletter-like approach, women were explicitly called to join this 

and similar feminist media protests. 

Raising Media Consciousness and Activating Feminist Amateur Communication 
Researchers and Activists

In its August 1972 issue, Ms. published instructions on how to prepare and file 

a petition to deny license renewal. It translated the current campaign by NOW into a 

tutorial.  This  tutorial  positions  the  female  reader  as  a  subject  of  the  media 

environment, who is frustrated with offensive portrayals of women and the women's 

movement on television, and then proceeds to suggest options to move her out of 

that position and become a participant in feminist media activist campaigns – and 

thus effectively change her status in the mass communication domain. Addressing 

the reader directly and personally, the Ms. article imagines that she has just watched 

a derisive comment on women and the movement uttered by a male television news 

anchor; and it imagines different possible reactions, “You can gnash your teeth at the 

outrageous put-down. [...] You can simply turn the television off. Or, if you're really 

serious, turn the station off – get it off the air altogether.”46 The article constructs a 

sense of a community of feminist media activists, re-imagining the woman who had 

just  watched  television  by  herself  as  part  of  a  larger  group  who  follow  similar 

strategies and share goals. 

The campaign by NOW to pressure WABC-TV into reform or convince the FCC 

to deny the station's license – which itself received considerable media attention at 
46 Lucy Komisar, “How to Make Trouble: Turning Off the Tube,” Ms., August 1972, 4.
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the time – served as one template for this community of women media activists. The 

experiences of  NOW and the legal  reasoning the organization used in its  license-

challenge  petition  are  outlined  by  the  article  to  provide  “the  most  elemental” 

“guidelines and explanations.”47 It is important, the article points out, that a license 

challenge is nothing a woman can achieve by herself, but she needs the assistance of 

other women, especially when gathering data about how the program treats women 

and  feminist  issues:  “Gathering  information  for  complaints  requires  a  carefully 

worked out monitoring plan, and a good-sized army of volunteers; people to watch 

all programs and commercials, to time – with a stopwatch – the news coverage of 

relevant issues; and to work out tabulating procedures (this may even necessitate 

using computers).”48 To assist  in this  monitoring –  and to provide a sense of  the 

amount of work involved in NOW's campaign against WABC-TV, the “Turning Off the 

Tube” instructional article  tells its readers to track “ the number of women shown, 

and the role each plays.”49 It also provided the address of New York's NOW chapter to 

request sample monitoring forms. 

Alison Perlman has  argued that  NOW,  by  pursuing its  media  activism and 

articulating its demands for media reform through the means of a license challenge 

before  the  FCC,  asserted  the  organization's  –  and  by  implication  all  American 

women's – civic role as a  public, recognized in the frameworks of the legal process 

and  the  notion  of  public  interest in  broadcasting.50 The  Ms.  tutorial  adopted  the 

47 Ibid.
48 Ibid., 5.
49 Ibid.
50 Perlman, “Feminists in the Wasteland,” 413-431.
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reasoning at the center of NOW's arguments, quoting an influential article by Nancy 

Stanley  that  also  structured  how  NOW  pursued  its  license  challenge.51 It  thus 

provided the opportunity to imagine being part of that public, or actually pursue the 

same path.

Yet there was more going on in this article. The transition from the individual 

television consumer to a member of a group of meticulous television monitors that 

the article imagines for the reader shifts her media use behavior and equips her with 

a paradigm of critical media consumption. Not only inviting Ms. readers to join and 

broaden the television reform campaign as modeled by NOW – the article closed with 

a list of dates when stations' licenses expired, which was the opportunity to file a 

petition with the FCC, this article contributed to the construction of a feminist public 

sphere in Ms.  magazine that existed before entering the legal process of filing a FCC 

complaint and was not dependent on the official and legal recognition as a public by 

the discursive frameworks of broadcasting legislation.

Both cases, the challenge of the WABC-TV license in New York and of WRC-TV 

later that year in Washington, DC, had in common not only that they followed the 

procedure of petitioning the FCC at the end of a station's licensing term. They also 

followed  the  template  for  producing  data  –  creating  a  statistical  profile  -  to  be 

marshaled as evidence and submitted with the petition materials. NOW's report on 

the license denial campaign against  WRC-TV reveals how, over the course of the 

investigation, women were literally trained in a specific kind of media consumption 

behavior. The report,  like the instructions in  Ms.  circulated information about the 
51 Komisar, “How to Make Trouble: Turning Off the Tube,” 5.
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research process preceding the petition to deny, the method and criteria. 

In these two cases, social science and feminist activism closely and explicitly 

overlapped. The research procedures provided the template for the idea of a media 

consumer who resists being inculcated by television images that the report as well as 

Ms.'s  tutorial  promoted.  The  report  Women  in  the  Wasteland  Fight  Back that  the 

Washington, DC chapter of NOW assembled relied on the expertise of Muriel Cantor 

in sociology and communications research. A detailed content analysis, focusing on 

specified criteria in order to create a statistical profile of WRC-TV's program. In other 

words,  the  assessment  of  the  television  program  relied  on  standard  social-

psychological methods that had long been established in communication and opinion 

research and widely deployed in critical assessments of programs. 

The  report  and  the  license  challenge  it  accompanied  contributed  to  and 

participated  in  setting  up  this  mode  of  making  a  communication  medium 

understandable and subject to criticism which was circulated in popular media and in 

professionalized, academic assessments that all tried to answer the question if U.S. 

media lived up to the political standards consummate with the envisioned society. As 

part of the WRC-TV license challenge NOW conducted a monitoring project for which 

it  trained  women –  there  were  also  male  monitors,  but  as  the  report  points  out 

“white females did predominate”52 in rudimentary television content analysis. This 

process involved not only the training but a pre-test with two teams of monitors in 

order to ensure that the monitoring data match and are thus consistent and  reliable. 

52 The National Organization for Women National Capital Area Chapter, Women in the Wasteland Fight  
Back: A Report on the Image of Women Portrayed in TV Programming, 1972, 5.
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After  this  preparation  phase,  the  participants  transformed  their  home  into  a 

monitoring  environment.  All  monitoring  took  place  in  private  homes  under  the 

supervision of the project coordinators. In addition, the television program from 9 

am to 11 pm was audio-taped as an additional reliability measure and to have access 

to  more detailed information about an encoded program if  necessary.53 The early 

morning (7-9 am) and late night (11 pm- 1 am) were monitored by individual “well-

trained monitors” without the audiotape backup.54 

The  monitors  were  provided  with  forms  for  the  data  collection  during 

monitoring. These forms as well as the entire methodological setup were developed 

by Muriel Cantor. The collected data were then coded and analyzed by another group 

of  “over twenty volunteers.”55 While some of the coders had also been monitors, this 

group included people with a background in sociological method - “ systems analysts 

[...], a sociologist, sociology graduate students.”56 The report Women in the Wasteland 

Fight Back  detailed the methods as well as the categories on the monitoring forms, 

making the process replicable. The detailed discussion of both the method and the 

professional scholarly standards that Cantor ensured were used to demonstrate the 

veracity of the analysis – as opposed to random claims of hand-picked programs. The 

entire  process  was  geared  toward  producing  reliable  knowledge  that  could  be 

marshaled as evidence in the license challenge, relying on the aura of science and 

tested  methods.  For  example  the  selection  of  a  composite  week rather  than  a 

53 Ibid., 4-5.
54 Ibid., 4.
55 Ibid., 5.
56 Ibid.
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continuous week was intended to gather a picture of WRC-TV's program that was as 

representative as possible, rather than tainted by an individual's bias or impressions. 

