TELEVISION:

THE SPLITTING IMAGE

by MARYA MANNES

bride who looks scarcely four-
Ateen whispers, “Oh, Mom, I'm so

happy!” while a doting family
adjust her gown and veil and a male
voice croons softly, “A woman is a
harder thing to be than a man. She has
more feelings to feel.” The mitigation
of these excesses, it appears, is a femi-
nine deodorant called Secret, which al-
lows our bride to approach the altar
with security as well as emotion.

Eddie Albert, a successful actor
turned pitchman, bestows his atten-
tion on a lady with two suitcases,
which prompt him to ask her whether
she has been on a journeyv. “No,” she
says, or words to that effect, as she
opens the suitcases. “My two bovs
bring back their soiled clothes every
weekend from college for me to wash.”
And she goes into the familiar litany
of grease, chocolate, mud, coffee, and
fruit-juice stains, which presumably
record the life of the average American
male from two to fifty. Mr. Albert com-
pliments her on this happy device to
bring her boys home every week and
hands her a box of Biz, because “Biz is
better.”

Two women with stony faces meet
cart to cart in a supermarket as onc
takes a jar of peanut butter off a shelf.
When the other asks her in a voice of
nitric acid why she takes that brand,
the first snaps, “Because I'm choosyv
for my family!” The two then break
into delighted smiles as Number Two
makes Number One taste Jiffy for
“mothers who are choosy.”

If you have not come across these
dramatic interludes, it is because you
are not home during the day and do
not watch daytime television. It also
means that your intestinal tract is
spared from severe assaults, your
credibility unstrained. Or, for that mat-
ter, you may look at commercials like
these every day and manage either to
ignore them or find nothing—given the
fact of advertising—wrong with them.
In that case, you are either so brain-
washed or so innocent that you remain
unaware of what this daily infusion
may have done and is doing to an
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entire people as the long-accepted ad-
junct of free enterprise and support of
“free” television.

“Given the fact” and “long-accepted”
are the key words here. Only socialists,
communists, idealists (or the BBC)
fail to realize that a mass television
system cannot exist without the sup-
port of sponsors, that the massive cost
of maintaining it as a free service
cannot be met without the massive in-
come from selling products. You have
only to read of the unending struggle
to provide financial support for public,
noncommercial television for further
evidence.

Besides, aren’'t commercials in the
public interest? Don't thev help vou
choose what to buy? Don't they provide
needed breaks from programing?
Aren’t many of them brilliantly done,
and some of them funnv? And now,
with the new sexual freedom, all those
gorgeous chicks with their shining hair
and gleaming smiles? And if vou didn't
have commercials taking up a good
part of each hour, how on earth would
vou find enough program material to
fill the endless space/time void?

Tick off the vesses and what have
vou left? You have, I venture to
submit, these intangible but possibly
high costs: the diminution of human
worth, the infusion and hardening of
social attitudes no longer valid or de-
sirable, pervasive discontent, and psy-
chic fragmentation.

Should anvone wonder whyv decep-
tion is not an included detriment, I
suggest that our public is so condi-
tioned to promotion as a way of life,
whether in art or politics or products,
that elements of exaggeration or dis-
tortion are taken for granted. Nobody
really believes that a certain shampoo
wil. get a certain swain, or that an
unclogged sinus can make a man a
swinger. People are merely prepared
to hope it will.

But the diminution of human worth
is much more subtle and just as per-
vasive. In the guise of what they con-
sider comedy, the producers of televi-
sion commercials have created a
loathsome gallery of men and women
patterned, presumably, on Mr. and
Mrs. America. Women liberationists
have a major target in the commer-
cial image of woman flashed hourly

and daily to the vast majority. There
are, indeed, only four kinds of females
in this relentless sales procession: the
gorgeous teen-age swinger with bounc-
ing locks; the young mother teaching
her baby girl the right soap for skin
care; the middle-aged housewife with a
voice like a power saw; and the old
lady with dentures and irregularity.
All these women, to be sure, exist. But
between the swinging sex object and
the constipated granny there are mil-
lions of females never shown in com-
mercials. These are—married or single
—intelligent, sensitive women who
bring charm to their homes, who work
at jobs as well as lend grace to their
marriage, who support themselves,
who have talents or hobbies or com-
mitments, or who are skilled at their
professions.

