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From News Gathéring
to News Making:
A Flood Qf Pseudo-Events

ADMIRING FRIEND:
“Ay, that's a beautiful baby you have there!”
MOTHER:
“QOb, that’s nothing—you should see bis photograpb!”

THE SIMPLEST of our extravagamt expectations concerns
the amount of novelty in the world. There was a time when
the reader of an unexciting newspaper would remark, “How
dull is the world today!” Nowadays he says, “What a dull
newspaper!” When the first American newspaper, Benjamin
Harris’ Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick,
appeared in Boston on September 25, 1690, it promised to
furnish news regularly once a month. But, the editor ex-
plained, it might appear oftener “if any Glut of Occurrences ‘
happen.” The responsibility for making news was entirely
God’s—or the Devil’s. The newsman’s task was only to give
“an Account of such considerable things as have arrived
unto our Notice.” ,

Although the theology behind this way of looking at events
soon dissolved, this view of the news lasted longer. “The
skilled and faithful journalist,” James Parton observed in
1866, “recording with. exactness and power the thing that
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?as come to pass, is Providence addressing men.” The story
Is told of a Southern Baptist clergyman before the Civil
War who used to say, when a newspaper was brought in the
foom, “Be kind enough to let me have it a few minutes, till
I see how the Supreme Being is governing the world.”
C-harles A. Dana, one of the great American editors of the
ngeteenth century, once defended his extensive reporting of
crime in the New York Sun by saying, “I have always felt
that whatever the Divine Providence permitted to occur I
Was not too proud to report.” '

. Of course, this is now a very old-fashioned way of think-
mg., Qur current point of view is better expressed in the
definition by Arthur MacEwen, whom William Randolph
Hearst made his first editor of the San Francisco Examiner:
“News is anything that makes a reader say, ‘Gee whiz!’ ” O,
put more soberly, “News is whatever a good editor chooses
to print.”

We need not be theologians to see that we have shifted
responsibility for making the world interesting from God to
the newspaperman. We used to believe there were only so
many “events” in the world. If there were not many in-
triguing or startling occurrences, it was no fault of the re-
po_rter. He could not be expected to report what did not
éxast.

Within the last hundred years, however, and especially in
the twentieth century, all this has changed. We expect the
papers to be full of news. If there is no news visible to the
naked eye, or to the average citizen, .we still expect it to be
.there for the enterprising newsman. The successful reporter
s one who can find 2 story, even if there is no earthquake
Or assassination or civil war. If he cannot find a story, then
he must make one—by the questions he asks of public fig-
ures, by the surprising human interest he unfolds from some
commonplace event, or by “the news behind the news.” If all
this fails, then he must give us a “think piece”—an em-
: b-roidering of well-known facts, or a speculatidn about star-
ting things to come.
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This change in our attitude toward “news” is not merely
a basic fact about the history of American newspapers. It is
a symptom of a revolutionary change in our attitude toward
what happens in the world, how much of it is new, and sur-
prising, and important. Toward how life can be enlivened,
toward our power and the power of those who inform and
educate and guide us, to provide synthetic happenings to
make up for the lack of spontapeous events. Demanding
more than the world can give us, we require that something
be fabricated to make up for the world’s deficiency. This is
only one example of our demand for illusions.

Many historical forces help explain how we have come
to our present immoderate hopes. But there can be no doubt
about what we now expect, nor that it is immoderate. Every
American knows the anticipation with which he picks up his
morning newspaper at breakfast or opens his evening paper
before dinner, or listens to the newscasts every hour on the
hour as he drives across country, or watches his favorite
commentator on television interpret the events of the day.
Many enterprising Americans are now at work to help us
satisfy these expectations. Many might be put out of work if
we should suddenly moderate our expectations. But it is we
who keep them in business and demand that they fill our con-
sciousness with novelties, that they play God for us.

I

TeE NEW kind of synthetic novelty which has fiooded our
experience I will call “pseudo-events.” The common prefix
“pseudo” comes from the Greek word meaning false, or in-
tended to deceive. Before I recall the historical forces which
have made these pseudo-events possible, have increased the
supply of them and the demand for them, I will give a com-
monplace example. '

The owners of a hotel, in an illustration offered by Ed-
ward L. Bernays in his pioneer Crystallizing Public Opinion
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(1923), consult a public relations counsel. They ask how to
increase their hotel’s prestige and so improve their business.
In less sophisticated times, the answer might have been to
hire a new chef, to improve the plumbing, to paint the rooms,
or to imstall a crystal chandelier in the lobby. The public
relations counsel’s technique is more indirect. He proposes
that the management stage a celebration of the hotel’s thir-
tieth anniversary. A committee is formed, including a promi-
nent banker, a leading society matron, a well-known lawyer,
an influential preacher, and an “event” is planned (say a
banquet) to call attention to the distinguished service the
hotel has been rendering the commupity. The celebration is
held, photographs are taken, the occasion is widely reported,
and the object is accomplished. Now this occasion is a
pseudo-event, and will illustrate all the essential features of
pseudo-events.

This celebration, we can see at the outset, is somewhat—
but not entirely—misleading. Presumably the public rela-
tions counsel would not have been able to form his com-
mittee of prominent citizens if the hotel had not actually been
rendering service to the community. On the other hand, if
the hotel’s services had been all that important, instigation
by public relations counsel might not have been necessary.
Once the celebration has been held, the celebration itself be-
comes evidence that the hotel really is a distinguished institu-
tion. The occasion actually gives the hotel the prestige to
which it is pretending.

It is obvious, too, that the value of such a celebration to
the owners depends on its being photographed and reported
in newspapers, magazines, newsreels, on radio, and over
television. It is the report that gives the event its force in the
minds of potential customers. The power to make a report-
able event is thus the power to make experience. One is re-
minded of Napoleon’s apocryphal reply to his general, who
objected that circumstances were unfavorable to a proposed
campaign: “Bah, I make circamstances!” The modern public
relations counsel-—and he is, of course, only one of many
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twentieth-century creators of pseudo-events—has come clos:e
to fulfilling Napoleon’s idle boast. “The counsel on public
relations,” Mr. Bernays explains, “not only knows what news
value is, but knowing it, he is in a position to make news
happen. He is a creator of events.” _

The intriguing feature of the modern situation, however,
comes precisely from the fact that the modern news makers
are ot God. The news they make happen, the events they
create, are somehow mnot quite real. There remains a tan-
talizing difference between man-made and God-made events.

A pseudo-event, then, is 2 happening that possesses the
following characteristics:

(1) Itis not spontaneous, but comes about becaus.e some_—
one has planned, planted, or incited it. Typically, 1t
is mot 2 train wreck or an earthquake, but an inter-
view.