The monitoring project which was conducted to gather data in support of  NOW's 

denial of license renewal of WRC-TV did more than translate television programming 

into quantitative evidence;  it  also aided in the construction of  a  female audience 

subject whose role is explicitly not limited to that of the consumer; and it sharply 

contrasted with the imagined housewife viewer of daytime television, which other 

articles in Ms. magazine vehemently criticized.

Allison Perlman has noted how the WABC-TV campaign constituted feminist 

acts  of  assertion  in  the  civic  public  sphere  that  was  defined  by  the  legal  and 

institutional frameworks which defined the route of license renewal denial petitions 

that the activists had chosen as their route.57 How the details of such a campaign 

were  relayed  through  a  magazine  like  Ms.  points  to  yet  another  dimension  her 

argument does not touch. The subject position of women who were not heading the 

campaigns, as either spokeswomen, legal or technical specialists, were at stake. By 

implication the process of gathering the data as evidence in the petitions to deny 

license concerned every-woman. The campaigns had a long run-up and preparation 

phase before the actual filing of the petition to deny license with the FCC. Under the 

guidance of Muriel Cantor – a feminist with training in sociology at the University of 

California, Los Angeles with Charles R. Wright as her dissertation chair and a focus in 

media  communication,  specifically  with  an  interest  in  the  role  of  television 

57 Perlman, “Feminists in the Wasteland,” 421.
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producers, children's television, and television as an instrument of social control.58

It bears emphasizing that the women who were trained as media monitors 

were not academics or professional content analyzers; but they were recruited from 

acquaintances of the activists. In the context of NOW's campaign to challenge WABC-

TV's license, these women purposefully changed their media consumption behavior, 

including their television viewing schedule, the physical positions, activities while 

watching television, which constituted a template for other campaigns and for a form 

of media consumption behavior that was relayed in  Ms. magazine, thus circulating 

the professional academic media theories that Cantor brought to the project but also 

ideas about resilient media behavior. To a degree the 58 television monitors, age 14 

to over 60 and most of them white women,59 who participated in the project and the 

campaign  became  part  of  the  analytical  machinery  –  embodying  a  collective  of 

women  who  resisted  the  presumed  influences  of  television,  empowered  by  their 

training  as  coders  and  their  familiarity  with  the  coding  categories.  Through the 

coverage of  this  kind of  campaign by  Ms. and in newspapers  an idea of  resistant 

media consumption and critical viewership was circulated.  

The coverage in  Ms. magazine as well as other publications of such protest 

campaigns  and  the  monitoring  involved  modeled  a  form  of  resistant  television 

viewing practice that  stood in sharp contrast to the notion of  the passive female 

television consumer, an image that remained at the center of producers' rationale 

58 Muriel Cantor, "Curriculum Vitae," in The National Organization for Women National Capital Area 
Chapter, Women in the Wasteland Fight Back: A Report on the Image of Women Portrayed in TV 
Programming, 9-11.

59 Women in the Wasteland Fight Back, 5.
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and underwrote feminist attacks against the psychological effects of the medium on 

women, as articulated in the early 1960s by Friedan.

When  Ms. magazine  mapped  the  women's  movement's  media  activist 

campaigns, it provided not only a glimpse of and point of entrance into this terrain, 

which included the organizers as well as the network of women who were involved in 

preparing  the  data.  The  significance  of  this  second-hand  circulation  of 

communication research knowledge through the coverage of the license challenge 

and its procedure lies in how it was incorporated into the the self-help framework of 

Ms. and  how  it  encouraged  readers  to  pursue  their  own  protests  using  the 

information Ms. provided. Women were encouraged to assume the subject positions 

of active and critical television consumers as they were constructed in the course of 

the license challenges.  

This  approach of  presenting media  activism as  learnable extended to  Ms.'s 

coverage on women's  campaigns to improve children's television. The work of an 

organization like Actions for Children's Television (ACT) and the Citizens Council for Mass  

Media specifically targeted the amount and kind of advertisements that were shown 

during  television  programming,  whose  primary  audience  were  children.  Their 

arguments replicated often-heard assumptions about the direct impact of television 

content on viewers' thinking and behavior; and they focused on children as examples 

of  this  kind  of  media  susceptibility.  In  targeting  advertising,  however,  these 

campaigns  criticized  not  only  a  particular  form  of  media  content,  but  they 

problematized  the  role  of  audiences  as  consumers.  For  the  coverage  in  Ms. this 
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provided  the  opportunity  to  construct  a  narrative  of  transition  from  television 

consumer  to  active  political  agent  and  media  activist.  The  article  Battling  the  

Electronic Babysitter, which appeared in the Making Trouble column of Ms., the work of 

ACT and the Citizens Council for Mass Media were portrayed; and the role of women 

leading these  campaigns  was  emphasized,  situating this  form of  media  consumer 

activism within a feminist context of women turning into political agents. After the 

article has outlined the problem that, according to the statistics,  within a year a 

child watches “a total of 22,000 ads for snack, sweets, drinks, toys, drugs, pills, and 

household chemicals and detergents” and that advertisers and market researchers 

specifically  target  children,  it  encouraged  mothers  to  take  action.60 It  instructed 

readers  to  watch  Saturday  morning  television  for  “instant  consciousness-raising” 

and  observes  “what  values  these  commercials  are  teaching  the  children  of  this 

country.”61 The article concluded with a list of addresses and encouraged to write 

protest letters, but make sure to include “specific criticisms and suggestions.”62

Importantly, the article was accompanied by a boxed insert on the same page 

with brief personal  profiles of  two of  the activists  working for ACT. This portrait 

combines the story of their activism with an account of their personal lives. In fact, 

both activists described their experiences at home, watching television with their 

pre-school children as the wake-up call that started their media activist careers. On 

of them, Peggy Charren,  Ms. recalls, was “so appalled by TV's random violence and 

60 Robert B. Chaote and Nancy M. Debevoise, “Battling the Electronic Babysitter,” Ms., April 1975, 91-
92.

61 Ibid., 99.
62 Ibid.
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rotten values that she finally called a meeting of  parents interested in children's 

programming.”63 Ms.'s coverage framed this type of media activism within a linear 

scheme of consciousness-raising to direct activism and local organizing of women 

with similar interests and grievances. In this case the emphasis on this narrative also 

embraces the transition from consumer to alert and discerning audience to protester, 

which played a recurring role in Ms. approach to media criticism and activism.  

The connection between the appeal on behalf of children and women's media 

protest  had  an  additional  dimension.  Children  and  their  supposed  stronger 

susceptibility  to  media  –  especially  television  –  influences  provided  also  a  key 

argument in the scholarship in the portrayal of women in television programs. This 

perspective was adopted from the research and theorizing on the effects of television 

violence and on the portrayal of ethnic minorities, with a particular focus on African 

Americans. The argument about the susceptibility of children by television brought 

back  rudimentary  developmental  psychology  and  the  notion  of  strong  media 

influences into the debate – and gave these perspectives new currency.

Teaching  women  strategies  to  use  when  confronting  media  institutions 

became a recurring feature of articles in Ms., which reflected a professionalization of 

media work  in the women's movement. An article that made this very clear was a 

tutorial  on  public  relations  tactics  for  local  women's  groups,  “Public  Relations: 

Making the Media Work For You; How to Make Your News their News” in April of 

1974.  The  article  outlines  different  steps  “that  you  can  learn”  and  the  specific 

63 Ibid., 96.
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differences between pitching one's event or cause to television or the press.64 It also 

reprinted a sample press release form for the reader to adapt to her own cause. Ms.'s 

guide to public relations concluded with the remark that readers should write to the 

Women's  Action  Alliance  for  information  and  a  more  complete  how-to  guide, 

including the WAA's address. The instructional approach of Ms. in its representation 

of  media  activism  and  media  work  seemed  immediately  practical.  The  magazine 

combined the personalized style and  the popular packaging of  feminism with the 

approach  of  women's  movement  guidebooks  and  catalogs  which  mapped  the 

movement and encouraged readers to enter the feminist communication networks. 