To my knowledge, as a frequent if
reluctant observer, I know of only
onc woman on a commercial who has
a job; a comic plumber pushing Comet.
Funny, heh? Think of a dame with a
plunger.

With this one representative of our
labor force, which is well over thirty
million women, we are left with noth-
ing but the full-time housewife in all
her whining glory: obsessed with whit-
er wash, moister cakes, shinier floors,
cleaner children, softer diapers, and
greaseless fried chicken. In the rare
instances when these ladies are not in
the kitchen, at the washing machine,
or waiting on hubby, they are buying
beauty shops (fantasy, see?) to take
home so that their hair will have more
body. Or out at the supermarket being
choosy.

If they were attractive in their ob-
sessions, they might be bearable. But
they are not. They are pushy, loud-
mouthed, stupid, and—of all things
now—bereft of sexuality. Presumably,
the argument in the tenets of advertis-
ing is that once a woman marries she
changes overnight from plaything to
floor-waxer.

To be fair, men make an equivalent
transition in commercials. The swing-
ing male with the mod hair and the
beautiful chick turns inevitably into
the paunchy slob who chokes on his
wife’s cake. You will notice, however,
that the voice urging the viewer to buy
the product is nearly always male:
gentle, wise, helpful, seductive. And the
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visible presence telling the housewife
how to get shinier floors and whiter
wash and lovelier hair is almost invari-
ably a man: the Svengali in modern
dress, the Trilby (if only she were!),
his willing object.

Woman, in short, is consumer first
and human being fourth. A wife and
mother who stays home all day buys a
lot more than a woman who lives alone
or who—married or single—has a job.
The young girl hell-bent on marriage
is the next most susceptible consumer.
It is entirely understandable, then, that
the potential buyers of detergents,
foods, polishes, toothpastes, pills, and
housewares are the housewives, and
that the sex object spends most of her
money on cosmetics, hair lotions,
soaps, mouthwashes, and soft drinks.

Here we come, of course, to the
youngest class of consumers, the
swinging teen-agers so beloved by ad-
vertisers keen on telling them (and us)
that they've “got a lot to live, and
Pepsi’s got a lot to give.” This affords a
chance to show a squirming, leaping,
jiggling group of beautiful kids having
a very loud high on rock and—of all
things—soda pop. One of commercial
TV’s most dubious achievements, in
fact, is the reinforcement of the self-
adulation characteristic of the young
as a group.

As for the aging female citizen, the
less shown of her the better. She is
useful for ailments, but since she buys
very little of anything, not having a
husband or any children to feed or
house to keep, nor—of course—sex ap-
peal to burnish, society and commer-
cials have little place for her. The same
is true, to be sure, of older men, who
are handy for Bosses with Bad Breath
or Doctors with Remedies. Yet, on the
whole, men hold up better than women
at any age—in life or on television.
Lines on their faces are marks of dis-
tinction, while on women they are sig-
natures of decay.

There is no question, in any case, that
television commercials (and many of
the entertainment programs, notably
the soap serials that are part of the
selling package) reinforce, like an in-
sistent drill, the assumption that a
woman'’s only valid function is that of
wife, mother, and servant of men: the
inevitable sequel to her earlier func-
tion as sex object and swinger.

At a time when more and more wom-
en are at long last learning to reject
these assumptions as archaic and de-
meaning, and to grow into individual
human beings with a wide option of
lives to live, the sellers of the nation
are bent upon reinforcing the ancient
pattern. They know only too well that
by beaming their message to the Con-
sumer Queen they can justify her ex-
istence as the housebound Mrs. Amer-
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ica: dumber than dumb, whiter than
white.

The conditioning starts very early:
with the girl child who wants the skin
Ivory soap has reputedly given her
mother, with the nine-year-old who
brings back a cake of Camay instead
of the male deodorant her father
wanted. (When she confesses that she
bought it so she could be “feminine,”
her father hugs her, and, with the voice
of a child-molester, whispers, “My
little girl is growing up on me, huh.”)
And then, before long, comes the teen-
aged bride who “has feelings to feel.”