(2) 1t is planted primarily (not always exclusively) for
the immediate purpose of being reported or repro-
duced. Therefore, its occurrence is arranged for the
convenience of the reporting or reproducing media.
Its success is measured by how widely it is reported.
Time relations in it are commonly fictitious or facti-
tious; the announcement is given out in advance “for
future release” and written as if the event had oc-
curred in the past. The question, “Is it real?” is less
important than, “Is it newsworthy?” o

(3) Its relation to the underlying reality of the situation
is ambiguous. Its interest arises largely from this very
ambiguity. Concerning a pseudo-event the ques’uo-n,
«“What does it mean?” has a new dimension. While

the news interest in a train wreck is in what happened
and in the real consequences, the interest in an inter-
view is always, in a sense, in whether it really hap-
pened and in what might have been the motives. Did
the statement really mean what it said? Without some
of this ambiguity 2 pseudo-event cannot be very in-

teresting.
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ing -that.:the hotel is a dlStlIIC'U.IShed mstltutlon ac-
tua.]ly makes it one.

II

IN THE last half century a larger and larger proportion of
our experience, of what we read and see and hear, has come
to consist of pseudo-events. We expect more of them and we
are given more of them. They flood our consciousness. Their
multiplication has gone on in the United States at a faster
rate than elsewhere. Even the rate of increase is increasing
every day. This is true of the world of education, of con-
sumption, and of personal relations. It is especially true of
the world of public affairs which I describe in this chapter.

A full explanation of the origin and rise of pseudo-events
would be nothing less than a history of modern America. For
our present purposes it is enough to recall a few of the more
revolutionary recent developments.

The great modern increase in the supply and the demand
for news began in the early mineteenth century. Until then
newspapers tended to fill out their columns with lackadaisical
secondhand accounts or stale reprints of items first published
elsewhere at home and abroad. The laws of plagiarism and
of copyright were undeveloped. Most newspapers were little
more than excuses for espousing a political position, for list~
ing the arrival and departure of ships, for familiar essays and
useful advice, or for commercial or legal announcements.

Less than a century and a half ago did newspapers begin
to disseminate up-to-date reports of matters of public interest
written by eyewitnesses or professional reporters near the

scene. The telegraph was perfected and applied to news re-

porting in the 1830’ and ’40’s. Two newspapermen, Wil-
liam M. Swain of the Philadelphia Public Ledger and Amos
Kendall of Frankfort, Kentucky, were founders of the na-
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tional telegraphic network. Polk’s presidential message in
1846 was the first to be transmitted by wire. When the As-
sociated Press was founded in 1848, news began to be a
salable commodity. Then appeared the rotary press, which
could print on a continuous sheet and on both sides of the
paper at the same time. The New York Tribune’s high-speed
press, installed in the 1870’s, could turn out 18,000 papers
per hour. The Civil War, and later the Spanish-American
War, offered raw materials and incentive for vivid up-to-the-
minute, on-the-spot reporting. The competitive daring of
giants like James Gordon Bennett, Joseph Pulitzer, and Wil-

‘liam Randolph Hearst intensified the race for news and wid-

ened newspaper circulation.

These events were part of a great, but little-noticed, revo-
lution—what I would call the Graphic Revolution. Man’s
ability to make, preserve, transmit, and disseminate precise
images—images of print, of men and landscapes and events,
of the voices of men and mobs—now grew at a fantastic
pace. The increased speed of printing was itself revolution-
ary. Still more revolutionary were the new techniques for
making direct images of nature. Photography was destined
soon to give printed matter itself a secondary role. By a giant
leap Americans crossed the gulf from the daguerreotype to
color television in less than a century. Dry-plate photography
came in 1873; Bell patented the telephone in 1876; the
phonograph was invented in 1877; the roll film appeared in
1884; Eastman’s Kodak No. 1 was produced in 1888; Edi-
son’s patent on the radio came in 1891; motion pictures came
in and voice was first transmitted by radio around 1900; the
first national political convention widely broadcast by radio
was that of 1928; television became commercially important
in 1941, and color television even more recently.

Verisimilitude took on a new meaning. Not only was it
now possible to give the actual voice and gestures of Franklin
Delano Roosevelt unprecedented reality and intimacy for a
whole nation. Vivid image came to overshadow pale reality.
Sound motion pictures in color led a whole generation of
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‘ploneering American. movie-goers to think of Benjamin Dis-
raeli as an earlier imitation of George Arliss, just as television
has led a later generation. of television watchers ‘to see the
Western cowboy as an mferior replica of John Wayne. The
Grand Canyon itself became a disappointing reproduction of
the Kodachrome original.

The new power to report and portray what had happened
was a new temptation leading newsmen to make probable
1mages or 1o prepare reports in advance of what was expected
to happen. As so often, men came to mistake their power
for their necessities. Readers and viewers would soon prefer
the vividness of the account, the “candidness” of the Pphoto-
graph, to the spontameity of what was recounted.

Then came round-the-clock media. The news gap soon
became so narrow that in order to have additional “news”
for each new edition or each new broadcast it was neces-
sary to plan in advance the stages by which any available
news would be unveiled. After the weekly and the daily
came the “extras” and the numerous regular editions. The
Philadelphia Evening Bulletin soon had seven editions a day.
No rest for the newsman. With more space to fill, he had to
fill it ever more quickly. In order to justify the numerous
editions, it was increasingly necessary that the news con-.
stantly change or at least seem to change. With radio on the
air continuously during waking hours, the reporters’ problems

became still more acute. News every hour on the hour, and -

sometimes on the half hour. Programs interrupted any time
for special bulletins. How to avoid deadly repetition, the
appearance that nothing was happening, that news gatherers
were asleep, or that competitors were more alert? As the costs
of printing and then of broadcasting increased, it became
financially necessary to keep the presses always at work and
the TV screen always busy. Pressures toward the making
of pseudo-events became ever stronger. News gathering
turned into news making. '
The “interview” was a novel way of making news which
had come in with the Grapbic Revolution. Later it became
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elaborated into lengthy radio and television panels and
quizzes of public figures, and the three-hour-long, rambling
conversation programs. Although the imterview techmique
might seem an obvious one—and in a primitive form was
as old as Socrates—the use of the word in its modern jour-
nalistic sense is a relatively recent Americanism. The Boston
News-Letter’s account (March 2, 1719) of the death of
Blackbeard the Pirate had apparently been based oz 2 kind
of interview with a ship captain. One of the earliest inter-
views of the modern type—some writers call it the first—
was by James Gordon Bennett, the flamboyant editor of the
New York Herald (April 16, 1836), in connection with the
Robinson-Jewett murder case. Ellen J éwett, inmate of a
house of prostitution, had been found murdered by an ax.
Richard P. Robinson, a young man about town, was accused
of the crime. Bennett seized the occasion to pyramid sensa-
tional stories and so to build circulation for his Herald; before
long he was having difficulty turning out enough copies daily
to satisfy the demand. He exploited the story in every possi-
ble way, one of which was to plan and report an actual in-
terview with Rosina Townsend, the madam who kept the
house and whom he visited on her own premises.