Often Ms. pointed to those other resources beyond its own pages, explicitly guiding 

women to entrance points into the movement.

Ms. Magazine as Movement Resource Catalog - Mapping the Network
Ms. magazine has been described by Amy Farrell as "one of those key networks 

for the dissemination of feminist consciousness, providing a vital link to hundreds of 

thousands of women who would find cheap copies of the magazine at their grocery 

store  or  buy  an  inexpensive  subscription."65 Notwithstanding  the  importance  of 

feminist publishing,  it  is  important to pause for a moment and consider the self-

reflexive  employment  of  the  network  idea  within  the  movement  itself  and  the 

subsequent  appeal  of  this  trope  to  scholars  of  the  movement.  The  usage  of  the 

network metaphor evokes the imagination of a social space in which communication 

64 “Public Relations: Making the Media Work for You - How to Make Your News their News,” Ms., April 
1974, 107.

65 Farrell, Yours in sisterhood, 3.
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works  to  establish  a  particular  form  of  social  organization  which  –  inherently  – 

enables  resilience  and  resistance,  and  empowers  its  participants.  The  following 

section of this chapter considers how Ms. magazine articulated a particular vision of 

the movement as network in order to navigate its own position between mass market 

and feminist activist publication. 

To describe the multiple factions of the women's liberation movement of the 

late  1960s and 1970s as  a  network or  even a  communication network seems by now 

almost common sense. Flora Davis in her history of the movement has pointed to the 

role that bestselling mass market books had played in extending access to making 

feminist politics and theories to a wider popular audience, contributing to the growth 

of  the  movement.66 According  to  her,  media  produced  and  consumed  within  the 

movement as well as publications  that broke into a mainstream market constituted 

by the early 1970  a large “communication network.”67 Like Davis, Martha Allen has 

also  used  the  vocabulary  of  the  communication  network.68 Yet,  it  seems  that 

historians  of  the  movement  have  adopted  the  metaphor  without  examining  the 

theoretical  and  political  importance  this  theorization  of  the  movement  had  for 

feminists and scholars at the time. 

While today, the metaphor seems intuitively justified, the resonance of this 

terminology, and the script of the social science behind it, within the second wave 

feminist movement itself goes unexplored. In order to answer the questions about 

66 Davis, Moving the Mountain, 116-117.
67 Ibid., 117.
68 Martha Leslie Allen, “The Development of Communication Networks among Women, 1963-1983.” 

(Howard University, 1988).
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what the network metaphor meant for second wave feminist activists when it was 

constructed as a theoretical descriptor of the movement and how it was circulated 

and leveraged within the media-critical discourse of the early 1970s it is necessary to 

examine how this technical  term was joined to representations of  the movement. 

One  of  the  very  early  explicit  theorizations  of  the  feminist  movement  as  a 

communication network came from Jo Freeman's The Politics of Women's Liberation.

From a political  science perspective,  Freeman analyzed the emergence and 

development of the women's movement of the 1960s and 1970s through the lens of 

theories  describing the collective behavior of social movements.  She differentiated 

two  styles  of  communication  networks  that  “had  not  previously  existed”  in  the 

women's movement “through which those women initially interested in creating an 

organization could easily reach others”.69 Both the  national movement organizations 

of the early 1960s and the radical groups of a younger generation of feminists of the 

late 1960s and early 1970s responded to the initial ridicule or elision the activists 

experienced  in  their  encounters  with  mainstream  media  but  also  with  New  Left 

publications.70 In her own analysis, she stresses the development of communication 

networks  among  the  women  as  crucial  to  the  formation  of  associations  and  the 

mobilization of a movement of that scale. 

Freeman's  study  is  a  case  in  point  that  activist  theories  and  academic 

knowledge  of  communication  had  never  been  completely  disconnected.  Freeman 

69 Freeman, The Politics of Women's Liberation, 63.
70 Freeman, The Politics of Women's Liberation, 111; Davis, Moving the Mountain, 106-120; Douglas, Where  

the Girls Are: Growing Up Female With the Mass Media, 163-191; Aniko Bodroghkozy, Groove Tube: Sixties  
Television and the Youth Rebellion (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 58.
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developed her movement-as-network analysis  as  a  participant and student of  the 

movement. Her book  The Politics of  Women's Liberation  was published 1975 and was 

written as her dissertation 1973. Her interpretation of the development of a political 

movement as a communication network takes ideas from the sociology of collective 

behavior  and  information  diffusion  to  make  an  explicit  case  against  the 

interpretation of the movement as mass or crowd; she had no template available for 

the  analysis  of  the  women's  liberation  movement  through  the  lens  of 

communication networks; her perspective also serves to characterize the movement 

and give it a sociological identity, but it also stemmed from her involvement with and 

close  observation  of  the  movement.71 It  is  thus  not  an  analysis  in  hindsight  but 

reflects some of the understanding of women's movement activists of themselves as 

subjects in a mass communication space.

The Politics of Women's Liberation translated Freeman's own experiences in the 

Chicago  movement  and  her  observations  into  a  theory  of  social  movement 

emergence modeled after the  participatory democratic style of organization that was 

characteristic of the radical and New Left feminist organizations who expanded their 

influence in the late 1960s and early 1970s. While the ideas of a network structure 

and  a communications network had been used loosely before Freeman's text,  she 

spelled out and codified the implications of these interpretations of the Women's 

Liberation movement by integrating them into the political science and social theory 

discourse.  As  Freeman  explained,  “[r]eferences  to  the  salience  of  a  preexisting 

71 Regarding Jo Freeman's participation in the Women's Liberation Movement and her role in the 
development of radical feminism in Chicago see Echols, Daring to be Bad: Radical Feminism in America  
1967-1975, 60-66.
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communications network appear frequently in the case studies of social movements, 

but  it  has been given little  attention in the theoretical  literature,”  so she had to 

construct  her  own  theory  that  plausibly  explained  the  movement  and  used  the 

movement as a model to compensate the apparent lack in the understanding of social 

movements.72

The  significance  of  Freeman's  communication  network  model  of  social 

movements  was not simply that it filled a gap but that it re-interpreted how social 

theorists  had  predominantly  understood  social  movements.  Basically,  using  the 

notion  of  a  network,  she  was  able  to  locate  social  movements  in-between  two 

opposing paradigms of collective behavior theory. One, as Freeman laid out in her 

argument,  compared  movements  to  “fads,  riots,  crowds,  and  panics.”73 From  the 

other view, movements were well organized “interest groups or political parties.”74 

The difference between the two is the assumed degree of organization, but also the 

implications for whether or not movement action and opinion can be qualified as 

legitimately democratic. Engaging with the theories of collective behavior, Freeman's 

theorizing  is  similar  to  that  of  Lazarsfeld and Katz  in 1955,  who translated  mass 

communication  into  channels  of  democratic  channels  of  interchange.75 Freeman 

proposed  to  see  social  movements  as  containing  “essential  elements  of  both” 

uncoordinated mass uprisings,  crowds and controlled groups, having a “direction, 

72 Freeman, The Politics of Women's Liberation, 64.
73 Ibid., 46.
74 Ibid.
75 Freeman does not cite or enter conversation with communications theorists from the 1940s or 

1950s directly. However, she engages the collective behavior theories that also formed the 
background for the move in communications research to imagine the domain of mass 
communication as cut through by channels that would form a matrix or network. See also chapter 
1.
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involving a critical amount of group consciousness, and resulting in both personal 

and institutional changes.”76 In other words, social movements – as exemplified by 

the women's movement,  were self-emergent,  formed relatively spontaneously and 

only had only the necessary formal organizational structures.