It is the little boys who dream of
wings, in an airplane commercial; who
grow up (with fewer cavities) into the
doers. Their little sisters turn into Cos-
mopolitan girls, who in turn become
housewives furious that their neigh-
bors’ wash is cleaner than theirs.

There is good reason to suspect that
this manic obsession with cleanliness,
fostered, quite naturally, by the giant
soap and detergent interests, may bear
some responsibility for the cultivated
sloppiness of so many of the young in
their clothing as well as in their chosen
hideouts. The compulsive housewife
who spends more time washing and
vacuuming and polishing her posses-
sions than communicating to, or stimu-
lating her children creates a kind of
sterility that the young would instinc-
tively reject. The impeccably tidy
home, the impeccably tidy lawn are—
in a very real sense—unnatural and
confining.

Yet the commercials confront us
with broods of happy children, some
of whom—Dbelieve it or not—notice the
new fresh smell their clean, white
sweatshirts exhale thanks to Mom'’s
new “softener.”

Some major advertisers, for that
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matter, can even cast a benign eye on
the population explosion. In another
Biz commercial, the genial Eddie Al-
bert surveys with surprise a long row
of dirty clothes heaped before him by
a young matron. She answers his nat-
ural query by telling him gaily they are
the products of her brood of eleven
“with one more to come!” she adds as
the twelfth turns up. “That’s great!”
says Mr. Albert, curdling the soul of
Planned Parenthood and the future
of this planet.

Who are, one cannot help but ask,
the writers who manage to combine
the sales of products with the selling-
out of human dreams and dignity?
Who people this cosmos of commer-
cials with dolts and fools and shrews
and narcissists? Who know so much
about quirks and mannerisms and ail-
ments and so little about life? So much
about presumed wants and so little
about crying needs?

Can women advertisers so demean
their own sex? Or are there no women
in positions of decision high enough to
see that their real selves stand up?

Do they not know, these extremely
clever creators of commercials, what
they could do for their audience even
while they exploit and entertain them?
How they could raise the levels of
manners and attitudes while they sell
their wares? Or do they really share
the worm’'s-eye view of mass commu-
nication that sees, and addresses, only
the lowest common denominator?

It can be argued that commercials
are taken too seriously, that their func-
tion is merely to amuse, engage, and
sell, and that they do this brilliantly.
If that were all to this wheedling of
millions, well and good. But it is not.
There are two more fallouts from this
chronic sales explosion that cannot be
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“Enjoy her every moment! Scarcely before you
turn around, she will be living in a coed dorm.”
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measured but that at least can be
expected. One has to do with the con-
tinual celebration of youth at the ex-
pense of maturity. In commercials
only the young have access to beauty,
sex, and joy in life. What do older
women feel, day after day, when love
is the exclusive possession of a teen-
age girl with a bobbing mantle of hair?
What older man would not covet her
in restless impotence?

The constant reminder of what is in-
accessible must inevitably produce a
subterranean but real discontent, just
as the continual sight of things and
places beyond reach has eaten deeply
into the ghetto soul. If we are con-
stantly presented with what we are
not or cannot have, the dislocation
deepens, contentment vanishes, and
frustration reigns. Even for the sub-
stantially secure, there is always a
better thing, a better way, to buy. That
none of these things makes a better life
may be consciously acknowledged, but
still the desire lodges in the spirit,
nagging and pulling.

This kind of fragmentation works in
potent ways above and beyond the
mere fact of program interruption,
which is much of the time more of a
blessing than a curse, especially in
those rare instances when the commer-
cial is deft and funny: the soft and
subtle sell. Its overall curse, due to the
large number of commercials in each
hour, is that it reduces the attention
span of a people already so conditioned

to constant change and distraction that
they cannot tolerate continuity in print
or on the air.

Specifically, commercial interrup-
tion is most damaging during that 10
per cent of programing (a charitable
estimate) most important to the mind
and spirit of a people: news and public
affairs, and drama.