Historians of journalism date the first full-fledged modern
interview with a well-known public figure from July 13,
1859, when Horace Greeley interviewed Brigham Young in
Salt Lake City, asking him questions on many matters of
public interest, and then publishing the answers verbatim
in his New York Tribune (Aungust 20, 1859). The common
use of the word “interview” in this modern American sense
first came in about this time. Very early the institution ac-
quired a reputation for being contrived. “The ‘interview,’
The Nation complained (January 28, 1869), “as at present
managed, is generally the joint product of some humbug of
a hack politician and another humbug of a reporter.” A few
years later another magazine editor called the interview “the
most perfect contrivance yet devised to make journalism an
offence, a thing of ill savor in all decent nostrils.” Many ob-
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jected to the practice as an invasion of privacy. After the
American example it was used in England and France, but
in both those countries it made much slower headway.

Even before the invention of the interview, the news-mak-
ing profession in America had attained a new dignity as well
as a menacing power. It was in 1828 that Macaulay called
the gallery where reporters sat in Parliament a “fourth es-
tate of the realm.” But Macaulay could not have imagined
the prestige of journalists in the twentieth~century United
States. They have long since made themselves the tribunes
of the people. Their supposed detachment and lack of parti-
sanship, their closeness to the sources of information, their
articulateness, and their constant and direct access to the
whole citizenry have made them also the counselors of the
people. Foreign observers are now astonished by the almost
constitutional—perhaps we should say supra-constitutional
—powers of our Washington press cOrps.

Since the rise of the modern Presidential press conference,
about 1933, capital correspondents have had the power reg-
ularly to question the President face-to-face, to embarrass
him, to needle him, to force him into positions or into public
refusal to take a position. A President may find it incon-
venient to meet a group of dissident Senators or Congress-
men; he seldom dares refuse the press. That refusal itself
becomes news. It is only very recently, and as a result of
increasing pressures by newsmen, that the phrase “No com-
ment” has become a way of saying something important. The
reputation of newsmen—who now of course include those
working for radio, TV, and magazines—depends on their
ability to ask hard questions, to put politicians on the spot;
their very livelihood depends on the willing collaboration of
public figures. Even before 1950 Washington had about
1.500 correspondents and about 3,000 government informa-
tion officials prepared to serve them.

Not only the regular formal press conferences, but a score
of other national programs—such as “Meet the Press” and
“Face the Nation”—show the power of newsmen. In 1960
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David Susskind’s late-night conversation show, “Open End,”
commanded the presence of the Russian Premier for three
hours. During the so-called “Great Debates” that year be-
tween the candidates in the Presidential campaign, it was
newsmen who called the tune. S

The live television broadcasting of the President’s regu-
lar news conferences, which President Kennedy began in
1961, immediately after taking office, has somewhat changed
their character. Newsmen are no longer so important as in-
termediaries who relay the President’s statements. But the
Iew OCcasion acquires a new interest as a dramatic per-
formance. Citizens who from homes or offices have seen the
President at his news conference are then even more inter-
ested to hear competing interpretations by skilled commen-
tators. News commentators can add a new appeal as dra-
matic critics to their traditional role as interpreters of current
history. Even in the new format it is still the newsmen who
put the questions. They are still tribunes of the people.

IIL

THE BRiTisH CONSTITUTION, shaped as it is from materials
accumulated since the middle ages, functions, we have often
been told, only because the British people are willing to live
with a great number of legal fictions. The monarchy is only
the most prominent. We Americans have accommodated our
eighteenth-century constitution to twentieth-century tech-
nology by muitiplying pseudo-events and by developing pro-
fessions which both help make pseudo-events and help us
interpret them. The disproportion between what an informed
citizen needs to know and what he can know is ever greater.
The disproportion grows with the increase of the officials’
powers of concealment and contrivance. The news gatherers’
need to select, invent, and plan correspondingly increases.
Thus inevitably our whole system of public information pro-
duces always more “packaged” news, more pseudo-events.

A trivial but prophetic example of the American pen- _
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chant for pseudo-events has long been found in our Congres-
sional Record. The British and French counterparts, sur-
prisingly enough, give a faithful report of what is said on the
floor of their deliberative bodies. But ever since the estab-
Lishment of the Congressional Record under its present title
in 1873, our only ostensibly complete report of what goes
on in Congress has had no more than the faintest resem-
blance to what is actually said there. Despite occasional
feeble protests, our Record has remained a gargantuan
miscellany in which actual proceedings are buried beneath
undelivered speeches, and mountains of the unread and the
unreadable. Only a national humorlessness—or sense of hu-
mor—can account for our willingness to tolerate this. Per-
haps it aiso explains why, as a frustrated reformer of the
Record argued on the floor of the Senate in 1884, “the
American public have generally come to regard the proceed-
ings of Congress as a sort of variety performance, where
nothing is supposed to be real except the pay.”

The common “news releases™ which every day issue by
the ream from Congressmen’s offices, from the President’s
press secretary, from the press relations offices of businesses,
charitable organizations, and universities are a kind of Con-
gressional Record covering all American life. And they are
only a slightly less inaccurate record of spontaneous hap-
penings. To secure “news coverage” for an event {especially
if 1t has little news interest) ome must issue, in proper form,
a “release.” The very expression “news release” (apparently
an American invention; it was first recorded in 1907) did
not come into common use until recently. There is an appro-
priate perversity in calling it a “release.” It might more ac-
curately be described as a “news holdback,” since its pur-
pose is to offer something that is to be held back from pub-
lication until a specified future date. The newspaperman’s
slightly derogatory slang term for the news release is “hand-
out,” from the phrase originally used for a bundle of stale
food handed out from a house to a beggar. Though this
meaning of the word is now in common use in the news-
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gathering professions, it is so recent that it has not yet made
its way into our dictionaries.

The release is news pre-cooked, and supposed to keep till
needed. In the well-recognized format (usually mimeo-
graphed) it bears a date, say February 1, and also indicates,
“For release to PM’s February 15.” The account is written
in the past tense but usually describes an event that has not
yet happened when the release is given out. The use and
interpretation of handouts have become an essential part of
the newsman’s job. The National Press Club in its Washing-
ton clubrooms has a large rack which is filled daily with the
latest releases, so the reporter does not even have to visit
the offices which give them out. In 1947 there were about
twice as many government press agents engaged in preparing
news releases as there were newsmen gathering them in.