In Freeman's theory on the formation of social movements, communication 

networks play a mediating and generative role as they are a decisive factor in the 

process of bringing a mass sentiment to the point were it turns into purposeful group 

action. Significantly, in her description of the younger, Leftist and radical generation 

within the women's liberation movement, she stressed that the networks were more 

“informal” and relied more on “loose, flexible, person-oriented attitude of the youth 

and student movements,” compared with the organizations of the early 1960s like 

NOW  and  different  state  and  federal  commissions,  and  needed  to  exist  only  in 

“rudiments” to provide the ground for effective organizing.77 

While  she  argues  that  both  formal  and informal  communication  networks 

have contributed similarly to the development of the broader national movement, 

Freeman's  narrative  stresses  the  qualities  of  the  late-1960s  movement  branch  to 

highlight the importance of  theorizing a social  movement as  a  network,  which is 

simultaneously a metaphor for the organization and the communication style within 

the movement,  and to support  her point  that  concepts of  mass society and  mass 

behavior  provided inaccurate models, because they suggested that individuals who 

were not tied into social group structures and received their ideas mainly through 

76 Ibid., 64-65.
77 Ibid., 48, 51.
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mass media were more likely to join social movements.78 Basically, Freeman's theory 

– based on experiences in the women's movement – re-captured the connotations of 

democratic ideals for the theoretical labeling of the women's movement and social 

movements more generally. The 'network' allowed to understand how the movement 

functioned without primary leaders or ideological centers and nonetheless formed a 

growing national cohesion:  “No single group or organization among these protest 

movements  directly  stimulated  the  formation  of  independent  women's  liberation 

groups.  But  together  they  created  a  'radical  community'  in  which  like-minded 

women continually  interacted.”79 Freeman's  account kept stressing the sense of  a 

democratic  organicness  of  the  women's  movement,  which  according  to  her 

resembled “a social system rather than a political organization.”80

As  a  mass  market  publication  Ms. magazine  did  not  fit  this  model  of 

decentralized  communication,  since  it  provided  a  central  platform  and  aimed  at 

reaching a large nationwide readership; but the editors and writers of the magazine 

were able to adopt this model and present the magazine as part of the large network 

of women's publications and organizations and as a central point of entrance into the 

network. It it did so largely by addressing readers through advice and self-help texts. 

Employing  the  network  idea,  Ms. also  contributed  to  the  self-description  of  the 

movement  in  terms  of  this  communication  model  by  mapping  the  diversity  of 

publications and voices in the women's liberation movement. One of the factors that 

enabled  Ms. magazine to project a network model  of  the feminist communication 

78 Ibid., 67-68.
79 Ibid., 58.
80 Ibid., 104.
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domain was that in many ways it had the appearance of a newsletter. 

It was part of Ms. magazine's identity and appeal that it tried to bridge these 

two  worlds.  What  was  seen  as  innovative  layout  was  also  imitating  the  more 

experimental layout of newsletters produced and copied at a low cost. While Ms. had 

regular  columns  and  its  advertisement  clearly  distinguished  it  from  an  ordinary 

newsletter, it also used collages of photographs and texts heavily; and its different 

sections  were  mimicking  individual  newsletters.  Inside  each  issue,  for  example, 

appeared Ms. Gazette – a self-contained newsletter section that had been stapled into 

the magazine.   In appearance and in its topics,  Ms.   can be described as a hybrid 

between the  media-savvy  style  of  the  first  generation of  the  1960s,  who brought 

second-wave feminism into the political institutional landscape, and the grassroots 

radical  style  of  the younger generation of  activists.  While  Ms. itself  was  a  glossy 

magazine with advertisements and part of the mass circulation magazine market – 

Ms. was available at the local newsstand, and one did not have to request it by mail 

from a feminist group that operated their small publishing project under a P.O. box 

address or from their private homes, the magazine routinely presented itself as part 

of this broader sphere of scholarly and literary journals, and various newsletters.

The strategies Ms. employed in mapping a communication network for women 

and  feminists  that  manifested  itself  in  specific  media  material  like  films  and 

publications  were  adopted  from  the  handbooks  and  catalogs  and  instructional 

materials  that  became  increasingly  available  to  interested  women  through  the 

feminist organizations but also through major publishers who recognized the market 
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for this kind of information. One of the key characteristics of the world of second-

wave publications  was this kind of self-referentiality. Each of the many newsletters, 

small-scale  journals,  information  materials  had  its  idiosyncratic  style,  political 

ideology, and niche audience. For their readers they could also still be understood as 

representing a fraction of  the broader women's  liberation movement.  Directories, 

resource centers, and women's libraries fulfilled the task of organizing the diversity 

of material and mapping it as a nationwide movement. Anthologies like Sisterhood is  

Powerful edited by Robin Morgan, which printed original essays but also reprinted 

texts that had previously appeared elsewhere contributed to a sense of coherence 

despite the different identities and factions within it.81 

Guidebooks,  edited  collections  of  essays,  and catalogs  served as  important 

practical tools for the second wave feminists, for they increased the circulation of 

feminist ideas, making them available to a larger audience. Besides spreading ideas, 

they also offered hands-on advice like the text compilation  Rooms with No View,  in 

which media women told how to find and hold well-paying and fulfilling jobs in the 

media industry.82 The guidebooks and edited collections also represented a type of 

publication whose mode of audience address as well as their way of organizing the 

movement  into  an  accessible  format  was  adopted  by  Ms. and  shaped  how  the 

magazine  became positioned in relation to  the feminist  communication matrix it 

mapped.  The  New  Woman's  Survival  Catalog exemplified  this genre  of  second wave 

81 Robin Morgan, Sisterhood Is Powerful: an Anthology of Writings from the Women's Liberation Movement 
(New York: Random House, 1970).

82 Ethel Strainchamps, ed., Rooms with No View: A Woman's Guide to the Man's World of the Media: Compiled  
by the Media Women's Association (New York: Harper & Row, 1974).
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feminist publications.83 It came out in 1973, and only two years later was followed by 

the  New Woman's  Survival  Sourcebook which contained a larger number of  updated 

information  and  was  published  by  Alfred  A.  Knopf,  Inc.,  the  major  mainstream 

publishing house.84 Similarly, other women's movement publication projects that had 

started independently were picked up by mainstream publishers who multiplied the 

information and made it available to larger numbers of women across the United 

States,  like  for  example  Our  Bodies,  Ourselves by  the   Boston  Women's  Health 

Collective.85 These publications that successfully entered into the professional media 

circuits relied on the growing number of local organizations continuing to put out 

newsletters and provide guidance to other women.

The  Survival  Sourcebook  was  divided  into  thematic  chapters  which  each 

represented an area of life, like Work, Money, Health, Lifestyle, Sports, Education, 

Communications, etc. Unlike the Survival Catalog which was a functional inventory of 

feminist  resources,  institutions,  writing,  magazines,  the  Sourcebook  also  contained 

short  essays,  for  example  by  Robin  Morgan,  portraits  of  noteworthy  writers, 

providing  contextual  information  in  addition  to  the  lists  of  addresses  and 

bibliographies  that  followed.  This  can be read as  an indicator of  the movement's 

growth in the mid-1970s as well as the degree of conscious self-reflection. 

In  the  1975  updated  edition  as  the  New  Woman's  Survival  Sourcebook  the 

compilers made a direct link between alternative media output and the expanse of 

83 Kirsten Grimstad and Susan Rennie, eds., The New Woman's Survival Catalog (New York: Coward, 
McCann & Geoghegan, 1973).