To many (and among these are net-
work news producers), commercials
have no place or business during the
vital process of informing the public.
There is something obscene about a
newscaster pausing to introduce a
deodorant or shampoo commercial be-
tween an airplane crash and a body
count. It is more than an interruption;
it tends to reduce news to a form of

_running entertainment, to smudge the

edges of reality by treating death or
disaster or diplomacy on the same
level as household appliances or a new
gasoline.

The answer to this would presum-
ably be to lump the commercials be-
fore and after the news or public
affairs broadcasts—an answer unpalat-
able, needless to say, to the sponsors
who support them.

The same is doubly true of that most
unprofitable sector of television, the
original play. Essential to any creative
composition, whether drama, music, or
dance, are mood and continuity, both
inseparable from form and meaning.
They are shattered by the periodic in-
trusion of commercials, which have
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become intolerable to the serious art-
ists who have deserted commercial
television in droves because the system
allows them no real freedom or auton-
omy. The selling comes first, the crea-
tion must accommodate itself. It is the
rare and admirable sponsor who re-
stricts or fashions his commercials so
as to provide a minimum of intrusion
or damaging inappropriateness.

If all these assumptions and impon-
derables are true, as many suspect,
what is the answer or alleviation?

One is in the course of difficult emer-
gence: the establishment of a public
television system sufficiently funded so
that it can give a maximum number of
people an alternate diet of pleasure,
enlightenment, and stimulation free
from commercial fragmentation. So
far, for lack of funds to buy talent and
equipment, this effort has been in
terms of public attention a distinctly
minor operation.

Even if public television should,
hopefully, greatly increase its scope
and impact, it cannot in the nature of
things and through long public condi-
tioning equal the impact and reach the
size of audience now tuned to com-
mercial television.

Enormous amounts of time, money,
and talent go into commercials. Tech-
nically they are often brilliant and in-
novative, the product not only of the
new skills and devices but of imagina-
tive minds. A few of them are both
funny and endearing. Who, for in-
stance, will forget the miserable young
man with the appalling cold, or the
kids taught to use—as an initiation
into manhood—a fork instead of a
spoon with a certain spaghetti? Among
the enlightened sponsors, moreover,
are some who manage to combine an
image of their corporation and their
products with accuracy and restraint.

What has to happen to mass medium
advertisers as a whole, and especially
on TV, is a totally new approach to
their function not only as sellers but as
social influencers. They have the same
obligation as the broadcast medium
itself: not only to entertain but to re-
flect, not only to reflect but to enlarge
public consciousness and human stat-
ure.

This may be a tall order, but it is a
vital one at a time when Americans
have ceased to know who they are and
where they are going, and when all the
multiple forces acting upon them are
daily diminishing their sense of their
own value and purpose in life, when
social upheaval and social fragmenta-
tion have destroyed old patterns, and
when survival depends on new ones.

If we continue to see ourselves as the
advertisers see us, we have no place to
go. Nor, I might add, has commercial
broadcasting itself.
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NETWORK TELEVISION’S
UNCERTAIN FUTURE

by JOHN TEBBEL

. cloud no larger than an execu-
A tive's troubled dream, and per-

haps with no more real sub-
stance, has appeared on the horizon of
network television. It is the possibility
that this multibillion-dollar colossus
of the communications industry may
be plodding, like the dinosaur, toward
extinction. There are those who believe
it will happen within this decade; oth-
ers think it will take longer.

No one in the industry would admit
publicly to having such unthinkable
thoughts. On the contrary, statistics
are produced to show that broadcast-
ing is in a healthy state and is exhibit-
ing no significant signs of economic
pallor. Nevertheless, the symptoms of
unease are there. They appear in con-
fidential discussions with people who
have been in broadcasting for a long
time, who know they will not be quoted
when they say that some thought is al-
ready being given to planning for the
decline and fall, and in the voice of a
veteran newscaster who asks, “Do you
notice how quiet things are in this
business? It's as though everybody
were holding his breath.”