The general public has become so accustomed to these
procedures that a public official can sometimes “make news”
merely by departing from the advance text given out in his
release. When President Kennedy spoke in Chicago on the
night of April 28, 1961, early editions of the next morning’s
newspapers (printed the night before for early-morning home
delivery) merely reported his speech as it was given to news-
men in the advance text. When the President abandoned the
advance text, later editions of the Chicago Sun-Times head-
lined: “Kennedy Speaks Off Cuff . . .” The article beneath
emphasized that he had departed from his advance text and
gave about equal space to bis off-the-cuff speech and to the
speech he never gave. Apparently the most newsworthy fact
was that the President had not stuck to his prepared text.

We begin to be puzzled about what is really the “original”
of an event. The authentic news record of what “happens”
or is said comes increasingly to seem to be what is given out
in advance. More and more news events become dramatic
performances in which “men in the news” simply act out
more or less well their prepared script. The story prepared
“for future release™ acquires ap authenticity that competes
with that of the actual occurrences on the scheduled date.
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In recent years our successful politicians have been those
most adept at using the press and other meaps to create

pseudo-events. President Frankiin Delano Roosevelt, whom

Heywood Broun called “the best newspaperman who has
ever been President of the United States,” was the first mod-
ern master. While newspaper owners opposed him in edi-
torials which few read, F.D.R. himself, with the collabora-
tion of a friendly corps of Washington correspondents, was
using front-page headlines to make news read by everybody.
He was making “facts”—pseudo-events—while editorial
writers were simply expressing opinions. It is 2 familiar story
how he employed the trial balloon, how he exploited the
ethic of off-the-record remarks, how he transformed the
Presidential press conference from a boring ritual into a
major national institution which no later President dared dis-
respect, and how he developed the fireside chat. Knowing that
newspapermen lived on news, he helped them manufacture
it. And he knew enough about news-making techniques to
help shape their stories to his own purposes.

. Take, for example, these comments which President Roo-
sevelt made at a press conference during his visit to a Civilian
Conservation Corps camp in Florida on February 18, 1939,
when war tensions were mounting:

I want to get something across, only don’t put it that
way. In other words, it is a thing that I cannot put as
direct stuff, but it is background. And the way—as
you know I very often do it—if I were writing the story,
the way I'd write it is this—you know the formula:
When asked when he was returning [to Washington],
the President intimated that it was impossible to give
any date; because, while he hoped to be away until the
third or fourth of March, information that continues to
be received with respect to the international situation
continues to be disturbing, therefore, it may be neces-
sary for the President to return [to the capital] before
the third or fourth of March. It is understood that this
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information relates to the possible renewal of demands
by certain countries, these demands being pushed, not
through normal diplomatic channels but, rather, through
the more recent type of relations; in other words, the
use of fear of aggression.

F.D.R. was a man of great warmth, natural spontaneity,
and simple eloquence, and his public utterances reached the
citizen with a new intimacy. Yet, paradoxically, it was un-
der his administrations that statements by the President at-
tained a new subtlety and a mew calculatedness. On his
production team, in addition to newspapermen, there were
poets, playwrights, and a regular corps of speech writers.
Far from detracting from his effectiveness, this collaborative
system for producing the impression of personal frankness
and spontameity provided an additional subject of news-
worthy interest. Was it Robert Sherwood or Judge Samuel
Rosenman who contributed this or that phrase? How much
had the President revised the draft given him by his speech-
writing team? Citizens became nearly as much interested in
how a particular speech was put together as in what it said.
And when the President spoke, almost everyome kaew it
was a long-planned group production in which F.D.R. was
only the star performer.

Of course President Roosevelt made many great deci-
sions and lived in times which he only helped make stirring.
But it is possible to build a political career almost entirely
on pseudo-events. Such was that of the late Joseph R. Mc-
Carthy, Senator from Wisconsin from 1947 to 1957. His
career might have been impossible without the elaborate,
perpetually grinding machinery of “information” which I
have already described. And he was a matural genius at
creating reportable happenings that had an interestingly am-
biguous relation to underlying reality. Richard Rovere, a re-
porter in Washington during McCarthy’s heyday, recalls:

He knew how to get into the news even on those rare
occasions when invention failed him and he had no un-
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facts to give out. For example, he invented the morning
press conference called for the purpose of announcing
an afternoon press conference. The reporters would
come in—they were beginning, in this period, to re-
spond to his summonses like Paviov’s dogs at the clang
of a bell—and McCarthy would say that he just wanted
to give them the word that he expected to be ready with
a shattering announcement later in the day, for use in
the papers the following morning. This would gain him
a beadline in the afternoon papers: “New McCarthy
Revelations Awaited in Capital.” Afternoon would
come, and if McCarthy had something, he would give
it out, but often enough be had nothing, and this was a
matter of slight concern. He would simply say that he
wasn’t quite ready, that he was having difficulty in get-
ting some of the “documents” he needed or that a “wit-
ness” was proving elusive. Morning headlines: “Delay
Seen im McCarthy Case—Mystery Witness Being
Sought.”

He had a diabolical fascination and an almost hypnotic
power over news-hungry reporters. They were somebow re-
Iuctantly grateful to him for turning out their product. They
stood astonished that he could make so much pews from
such meager raw material. Many hated him; all belped him.
They were victims of what one of them called their “indis-
criminate objectivity.” In other words, McCarthy and the
newsmen both thrived on the same synthetic commodity.

Senator McCarthy’s political fortunes were promoted ai-
most as much by newsmen who considered themselves his
enemies as by those few who were his friends. Without the
active help of all of them he could never have created the
pseudo-events which brought him notoriety and power.
Newspaper editors, who self-righteously attacked the Sena-
tor’s “collaborators,” themselves proved worse than power-
less to cut him down to size. Even while they attacked him
on the editorial page inside, they were building him up in
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front-page headlines. Newspapermen were his most potent
allies, for they were his co-manufacturers of pscudo-events.
They were caught in their own web. Honest newsmen and
the unscrupulous Senmator McCarthy were in separate
branches of the same business. .

In the traditional vocabulary of newspapermen, there is 2
well-recognized distinction between “hard” and “soft” news.
Hard news is supposed to be the solid report of significant
matters: politics, economics, international relations, social
welfare, science. Soft news reports popular interests, curiosi-
ties, and diversions: it includes sensational local reporting,
scandalmongering, gossip columns, comic strips, the sexual
lives of movie stars, and the latest murder. Journalist-critics
attack American newspapers today for not being “serious”
enough, for giving a larger and larger proportion of their
space to soft rather than to hard news.