84 Kirsten Grimstad and Susan Rennie, eds., The New Woman's Survival Sourcebook, First edition. (New 
York: Knopf, 1975).

85 Farrell, Yours in sisterhood, 50.
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the movement. They proclaimed that a "vital force in the growth of feminism has 

been the emergence of a strong network of  newspapers,  journals,  and periodicals 

which report local and national news in importance to women, list local resources, 

publicize  local  events,  rally  opinion,  and  mobilize  action."86 Representing  the 

network of the women's movement, which according to Freeman's theory  the many 

publications  but  also  majorly  on  “personal  correspondence,  and  cross-country 

travels,”87 through its infrastructure and artifacts – the different movement media 

and institutions – evoked the movement  as a  whole and implied the participatory 

dimension  it  could  not  show. They  did  not  point  to  the  number  of  feminist 

organizations or their political protest activities but rather to the material (media) 

manifestations  of  the  different  voices  of  the  movement.  This  perspective  could 

encompass non-institutionalized and more loosely interacting feminist activists, of 

course under the premise that each publication, film, women's library constituted 

some  form  of  organized,  coordinated  (inter)action  within  the  otherwise  invisible 

communication networks.

These catalogs presented a particular kind of infrastructure as characteristic 

of the women's liberation movement which seemed to largely depend on the idea of 

communication that would leap from media to circles of interpersonal interchanges. 

Presenting the large number of publications and other types of feminist media in 

such an organized manner spoke to different subgroups organized around specific 

interests. It also made available to  the individual women a library of feminist topics 

86 Kirsten Grimstad and Susan Rennie, eds., “Communications,” in The New Woman's Survival  
Sourcebook (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1975), 139.

87 Freeman, The Politics of Women's Liberation, 103.
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and debates from which she could choose and which she could enter. This mapping of 

the  feminist  movement's  communication  contrasted  with  the  idea  of  one-for  all, 

which was one of the chief points of critique of the mass media. It corresponded with 

and reflected an imagined mapping of the movement as loosely associated pockets of 

local groups. 

Ms. adopted this view of the feminist movement in the 1970s as segmented, 

interconnected women's groups who nonetheless shared some common bond.  The 

Women's  Action  Alliance,  out  of  which  the  Ms.  magazine  project  emerged,  was 

founded precisely with the intention to provide the same kind of instruction and 

guidance as the New Woman's Survival Catalog and The New Woman's Survival Sourcebook. 

Organizations like the WAA, which an announcement in Ms. described as a “nonprofit 

national clearinghouse” that “has distilled the experience of local women activists 

into the organizing packets”88 were imagined as important nodes in this network of 

feminist  communication  and  access  points  from  the  mainstream.  Ms.  magazine 

adopted  this  approach  and  provided  its  readers  with  self-help  instructions  on  a 

variety of topics, from photography, to car repair, to self-defense, to screen printing.

An  announcement  for  information  materials  from  the  Women's  Action 

Alliance,  imagined  Ms.  readers  in  a  position  to  participate  in  a  communication 

network; and it encouraged them directly to  use that communication for their own 

organizing and activism. It told readers that “there is help and information for you 

and your women's group. You can benefit from the experience of women who have 

88 “Send No Box-Tops,” Ms., July 1973, 20.
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learned  the  hard  way  to  start  childcare  centers,  self-help  programs,  and  much 

more.”89 A list from November 1978 provided Ms. readers with  with the names and 

addresses of organizations that dealt with violence toward women in the media, plus 

a bibliography on the issue.90 Organizing the variety of information into subtopics by 

political issue, interests, and regions, Ms. had a very functional take on mapping a 

feminist communication network; and it thereby fashioned itself as an entrance point 

into a network of feminist information sharing.   

At the very outset of the magazine's own development, Ms. acknowledged the 

existence  of  a  broad  and  diverse  communication  domain  among  women  and 

feminists represented through the movement's various print media and available to 

the  readers.  Ms.  drew  on  this  existing  movement  and  its  communication;  and 

functioned as a means to organize it and make it available to its readers, with the 

goal  of  enabling  their  participation  in  the  movement.91 In  the  category  of  media 

criticism,  Ms.  printed television and film reviews and published lists  of  films that 

were made by women and intended for feminist audiences, as well as of independent 

distributors.92 In addition, the magazine covered women's film festivals, informing 

readers about films that offered a feminist point of view and where to see or obtain 

them.93  

89 Ibid.
90 Robin Morgan, “How to Run the Pornographers out of Town,” Ms., November 1978, 78.
91 “Hot Off the Feminist Presses,” Ms., July 1973, 95. Such lists with titles of feminist publications 

addresses to sign up for a subscription or order copies were a recurrent feature of Ms. magazine 
and characteristic of its mapping of a feminist communication domain that was network-like but 
accessible to the individual reader: Lindsy van Gelder, “Hot Off the Feminist Presses: New 
Journals,” Ms., November 1977, 95-98; “How to Fill Your Mailbox,” Ms., November 1977, 98.

92 Emmens, “More Reel Life - Women and Film,” 109-112; “For Feminist Film Freaks,” 121; “Reel Life 
at Last - Women and Film,” Ms., August 1973, 95-98.

93 Sternburg, “Kids' Flicks: Move Over, Donald Duck”; Marjorie Rosen, “Three Films in Search of a 
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 Ms.  magazine  put  its  readers  in  contact  with  feminist  communication 

networks because in part it functioned like a catalog and incorporated  elements of 

newsletters or feminist directories. From its first year on, Ms. listed the titles of other 

publications and newsletters, and provided the contact addresses to request copies 

and subscriptions. Ms. ordered the variety of feminist publications of different scale 

and political orientation for its readers through annotated lists which included, of 

course,  newsletters,  independent  magazines,  academic  journalism  dedicated  to 

women or feminism.94 One such  list  was prefaced, “However much the Media may 

ignore us, relegate us to the back pages, or treat us in an amusing sidelight to the 

serious news of the world, women care enough to talk to their sisters about the ways 

in  which  they  are  changing  their  lives.”95 Beginning  with  the  inaugural  issue, 

announcements like this  one that  the "Movement is in print" and the guide to a 

variety of feminist publications,  Ms.  put much stress on the fact that the "journals, 

newspapers, and newsletters" that were listed were a means of for women to "talk to 

their sisters about the ways in which they are changing their lives."96 The possibility 

of choices that Ms. - like catalogs – mapped for its readers contrasted with a relatively 

amorphous mass market.  

As Ms. magazine adopted the catalog style of representing the movement to its 

readers, it constructed a field of two opposed communication domains.  The notion 

that an independent and non-conventional communication domain existed among 
Distributor,” Ms., July 1975, 30-33.

94 Lindsy van Gelder, “The Feminist Press: New Waves in Old Westbury,” Ms., April 1777, 22; van 
Gelder, “Hot Off the Feminist Presses: New Journals”; “How to Fill Your Mailbox”; Marcia 
Bockwood, “How to Send Revolution Through the Mail,” Ms., January 1978, 85-87.