The quiet and the breath-holding are
most apparent in the comparative re-
straint with which the fall season has
begun. There has been the usual trum-
peting about new shows, of course, but
little of the unbridled enthusiasm of
the past. The fact is that there is little
fresh to be seen on the commercial
tube, nothing to generate any excite-
ment. New fall offerings were dutiful-
ly reviewed, mostly unfavorably, in the
newspapers, but some observers in the
industry think it significant that The
New York Times, which once did a
good deal of reviewing, last year and
this has offered hardly any, presum-
ably because its radio-television editor,
Jack Gould, thought there was not
much worth reviewing. His critical
work appeared in the Sunday edition;
the remainder was mostly reporting
on industry events. Other newspapers
have either reduced or stopped their
coverage of television programs.
Granted that television reviewing is
probably the most ineffectual of the
critical arts—in a medium where only
the ratings really count—not being no-
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ticed at all can be a sign that some-
thing is wrong.

Whether television is actually losing
its audience depends on whose statis-
tics one reads. No statistics are more
unreliable than those produced by peo-
ple with a vested interest in something;
so it is not surprising that NBC and
Nielsen tell us that there are nearly
sixty million television homes in the
country, whose inhabitants spend an
average of five hours and fifty minutes
a day watching the tube for a grand
per-day reviewing total of 335 million
hours, while the industry’s critics pro-
duce polls showing that television is
losing a million or more listeners every
year. Again, both empirical observa-
tion and polls indicate that the young
are disenchanted and bored with televi-
sion, and that relatively few bother to
watch it. But the industry responds
with its own statistics, which show that
when the young get out of college and
marry they settle into the same view-
ing patterns as their elders. Even the
man who says he seldom watches tele-
vision may do so more than he thinks,
although he may never turn on the set
except for news and sports.

Whatever allowances may have to be
made for industry-sponsored statistics,
television, if it is headed for a fall, still
has a long way to go. There is no rea-
son to doubt that ninety-five out of 100
homes in America own television sets,
and that these viewers are spread over
the entire economic spectrum. America
has the only slums in the world where
a seeming luxury like a television set
is so often considered a necessity and
where color shows up in 16 per cent
of those households with incomes of
less than $5,000 annually, according to
Nielsen figures.

We have 677 television stations in
America, far more than any other coun-
try, and this number has climbed
steadily every year; fifteen years ago
it was 411. Viewing hours show the
same steady rise, vear after year. In
an average day, television reaches 92
per cent of all TV households and 98
per cent in an average week, for a total
weekly viewing time of forty-six hours.
When the amount of time spent daily
with the different media 1s measured,
television comes out well ahead, with
48 per cent of all adults. Radio is next,

with 32 per cent; newspapers third,
with 13 per cent; and magazines fourth,
at 7 per cent.

As the other media know, a large
part of the advertising dollar goes into
television. The top hundred national
advertisers invested more than $2-bil-
lion in television during 1969, for 62.8
per cent of the total. The awful gap is
apparent in the half-billion these ad-
vertisers put into magazines, for 15.6
per cent of the total; and the slightly
more than $300-million, or 9.2 per cent,
placed in newspapers. In terms of total
advertising, the news is also bad for
the other media. This figure reached
nearly $20-billion in 1969, of which tcle-
vision had 18.3 per cent of the total.
Newspapers got 29.9 per cent, but only
because there are so many more news-
papers and so much more local retail
advertising. Magazines had to be con-
tent with 7 per cent of the total, just
above radio’s 6.5 per cent. In national
advertising, which accounted for near-
1v $7-billion of the $20-billion total, telc-
vision grabbed a significant 44 per
cent, measured against 15.8 per cent for
newspapers, 20.7 for magazines, and 6.6
per cent for radio, including network
and spot.

One could go on with this kind of
statistical optimism—two in every five
television homes have color; television
set sales topped ten million for the
fifth siraight year, although nearly a
million fewer were sold in 1969 than
in the previous year—but it would only
underline the paradox of network tele-
vision's possible decline. How, it may
well be asked, could such a giant, with
so powerful a place in the American
home, be in any danger? The answer is
that the danger is not to television it-
self, but to the way it is organized. Net-
work radio was once as powerful a
force, in the context of its times, but its
power disappeared with scarcely a
trace.

There is no reason to suppose that
network television is immune from the
forces that are gradually breaking up
other national media. It is becoming
plainer every day that our population
has become too large and too diverse
to be reached by the conventional pat-
terns of the mass media. Magazines are
changing rapidly under the impact of
this situation, and newspapers are also
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