- But the rising tide of pseudo-events washes away the dis-
tinction. Here is one example. On June 21, 1960, President
Eisenhower was in Honolulu, en route to the Far East for a
trip to meet the heads of government in Korea, the Philip-
pines, and elsewhere. A seven-column headline in the Chi-
cago Daily News brought readers the following information:
“What Are Ike’s Feelings About Trip? Aides Mum” “Doesn’t
Show Any Worry” “Members of Official Party Resent Que-
ries by Newsmen.” And the two-column story led off:

HonoLuLu—President Eisenhower’s reaction to his
Far Eastern trip remains as closely guarded a secret as
his golf score. While the President rests at Kaneobe Ma-
rine air station on the windward side of the Pali hills,
hard by the blue Pacific and an 18-hole golf course, he
might be toting up the pluses and minuses of his Asian
sojourn. But there is no evidence of it. Members of his
official party resent any inquiry into how the White
House feels about the whole experience, especially the
blowup of the Japanese visit which produced a critical
storm.



24 From News Gathering to News Making:

The story concludes: “But sooner or later the realities will
intrude. The likelihood is that it will be sooner than later.”

Nowadays a successful reporter must be the midwife—
or more often the conceiver—of his news. By the interview
technique he incites a public figure to make statements which
will sound like news. During the twentieth century this tech-
nique has grown into a devious apparatus which, in skillful
hands, can shape national policy.

The pressure of time, and the need to produce a uniform
news stream to fill the issuing media, induce Washington
correspondents and others to use the interview and other
techniques for making pseudo-events in novel, ever more in-
genious and aggressive ways. One of the main facts of life
for the wire service reporter in Washington is that there are
many more afternoon than morning. papers in the United
States. The early afternoon paper on the East Coast goes to
press about 10 A.M., before the spontaneous news of the
day has had an opportunity to develop. “It xeans,” one con-
scientious capital correspondent confides, in Douglass Cater’s
admirable Fourth Branch of Government (1959), “the wire
service reporter must engage in the basically phony opera-
tion of writing the ‘overnight'—a story composed the previous
evening but giving the impression when it appears the next
afternoon that it covers that day’s events.”

What this can mean in a particular case is ﬂlustrated by
the tribulations of a certain hard-working reporter who was
trying to do his job and earn his keep at the time when the
Austrian Treaty of 1955 came up for debate in the Senate.
Although it was a matter of some national and international
importance, the adoption of the Treaty was a foregone con-
clusion; there would be little news in it. So, in order to make
a story, this reporter went to Senator Walter George, Chair-
man of the Senate Foreign Relations' Committee, and ex-
tracted a statement to the effect that under the Treaty Aus-
tria would receive no money or military aid, only long-term
credits. “That became my lead,” the reporter recalled. “I had
fulfilled the necessary function of having a story that seemed
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to be part of the mext day’s news.”

The next day, the Treaty came up for debate. The debate
was dull, and it was hard to squeeze out a story. Luckily,
however, Senator Jenner made a nasty crack about President
Eisenhower, which the reporter (after considering what other
wire service reporters covering the story might be. doing)
sent off as an “insert.” The Treaty was adopted by the Senate
a little after 3:30 p.M. That automatically made a bulletin
and required a new lead for the story on the debate. But by
that time the hard-pressed reporter was faced with writing
a completely new story for the next day’s morning papers.

But my job had not finished. The Treaty adoption
bulletin had gone out too late to get into most of the
East Coast afternoon papers except the big city ones like
the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, which has seven edi-
tions. I had to find a new angle for an overnight to be
carried next day by those p.M.’s which failed to carry
the Treaty story.

They don’t want to carry simply a day-old account of
the debate. They want a “top” to the news. So, to put it
quite bluntly, I went and got Senator Thye to say that
Jenner by his actions was weakening the President’s
authority. Actually, the Thye charge was more lively
news than the passage of the Austrian Treaty itself. It
revealed conflict among the Senate Republicans. But
the story had developed out of my need for a new peg
for the news. It was not spontaneous on Thye’s part. 1
had called seven other Senators before I could get some-
one to make a statement on Jenner. There is a fair criti-
cism, I recognize, to be made of this practice. These
Senators didn’t call me. I called them. I, in a sense, gen-
erated the news. The reporter’s imagination brought the
Senator’s thinking to bear on alternatives that he might
not have thought of by himself.

This can be a very pervasive practice. One wire serv-
ice reporter hounded Senator George daily on the for-
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eign trade question until he finally got George to make
the suggestion that Japan should trade with Red China
as an alternative to dumping textiles on the American
market. Then the reporter went straightway to Senator
Knowland to get him to knock down the suggestion. It
made a good story, and it also stimulated a minor policy
debate that might not have got started otherwise. The
“overnight” is the greatest single field for exploratory
reporting for the wire services. It is what might be called
“milking the news.”

The reporter shrewdly adds that the task of his profession
today is seldom to compose accounts of the latest events at
lightning speed. Rather, it is shaped by “the problem of
packaging.” He says: “Our job is to report the news but it
is also to keep a steady flow of news coming forward. Every
Saturday morping, for example, we visit the Congressional
leaders. We could write all the stories that we get out of
these conferences for the Sunday A.M.’s but we don’'t. We
learn to schedule them in order to space them out over Sun-
day’s and Monday’s papers.”

An innocent observer might have expected that the rise
of television and on-the-spot telecasting of the news would
produce a pressure to report authentic spontaneous events
exactly as they occur. But, ironically, these, like earlier im-
provements in the techniques of precise representation, have
simply created more and better pseudo-events.

When General Douglas MacArthur returned to the United
States (after President Truman relieved him of command
in the Far East, on April 11, 1951, during the Korean War)
he made a “triumphal” journey around the country. He was
invited to belp Chicago celebrate “MacArthur Day” (April
26, 1951) which had been proclaimed by resclution of the
City Council. Elaborate ceremonies were arranged, including
a parade. The proceedings were being televised.

A team of thirty-one University of Chicago sociologists,
under the imaginative direction of Kurt Lang, took their
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posts at strategic points along the route of the MacArthur
parade. The purpose was to note the reactions of the crowd
and to compare what the spectators were seeing (or said
they were seeing) with what they might have witnessed
on television. This ingenious study confirmed my observa-
tion that we tend imcreasingly to fill our experience with
contrived content. The newspapers had, of course, already
prepared people for what the Chicago Tribune that morning
predicted to be “a trumphant hero’s welcome—biggest and
warmest in the history of the middle west.” Many of the ac-
tual spectators jammed in the crowd at the scene complained
it was hard to see what was going on; in some places they
waited for hours and then were lucky to have a fleeting
glimpse of the General.