95 “Hot Off the Feminist Presses,” 95.
96 Ibid.
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women was supported by other articles in Ms. as well. The premise that these article 

shared  was  that  women  were  capable  of  forming  associations  apart  from  the 

mainstream media and thus develop a kind of alternative public sphere that provided 

a communication space where express their ideas freely and - importantly – see or 

hear each other, developing a kind of community. Graffiti, for example, was a form 

that  Ms. editor Curtis Ingham described as a vehicle for women's anonymous-but-

public self assertion and interchange. Ingham emphasized in particular the range of 

topics and that women apparently responded to each others' graffiti, creating a chain 

of  communication,  which to Ingham has a  spatial  and communal  dimension:  “All 

kinds  of  communication  takes  place  on  bathroom  walls:  dialogues  on  abortion, 

sexuality,  marriage,  and  men:  political  and  personal  philosophies;  questions, 

answers,  opinions,  poems,  new  words,  and  even  spelling  corrections.”97 Ingham, 

stressing  that  women  make  use  of  public  space  for  their  own  purposes  in 

communication,  describes  how  bathroom  walls  are  turned  into  “free  advertising 

space”  for  products  as  well  as  personal  ads  or  into  a  vehicle  for  anonymous 

“consciousness-raising.”98 The idea that writing and reading these graffiti constitutes 

a  kind  of  sharing is  central  to  Ingham's  characterization  of  graffiti  as  a  mode  of 

communication that women use to empower themselves.  

Another such account of the informal means of communication that offered 

participation  and  networking  opportunities,  and  the  possibility  for  a  variety  of 

interactions independent of mass media institutions came from Jo Freeman. In her 

97 Curtis Ingham, “Graffiti - The Soapbox of the Seventies,” Ms., September 3, 1975, 65-67.
98 Ibid., 66.
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theorization of social movements, she invoked the women's liberation movement as a 

political formation and example of collective action that could “neither be directly 

controlled, nor even counted.”99 In Ms. she described pin-buttons as an artifact of the 

movement that allowed an approximate mapping of its development, its variety, and 

scale: ”if someone still believes, that the Movement appeals only to a select few, the 

wide variety of women's organizational buttons [...] graphically illustrates how the 

movement  has  spread  into  all  corners  of  American  life.”100 Illustrated  with 

photographs of buttons from her personal collection,  Freeman's  article recounted 

key  moments  in  the  movement's  history  through  the  buttons  printed  for  these 

events. Buttons, in way, confirmed her theory of the gradual emergence and organic 

growth of the movement through communication networks, because in them “one 

can see how these organizations did not erupt over night but where the results of 

years of thinking.”101 As she explains, they develop with the movement and remain as 

traces  of  the  travels  and  interpersonal  connections  among  feminists;  but  they 

likewise could serve as a communication tool - “a mini-advertising poster and a great 

fundraiser”  or  “  a  public  statement”  in  situations  when  one  does  not  have  the 

opportunity to speak.102 Consequently, and in line with  Ms.'s self-help approach to 

introducing  women  readers  into  the  feminist  communication  domain,  Freeman 

closed with the advice that would could look up badges in the phone directory if they 

wanted  to  have  their  own  buttons  printed.  In  addition,  box  inserts  provided 

99 Freeman, The Politics of Women's Liberation, 104.
100Jo Freeman, “Say It With Buttons,” Ms., August 1974, 53.
101Ibid.
102Ibid., 53, 75.
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addresses  to  mail  order  some or  a  coupon to order  “Ms.  Starter  Kit”  of  thirteen 

feminist buttons for $2.00 each directly from Ms., thus lowering the barrier for entry 

into the network Freeman laid out.103

Ms. offered its audience ways to participate in and identify with the feminist 

movement through private personal acts like reading Ms.  itself and ordering any of 

the other publications or films, or the buttons that were listed.  This individualized 

communication  practice,  the  articles  in  Ms. suggested,  would  instill  a  sense  of 

belonging. Further, it would yield gratifications like education on women's concerns 

and feminist politics that the mainstream media denied women. Through this lens of 

popularized feminism,  Ms.  theorized communication,  quite basically,  as  a  means of 

imparting  information,  of  organizing,  and  creating  a  sense  of  the  movement's 

cohesiveness and inclusiveness. It emulated  the functions of catalogs and movement 

guidebooks  and  thus  effectively  masked  its  status  as  a  mass  market  publication. 

Aligning itself closely with the idea of a feminist communication network, Ms. framed 

the  private  acts  of  reading  and  mail  ordering  as  communication  rather  than 

consumption choices. 

When Ms.  expanded  its  media  operations  it  stayed  within  the  established 

framework. Announcing the release of new books by some of its authors and its own 

public television program Woman Alive!  as well as a concert series with the music of 

women composers,  a  record  and  an educational  television  special,  these  projects 

were described in the magazine's as another step “on our way to a multimedia Ms.”104 

103Ibid., 75.
104“Ms. Branches Out,” Ms., September 1975, 50.
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Proud  of  the  magazine's  success  and  growth,  Ms.  also  presented  the  variety  of 

projects  as  a  multiplication  of  media  choices  for  women  to  participate  in  the 

movement network in its broadest sense. With  Woman Alive! the magazine took its 

approach to television in 1974,  creating together with the Corporation for Public 

Broadcasting a public affairs program for women. The intent of this program was to 

“embod[y]  a  basic  philosophy  of  the  women's  movement:  because  there  are  no 

familiar  paths  to  follow,  women must  talk  openly  with  one  another,  share  their 

deepest feelings, exchange information, and give one another support.”105 The first 

one-hour show of Woman Alive from June 1974, which would be expanded into a series 

of ten half-hour segments a year later, was a magazine program with individual short 

segments  featuring  interviews  with  different  women,  music,  and  a  brief 

documentary-style clip of a women discussion group.106 Despite the limitations of the 

in-built one-way address of television, Woman Alive! - like Ms. - was conceptualized to 

be  a  forum  of  conversation  among  women  and  a  node  in  the  movement's 

communication network.

Feminist Issues in Communication Research
Toward the end of the 1970s, communication and media scholarship with a 

specifically  feminist  approach  developed  and  expanded  throughout  the  1980s. 

Women's Studies journals did not move to the question of women's representation in 

105 Channel 13. “News Release,” April 24, 1974. Motion Picture and Television Reading Room. Library 
of Congress.

106 “Woman Alive!.” Video, 1974. Motion Picture and Television Reading Room. Library of Congress.
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popular  media  and  women's  relationship  with  communication  institutions  and 

technologies into their center of attention until the 1980s when few articles on the 

subject started appearing in journals like Signs,  Feminist Studies,  Women's Studies. The 

analytical  approaches  that  were  developed  during  that  time  were  influenced  by 

cinema studies and applied them to television; and the feminist scholarship in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s  positioned a female spectator-subject as  an analytical 

stand-in for an empirically not accessible audience as a strategy to develop a counter-

analysis of hegemonic, patriarchal screen narratives.107 

Ideas that were characteristic of the feminist incursion into media scholarship 

had an important resemblance with the ideas articulated earlier in the 1970s in the 

popular  forum  that  Ms. magazine  provided.  The  mapping  of  the  communication 

domain  that  Ms.  projected  was  inflected  by  the  magazine's  own  position  in  the 

American  media  market.  From  its  own position  in-between  radical  feminism and 

mainstream, the magazine favored representations of women's involvement in the 

mass  communication  domain  that  indicated  the  possibility  of  opposition  and 

individuality  within.  Ms.  helped  circulate  the  ideas  of  a  feminist  communication 

network and critical, educated spectatorship which became important for positioning 

the movement in relationship to the mainstream media.  

Both collective and individual, personalized practices of media consumption 

and production were highlighted in the media discourse articulated in Ms.'s popular 

feminism. The  instructive  approach  of  the  magazine  to  teach  women  effective 

107E. Ann Kaplan, “Feminist Criticism and Television,” in Channels of Discourse Reassembled: Television 
and Contemporary Criticism, ed. Robert C. Allen (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1992), 256-266.
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feminist  behavior  and  strategies,  or  at  least  introduce  them  to  examples  if  not 

templates of that behavior fit well with that mode of articulating a communication 

theory.  The  cultural  politics  of  liberal  feminism  as  they  surfaced  in  Ms.  -  which 

mapped the  mass  communication  landscape  as  a  network  of  empowered,  media-

literate,  independent  women  who  were  able  to  step  out  of  consumer-audience 

positions.  