But the television perspective was quite different. The
video viewer had the advantage of numerous cameras which
were widely dispersed. Television thus ordered the events in
its own way, quite different from that of the on-the-spot con-
fusion. The cameras were carefully focused on “significant”
happenings—that is, those which emphasized the drama of
the occasion. For the television watcher, the General was
the continuous center of attraction from his appearance dur-
ing the parade at 2:21 p.M. until the sudden blackout at
3:00 p.M. Announcers continually reiterated (the scripts
showed over fifteen explicit references) the unprecedented
drama of the event, or that this was “the greatest ovation
this city has ever turned out.” On the television screen one
received the impression of wildly cheering and enthusiastic
crowds before, during, and after the parade. Of course the
cameras were specially selecting “action” shots, which
showed a noisy, waving audience; yet in many cases the
cheering, waving, and shouting were really a response not
so much to the General as to the aiming of the camera. Ac-
tual spectators, with sore feet, suffered long periods of bore-
dom. Many groups were apathetic. The video viewer, his
eyes fixed alternately on the General and on an enthusiastic
crowd, his ears filled with 2 breathless narrative emphasizing
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the interplay of crowd and celebrity, could not fail to receive
an impression of continuous dramatic pageantry.

The most important single conclusion of these sociologists
was that the television presentation (as comtrasted with the
actual witnessing) of the events “remained true to form until
the very end, imterpreting the entire proceedings according
to expectations. . . . The telecast was made to conform to
what was interpreted as the pattern of viewers’ expectations.”
Actual spectators at the scene were doubly disappointed, not
only because they usually saw very little {(and that only
briefly) from where they happened to be standing, but also
because they knew they were missing a much better per-
formance (with far more of the drama they expected) on
the television screen. “I bet my wife saw it much better over
television!” and “We should have stayed home and watched
it on TV” were the almost universal forms of dissatisfaction.
While those at the sceme were envying the viewers of the
pseudo-event back home, the television viewers were, of
course, being told again and again by the network commen-
tators how great was the excitement of being “actually
present.”

Yet, as the Chicago sociologists noted, for many of those
actually present one of the greatest thrills of the day was the
opportunity to be on television. Just as everybody likes to see
his name in the newspapers, so nearly everybody likes to
think that he can be seen (or still better, with the aid of
videotape, actually can see himself) on television. Similarly,
reporters following candidates Kennedy and Nixon during
their tours in the 1960 Presidential campaign noted how
many of the “supporters” in the large crowds that were being
televised had come out because they wanted to be seen on
the television cameras.

Television reporting allows us all to be the actors we really
are. Recently I wandered onto the campus of the University
of Chicago and happened to witness a tug of war between

teams of students. It was amusing to see the women’s team
drench the men’s team by pulling them into Botany Pond.
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Television cameras of the leading networks were there. The
victory of the women’s team seemed suspiciously easy to me.
I was puzzled until told that this was not the original con-
test at all; the real tug of war had occurred a day or two
before when telecasting conditions were not so good. This
was a re-enactment for television.

On December 2, 1960, during the school integration dis-
orders in New Orleans, Mayor de Lesseps S. Morrison wrote
a letter to newsmen proposing a three-day moratorium on
news and television coverage of the controversy. He argued
that the printed and televised reports were exaggerated and
were damaging the city’s reputation and its tourist trade.
People were given an impression of prevailing violence,
when, he said, only one-tenth of 1 per cent of the population
had been involved in the demonstration. But he also pointed
out that the mere presence of telecasting facilities was breed-
ing disorder. “In many cases,” he observed, “these people
go to the area to get themselves on television and hurry home
for the afternoon and evening telecasts to see the show.” At
Jeast two television reporters had gone about the crowd inter-
viewing demonstrators with inflammatory questions like
“Why are you opposed to intermarriage?” Mayor Morrison
said he himself had witnessed a television cameraman “set-
ting up a scene,” and then, having persuaded a group of stu-
dents to respond like a “cheering section,” had them yell
and demonstrate on cue. The conscientious reporters indig-
nantly rejected the Mayor’s proposed moratorium On NEWS. .
They said that “Freedom of the Press” was at stake. That
was once an institution preserved in the interest of the com-
munity. Now it is often a euphemism for the prerogative of
reporters to produce their synthetic commodity.

Iv

"IN MANY subtle ways, the rise of pseudo-events has mixed

up our roles as actors and as audience—or, the philosophers
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would say, as “object” and as “subject.” Now we can oscillate
between the two roles. “The movies are the only business,”
Will Rogers once remarked, “where you can go out front
and applaud yourself.” Nowadays one need not be a profes-
sional actor to have this satisfaction. We can appear in the
mob scene and then go home and see ourselves on the tele-
vision screen. No wonder we become confused about what
is spontaneous, about what is really going on out there!

New forms of pseudo-events, especially in the world of
politics, thus offer a new kind of bewilderment to both poli-
tician and newsman. The politician (like F.D.R. in our ex-
-ample, or any holder of a press conference) himself in a

Sense composes the story; the journalist (like the wire service
Ieporter we have quoted, or any newsman who incites an
it.lﬂammatory statement) himself generates the event. The
citizen can hardly be expected to assess the reality when
the participants themselves are so often unsure who is doing
the deed and who is making the report of it. Who is the
history, and who is the historian?
- An admirable example of this new intertwinement of sub-
Ject and object, of the history and the historian, of the actor
and the reporter, is the so-called news “leak.” By now
the leak has become an important and well-established in-
stitution in American politics. It is, in fact, one of the main
vehicles for communicating important information from offi-
cials to the public.

A clue to the new unreality of the citizen’s world is the
peIverse new meaning now given to the word “leak.” To
leak, according to the dictionary, is to “Iet a fluid substance
out or in accidentally: as, the ship leaks.” But nowadays a
DCV-VS‘ICak is one of the most elaborately planned ways of
emitting information. It is, of course, a way in which a gov-
ernment official, with some clearly defined purpose (a leak,
even more than a direct anmouncement, is apt to have some
definite devious purpose behind it) makes an announcement,
asks a question, or Puts a suggestion. It might more accu-
rately be called a “sub rosa announcement,” an “indirect
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statement,” or “cloaked news.”

The news Jeak is a pseudo-event par excellence. In its ori-
gin and growth, the leak illustrates another axiom of the
world of pseudo-events: pseudo-events produce more
pseudo-events. I will say more on this later.

With the elaboration of news-gathering facilities in Wash-
ingtop—of regular, planned press conferences, of prepared
statements for future release, and of countless other practices
—the news pitotocol has hardened. Both government officials
and reporters have feit the need for more flexible and more
ambiguous modes of communication between them. The
Presidential press conference itself actually began as a kind
of leak. President Theodore Roosevelt for some time allowed
Lincoln Steffens to interview him as he was being shaved.
Other Presidents gave favored correspondents an interview
from time to time or dropped hints to friendly journalists.
Similarly, the present institution of the news leak began in
the irregular practice of a government official’s helping a par-
ticular correspondent by confidentially giving him informa-
tion not yet generally released. But today the leak is almost
as well orgarized and as rigidly ruled by protocol as a formal
press conference. Being fuller of ambiguity, with a welcome
atmosphere of confidence and intrigue, it is more appealing
to all concerned. The institutionalized leak puts a greater
burden of contrivance and pretense on both government offi-
cials and reporters.

In Washington these days, and elsewhere on a smaller
scale, the custom bas grown up among important members
of the government of arranging to dine with select repre-
sentatives of the news corps. Such dinners are usually pre-

ceded by drinks, and beforehand there is a certain amount
of restrained conviviality. Everyone knows the rules: the oc-
casion is private, and any information given out afterwards
must be communicated according to rule and in the tech-
nically proper vocabulary. After dinner the undersecretary,
the general, or the admiral allows himseif to be questioned.
He may recount “facts” behind past news, state plans, or
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declare policy. The reporters have confidence, if not in the
ingenuousness of the official, at least in their colleagues’ re-
spect of the protocol. Everybody understands the degree of
attribution permissible for every statement made: what, if
fmything, can be directly quoted, what is “background,” what
is “deep background,” what must be ascribed to “a spokes-
man,” to “an informed source,” to speculation, to rumor, or
to remote possibility.

Such occasions and the reports flowing from them are
loaded with ambiguity. The reporter himself often is not
clear whether he is being told a simple fact, a newly settled
policy, an administrative hope, or whether perhaps untruths
are being deliberately diffused to allay public fears that the
true facts are really true. The government official himself
(who is sometimes no more than a spokesman) may not
be clear. The reporter’s task is to find a way of weaving these
thre.ads of unreality into a fabric that the reader will not rec-
ognize as entirely unreal. Some people have criticized the
institutionalized leak as a form of domestic counter-intelli-
gence inappropriate in a republic. It has become more and
more -important and is the source today of many of the
most influential reports of current politics.

One example will be enough. On March 26, 1955, The
New York Times carried a three-column headline on the front
page: “U.S. Expects Chinese Reds to Attack Isles in April;
Weighs All-Out Defense.” Three days later a contradictory’
headline in the same place read: “Eisenhower Sees No War
Now Over Chinese Isles.” Under each of these headlines
appeared a lengthy story. Neither story named any person
as a source of the ostensible facts. The then-undisclosed
story (months later recorded by Douglass Cater) was this.
In the first instance, Admiral Robert B. Carney, Chief of
Naval Operations, had an off-the-record “background” din-
ner for a few reporters. There the Admiral gave reporters
what they (and their readers) took to be facts. Since the
story was “not for attribution,” reporters were not free to
mention some very relevant facts—such as that this was the
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opinion only of Admiral Carney, that this was the same Ad-
miral Carney who had long been saying that war in Asia was
inevitable, and that many in Washington (even in the Joint
Chiefs of Staff) did not agree with him. Under the ground
rules the first story could appear in the papers only by being
given an impersonal authority, an atmospbere of official
unanimity which it did not merit. The second, and coo-
tradictory, staternent was in fact made not by the President
himself, but by the President’s press secretary, James Ha-
gerty, who, having been alarmed by what he saw in the pa-
pers, quickly calied a second “background” meeting to deny
the stories that had sprouted from the first. What, if anything,
did it all mean? Was there any real Dews here at all—except
that there was disagreement between Admiral Carney and
James Hagerty? Yet this was the fact newsmen were not
free to print.

Pseudo-events spawn other pseudo-events in geometric
progression. This is partly because every kind of pseudo-
event {being planned) tends to become ritualized, with a
protocol and a rigidity all its own. As each type of pseudo-
event acquires this rigidity, pressures arise to produce other,
derivative, forms of pseudo-event which are more fluid, more
tantalizing, and more interestingly ambiguous. Thus, as the
press conference (itself a pseudo-event) became formalized,
there grew up the institutionalized leak. As the leak becomes
formalized still otber devices will appear- Of course the
shrewd politician or the enterprising newsman knows this and
knows how to take advantage of it. Seldom for outright de-
ception; more often simply to make more “pews,” to provide
more “information,” or to “improve communication.”

For example, a background off-the-record press confer-
ence, if it is actually a mere trial balloon or a diplomatic de-
vice (as it sometimes was for Secretary of State Jobn Foster
Dulles), becomes the basis of official “denials” and “disavow-
als,” of speculation and interpretation by columnists and
commentators, and of special interviews on and off television
with Senators, Representatives, and other public officials.
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Any statement or non-statement by anyone in the public eye
can become the basis of counter-statements or refusals to
comment by others. All these compound the ambiguity of
-the occasion which first brought them into being.

Nowadays the test of a Washington reporter is seldom his
skill at precise dramatic reporting, but more often his adept-
ness at dark intimation. If he wishes to keep his news chan-
nels open he must accumulate a vocabulary and develop a
style to conceal his sources and obscure the relation of a
supposed event or statement to the underlying facts of life,
at the same time seeming to offer hard facts. Much of his
stock in trade is his own and other people’s speculation about
the reality of what he reports. He lives in a penumbra be-
tween fact and fantasy. He helps create that very obscurity
without which the supposed illumination of his reports would
be unnecessary. A deft administrator these days must have
similar skills. He must master “the techmique of denying
the truth without actually lying.”

These pseudo-events which flood our consciousness must
be distinguished from propaganda. The two do have some
characteristics in common. But our peculiar problems come
from the fact that pseudo-events are in some respects the op-
posite of the propaganda which rules totalitarian countries.
Propaganda—as prescribed, say, by Hitler in Mein Kampf
—is information intentionally biased. Its effect depends pri-
marily on its emotional appeal. While a pseudo-event is an
ambiguous truth, propaganda is an appealing falsehood.
Pseudo-events thrive on our honest desire to be informed, to
have “all the facts,” and even to have more facts than there
really are. But propaganda feeds on our willingness to be
nflamed. Pseudo-events appeal to our duty to be educated,
propaganda appeals to our desire to be aroused. While propa-
ganda substitutes opinion for facts, pseudo-events are syn-
thetic facts which move people indirectly, by providing the
“factual” basis on which they are supposed to make up their
minds. Propaganda moves them directly by explicitly making
judgments for them.
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In a totalitarian society, where people are flooded by pur-
poseful lies, the real facts are of course misrepresented, but
the representation itself is not ambiguous. The propaganda
lie is asserted as if it were true. Its object is to lead people
to believe that the truth is simpler, more intelligible, than
it really is. “Now the purpose of propaganda,” Hitler ex-
plained, “is not continually to produce interesting changes
for a few blasé little masters, but to convince; that means,
to convince the masses. The masses, however, with their
inertia, always need a certain time before they are ready
even to notice a thing, and they will lend their memories
only to the thousandfold repetition of the most simple ideas.”
But in our society, pseudo-events make simple facts seem
more subtle, more ambiguous, and more speculative than
they really are. Propaganda oversimplifies experience, pseudo-
events overcomplicate it.