In April 1975 social scientists, feminists, and media professionals gathered at a 

two-day conference in San Francisco, sponsored by the National Science Foundation, 

to discuss “the portrayal of women in the media and the place of women in media 

production.”108 The selection of  papers that  was subsequently published reflects  a 

growing sense of urgency attached to this question as a topic for social scientists. It 

also  shows  the  a  variety  of  approaches  to  the  subject.  Overall,  however,  many 

contributors  presumed  that  television,  newspapers,  and  magazines  exerted  some 

effect  on behavior  and expectations.  Few of  them would explicitly  mention what 

kinds  of  media  impact  they  were  concerned  with  and  point  to  available  field  or 

laboratory  experiments.  The  introduction  by  one  of  the  editors,  Gaye  Tuchman, 

reflected the convergence of perspectives, from concerns with the sex role behavior 

children might adopt from television, to the sheer quantitative over-representation 

of men, to an overall ideological effect. The general sense that television and, to a 

lesser degree other media, molded a cultural horizon and had “replaced religion as a 

source  of  social  control”  provided  an  overarching  framework  for  the  supporting 

108Gaye Tuchman, Arlene Kaplan Daniels, and James Benét, eds., Hearth and Home: Images of Women in 
the Mass Media (New York: Oxford University, 1978), vi.
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evidence,  from  studies  on  violence  and  race  representations,  that  plausible  but 

inconclusive.109 

That  framework  was  not  dissimilar  from  the  study  of  public  opinion  and 

propaganda in the 1940s, which had relied on opinion surveys and content analysis to 

capture such mental horizons. Tuchman asserted that “[c]ommunications theorists 

agree that the mass media are the cement of  American life” and “coordinate the 

activities of diverse social institutions.”110 A few years later, however, Tuchman took 

a more critical stance toward the insufficient theorization and scant evidence on the 

impact  of  gender  stereotypes  and  developed  the  frame  analysis  approach  that 

questioned the theoretical underpinnings of the survey and experimental studies and 

instead introduced the notion of  a  “community of  discourse”  and focused on the 

production of knowledge in news television.111 Todd Gitlin's approach in  The Whole  

World is Watching was significantly indebted to Tuchman.112

With regard to the difficult development of  television studies and feminist 

critical approaches within it, E. Ann Kaplan has recounted how unfavorable until the 

early 1980s, unlike in cinema studies, the conditions in this field were for research 

that  highlighted  gender  and  had  an  underlying  political-theoretical  motivation. 

While “feminists were developing important and suggestive theories for analyzing 

109Gaye Tuchman, “Introduction: The Symbolic Annihilation of Women by the Mass Media,” in Hearth 
and Home: Images of Women in the Mass Media, ed. Arlene Kaplan Daniels, James Benét, and Gaye 
Tuchman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 30.

110Ibid.
111Tuchman, “Women's Depiction by the Mass Media,” 540. Tuchman's notion of "discourse" was not 

related to Foucauldian theory but invoked the term in the sense of a shared language. See also Gaye 
Tuchman, Making News: A Study in the Construction of Reality (New York: Free Press, 1978).

112Todd Gitlin, The Whole World Is Watching: Mass Media in the Making & Unmaking of the New Left 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 12.
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the  classical  Hollywood  cinema”  in  the  mid-1970s,  investigations  of  television 

content,  usage,  and industry were at  home in  the  social  science  which remained 

largely dominated by quantitative approaches that assume “an 'objective'  stance” 

and thus precludes particular political concerns like those articulated by feminists.113 

Kaplan, by default, therefore does not consider content analysis “feminist research,” 

even if the “results may be useful for feminist scholars.”114 However, the studies that I 

have mentioned relied heavily on content analysis, but were far from being apolitical. 

Their objectivist orientation was rather serving a particular political agenda within 

the feminist movement due to the credibility attached to these methods. 

Academic investigations of women's  depictions and roles in the media had 

their  specific  limits  but  they  echoed  concerns  voiced  by  feminist  activist  and 

responded to a changing political climate as well as the transformations within the 

media themselves. Outside the academy, for instance in the pages of Ms. methods of 

critical  interpretation  emerged  and  were  circulated  that  had  at  their  center  the 

active,  self-conscious,  discerning  female  subject  who  could  derive  unexpected 

pleasures  and gratifications,  discover new wrinkles  through their  self-determined 

engagement with the media content. Feminist approaches in media and television 

studies that echoed this theoretical maneuver were able to grow within the academy 

in  the  late  1970s  and  early  1980s  because  of  an  already  existing  diversity  of 

approaches that were favorable to cultural and political interpretations. Quantitative 

and  qualitative  approaches  were  frequently  mixed  in  a  popular  forum  like  Ms. 

113Kaplan, “Feminist Criticism and Television,” 248-249.
114Ibid., 249.
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predating and,  in part,  prefiguring the re-orientation of  gender-focused academic 

communication research. 

Conclusion 
This  chapter  has  shown  that  a  specific  interpretation  of  the  movement 

operating in  a  network-like  manner  shaped second wave feminists'  view of  their 

position  in  the  mainstream  media  environment.  Adopting  this  construction  of  a 

feminist  communication  domain,  Ms.  pursued  the  education  of  female  media 

consumers. The network idea of feminist alternative communication relied on media 

consumers who would also, if necessary, organize active protest against the media. 

Instructional articles that detailed the different steps and procedures to, for example, 

petition the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to deny a station its license 

renewal,  presented  Ms.  readers  with  this  option.  Ms. offered  its  readers  an 

opportunity to learn about the tactics and strategies of feminist media activists. And 

it invited them to emulate these tactics and start  media activist projects themselves. 

Women learned also how to critique the media. Reading the articles in Ms. they could 

acquire a certain media literacy. In fact,  Ms. addressed its readers often as students, 

inviting  them  to  join  not  only  the  movement  in  general  but  also  to  take  media 

criticism  and  activism  into  their  own hands.  The  representation  of  the  women's 

liberation  movement  as  a  communication  network and  the  catalog  approach  were 

central to the identity of Ms. The magazine participated in the unfolding of a theory 

of  social  movement  communication,  constructed  the  social  space  feminist 
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communication domain as a network in which image and stereotype criticism was 

also part of the practice of connecting with other feminists.   

Concurrently to the women's movement gaining momentum and increasing 

recognition  for  its  political  agenda  communication  researchers  investigated  the 

representation  of  women  in  the  media  -  primarily  television   -  bringing  to  this 

analysis the tools and theories developed in the context of television violence studies 

and  the  debates  about  race  and the  media  during  the  1960s.  Encouraged by  the 

feminists'  media  criticism,  some  communication  researchers  took  up  the  issue, 

largely confirming the women's movement's indictment of television. In combination 

with the content analysis and survey tradition and the culturalist perspectives that 

gained popularity within academic communications research in the 1960s and 1970s, 

however,  the  effects perspective  and  textual  criticism  were  isolated  from 

theorizations of the social space where these effects occur or are contested. 
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Conclusion

Through four  episodes  this  dissertation has  reconstructed  theorizations  of 

communication  that  travel  inside  and outside  the  boundaries  of  institutionalized 

social science. It has juxtaposed ideas about the social and political functions of mass 

communication from both sides  and read  communication  theory more flexibly  as  a 

cultural practice. From this perspective, I have approached canonical texts from the 

field-defining  early  decades  of  communications  research  as  efforts  to  render 

measurable  and  comprehensible  the  elusive  and  invisible  phenomenon 

communication. The People's Choice and Personal Influence document this interpretative 

and  argumentative  effort.  Elihu  Katz  and  Paul  Lazarsfeld  and their  colleagues  at 

Princeton's Office of Radio Research, later the Bureau of Applied Social Research at 

Columbia  University,  applied  technically  ambitious  and  intricate  mathematical 

research procedures to questions that were in the domain of social psychology. The 

change of attitudes or opinions and the influence of media messages is a process to 

which  observation  and  research  have  no  direct  access,  precisely  because  it  is  a 

psychological phenomenon. Gathering a series information on indirect indicators of 

opinion change and media influence, and the variables that might they expected to 

play  a  role  in  this  process,  communication  researchers  hoped  to  reconstruct  the 

tracks of this imperceptible process. The 1940 Erie county voting study that would be 

released as The People's Choice – similar to Hadley Cantril's War of the Worlds broadcast 
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panic  study  and  studies  in  marketing  psychology   –  recorded  information  on 

individual personality and demographic traits that might influence changes in voting 

inclinations  and  susceptibility.  The  goal  was  to  track  individual  psychological 

processes over time. Family and class ties were part of this set of individual variables. 

The  interpretative  maneuver  they  performed,  after  the  interpersonal  variables 

seemed unexpectedly important, was to shift to an analysis of social space and try to 

identify structures underlying the still inaccessible actual communication process. In 

fact,  the  constructed  this  spatial  interpretation  on  the  foundation  of  the 

psychological approach. Only the individual traits were now understood as markers 

of  a  position  within  the  social  space.  The  probability  of  certain  traits,  like 

gregariousness and status to appear in combination within on group of people decided 

over the likelihood of them being influential for other people or more susceptible to 

influence themselves. The technical metaphors of  flow and  network  concealed that 

technically Lazarsfeld and Katz still relied on measuring personality traits. Only in 

very few instances would they follow up and try to track the interchanges between 

people  they  had  identified  as  influential  and  influenced.  However,  this  spatial 

structural interpretation of communication seemed sufficient to repudiate the idea of 

a  mass  society  and  claim  that  the  structural  complexity  of  the  routes  of 

communication  worked  as  an  insulation  against  direct  influences  of  political 

propaganda or marketing campaigns. On the flip side,  this meant that identifying 

social  locations where influential  people were more likely would be invaluable to 

advertisers  and politics.  The spatial  theorization allowed to negotiate the tension 

261



between  communication  and  propaganda  by  contrasting  two  different 

interpretations of the target audience: 1) complex structures and barely predictable 

individuals ; 2) easily decoded structures that identify those individuals that would 

relay the messages with maximum efficiency. 

The analysis  of  the narratives  and images pertaining to communication in 

very different contexts has shown that this theme played out in variations in popular 

culture  and  social  movement  politics.  Not  only  does  this  indicate  that  scholarly 

research has no predetermined privileged claim to communication theory and that 

communications research (and media studies) are part of a broader cultural practice 

of theorizing communication. It also suggests the usefulness of emphasizing the ways 

in which social spaces are imagined and theorized, in addition to the concern with 

effects. From a historical perspective, the alternative theorizations about the social 

space of  communication are cultural  narratives  through which,  on the one hand, 

media narratives can articulate visions of national identity and citizenship, as in the 

example of  the science fiction films from the 1950s in chapter two.  On the other 

hand, social and political movements use a spatial framework to think through the 

role  mass  media  play  in  their  agenda,  their  own  relationship  to  the  media,  and 

ultimately also to articulate their own political identity.

As  the  second  part  of  this  dissertation  has  shown,  both  the  Black  Arts 

Movement  and  the  liberal  arm  within  the  women's  liberation  movement  in  the 

popular  forum  Ms. theorized  communication explicitly  (but  differently)  in  spatial 

terms as a form to determine their own relationship with the mass media and their 
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chances to utilize these institutions and technologies for their own purposes.  Ms.  

magazine promoted a narrative of the women's liberation movement as a network 

and of  itself  as  an  important  node within  that  network.  More  than just  a  casual 

metaphor, network had particular implications as an interpretation of the movement 

as  a  particular  kind  of  infrastructure  that  echoed  the  dualistic  concern  with 

complexity and simplicity of the social space.

 Jo Freeman's theorization of the broader movement from a political science 

and collective behavior perspective confirms the affinity between the practices of 

self-description  within  the  movement  and  communication  theory.  Not  only  did 

feminists use organizing and mobilization tactics that can be described as network-

like in retrospect.  Chapter four has shown that within the liberal  segment of the 

women's liberation movement, the mapping of this network accompanied the media 

activism, and particularly the use of mainstream forums to broaden the movement. 

Catalogs  and  guidebooks  became  an  important  genre  in  the  movement  not  just 

because they did in fact resources and information that would help women associate 

with the movement. They are also important because they visually and narratively 

re-articulate the notion of  women's  liberation as  a  network,  thereby making this 

theorization part of the movement's cultural practices and political tactics.

    Ms. seized  upon  this  concept,  replicating  the  style  of  guidebooks  and 

women's liberation resource catalogs in order to present itself as part of the growing 

movement and deflect criticism that aimed at the magazine's status as a commercial 

mass market publication that might compromise on radical movement demands for 
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cultural and political change. Presenting itself through the network frame, Ms. could 

take  a  different  approach  to  feminist  media  criticism.   Due  to  the  magazine's 

instructional and self-help approach that was anchored in the newsletter and catalog 

format, the criticism of media images – even the statistical content analysis that NOW 

used in its 1972 license challenge campaigns against WABC-TV (New York) and WRC-

TV  (Washington  DC)  –  were  repackaged  as  opportunities  to  organize  groups  of 

women into new campaigns.

The Black Arts intellectuals, on the other hand, did not embrace a theory of 

the movement as a communication network. That does not deny the possibility to 

analyze their organizing tactics through the network lens. Yet, chapter three was in 

part  concerned  with  uncovering  what  kind  of  theorization  of  communication 

structured the cultural politics of the movement. The analysis of the work of Larry 

Neal and Amiri Baraka has revealed that they thought about communication more 

directly  than  has  often  been  assumed.  On  the  one  hand  Black  art  was  explicitly 

conceived as a form of counterpropaganda that put the artist in a privileged position 

where he had the responsibility to develop the kinds of narratives and images that 

would  foster  a  black  public  consciousness  and  thus  support  the  politics  of  black 

nationalism. On the other, hand they also sought to achieve that goal by using mass 

media in addition to the literary and performance art generally associated with the 

Black  Arts  Movement.  Through  this  theorization  the  Black  Arts  intellectuals 

identified their work and themselves as a kind of vanguard for defining the role mass 

media would play for their cultural revolution.   
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 They were confronting directly the political situation that emerged from the 

interpretation  of  racial  inequality  and  violence  as  an  effect  of  the  so-called 

communication gap between the white American majority and African Americans. This 

pervasive discourse of the communication gap was focused remedying the situation 

through the use of mass media and instill among whites empathy and understanding. 

While Black Arts activists sought to make use of this rhetoric to stimulate funding 

and  support  for  their  projects,  they  were  hardly  interested  in  reaching  out  to 

stimulate empathy. The focus of the media and art projects, even if  they were short-

lived or did not always come to fruition as planned, were aimed first at the black 

community and the fostering of black consciousness.

In each of these different cases a theorization of communication as a social 

space is part and parcel of the political and cultural practice. In terms of the longer 

arc of communication theory between the late 1930s and early 1980s, these episodes 

indicate the persistence of social space as a part of academic, popular culture, and 

movement theories of communication during time that is associated with the effects  

perspective.
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