At first it may seem strange that the rise of pseudo-events
has coincided with the growth of the professional ethic
which obliges newsmen to omit editorializing and personal
judgments from their news accounts. But now it is in the
making of pseudo-events that newsmen find ample scope for
their individuality and creative imagination.

In a democratic society like ours—and more especially in
a highly literate, wealthy, competitive, and technologically
advanced society—the people can be flooded by pseudo-
events. For us, freedom of speech and of the press and of
broadcasting includes freedom to create pseudo-events. Com-
peting politicians, competing newsmen, and competing
news media contest in this creation. They vie with one an-
other in offering attractive, “informative” accounts and
images of the world. They are free to speculate on the facts,
to bring new facts into being, to demand answers to their
own contrived questions. Our “free market place of ideas”
is a place where people are confronted by competing pseudo-
events and are allowed to judge among them. When we speak
of “informing” the people this is what we really mean.
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UNTIL RECENTLY we have been justified in believing Abra-
ham Lincoln’s familiar maxim: “You may fool all the people
some of the time; you can even fool some of the people all
the time; but you can’t fool all of the people all the time.”
This has been the foundation-belief of American democracy.
Lincoln’s appealing slogan rests on two elementary assump-
tions. First, that there is a clear and visible distinction be-
tween sham and reality, between the lies a demagogue would
have us believe and the truths which are there all the time.
Second, that the people tend to prefer reality to sham, that
if offered a choice between a simple truth and a contrived
image, they will prefer the truth.

Neither of these any longer fits the facts. Not because peo-
ple are less intelligent or more dishonest. Rather because
great unforeseen changes—the great forward strides of
American civilization—have blurred the edges of reality.
The pseudo-events which flood our consciousness are neither
true nor false in the old familiar senses. The very same
advances which have made them possible have also made the
images—however planned, contrived, or distorted—more
vivid, more attractive, more impressive, and more persuasive
than reality itself.

We cannot say that we are being fooled. It is not entixely
inaccurate to say that we are being “informed.” This world
of ambiguity is created by those who believe they are in-
structing us, by our best public servants, and with our own
collaboration. Our problem is the harder to solve because it
is created by people working honestly and industriously at
respectable jobs. It is not created by demagogues or crooks,
by conspiracy or evil purpose. The efficient mass production
of pseudo-events—in all kinds of packages, in black-and-
white, in technicolor, in words, and in a thousand other forms
—is the work of the whole machinery of our society. It is
the daily product of men of good will. The media must be
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fed! The people must be informed! Most pleas for “more
information” are therefore misguided. So long as we define
information as 2 knowledge of pseudo-events, “more in-
formation” will simply multiply the symptoms without curing.
the disease.

The American citizen thus lives in a world where fantasy
is more real than reality, where the image has more dignity
thap its original. We hardly dare face our bewilderment,
because our ambiguous experience is s0 pleasantly iridescent,
and the solace of belief in contrived reality is so thoroughly
real. We have become eager accessories to the great hoaxes
of the age. These are the hoaxes We play on ourselves.

Pseudo-events from their very mature tend to be more
interesting and more attractive than spontaneous events.
Therefore in American public life today pseudo-events tend
to drive all other kinds of events out of our consciousness,
or at least to overshadow them. Earmest, well-informed
citizens seldom notice that their experience of spontaneous
events is buried by pseudo-events. Yet nowadays, the more
industriously they work at “informing” themselves the more
this tends to be true.

In bis mow-classic work, Public Opinion, Walter Lipp-
manp in 1922 began by distinguishing between “the world
outside and the pictures in our heads.” He defined a “ster?o—
type” as an oversimplified pattern that helps us find meaning
in the world. As examples he gave the crude “stereotypes
we carry about in our heads,” of large and varied classes
of people like “Germans,” “South Europeans,” “I\{egroes,”
«Harvard men,” “agitators,” etc. The stereotype, Lippmann
explained, satisfies our needs and helps us defend our preju-
dices by seeming to give definiteness and consistency to our
turbulent and disorderly daily experience. In one sense, of
course, stereotypes—the excessively simple, but easily
grasped images of racial, national, or religious groups—are
only another example of pseudo-events. But, ge-nera?ly
speaking, they are closer to propaganda. For they .SH.TlP]lfy
rather than complicate. Stereotypes narrow and limit ex-
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E;r;;cgem andemotxonelly satisfying way; but pseudo-events
v itse;'f an akcflramanze experience in an interesting way.
- makes pseudo-events far more seductive; in-
ecu.:ally t.hey are more defensible, more intricate, and
more intriguing. To discover how the stereotype is mz’ide-——
to unmask the sources of propaganda—is to make the stere
type less believable. Information zbout the staging rf "
pseu.do-event simply adds to its fascination. e
daL1p§nza§n’s description of stereotypes was helpful in its
ﬁog.d ;h 1:e Wrote i?efore Pseudo—events had come in full
i . Photographic Journehsm was then still in its infancy.
> ;,-,: ‘;;(:Z:Id -Phc;tgs had just been organized by The New
Times 19. The first wirephoto to att i
Fa}ttenuon was in 1924, when the Amirican Telep;f;e‘zjg
elegraph Company sent to The New York Times pictu
?;althe Regublilcan Convention in Cleveland which noiizlina::;
vin oolidge. Associated Press Pi i
eetabhshed in 1928. Life, the first widi?iizulszjc:c:re:kis
picture news magazine, appeared in 1936; Withi;; a d
it had a circulation of 1,000,000, and W1’th1n two 3 s
?,O()FO,OOO. Look followed, in 1937. The newsreel, oriOi}rri;lez’
gliateranej b?r Pathé, had been introduced to the t%Jnited
19725 :a di' in 1910. When Lippmann wrote his book in
tsl;v;‘ 0 was not yet reporting news to the consumer;
sion was of course unknown. ,
Iarllzceii | m;roveelenl_:s in vividoness amd speed, the en-
gement an n?ulupiymg of news-reporting media, and the
g;ll‘?ilci m:;;easmg news hunger now make Li};pmann’s
ant analysis of the stereotype a si
age. For stercotypes made ex;Zfient:ie ljaeﬁz;ytgfg?a: lmg;
Sls:;‘cfiz-e;:nlts Would' make.experience newly and satisf);ingly
o ne‘;v era,sQll Wlll IrWIf:t, writing in Collier’s, described
> 2 growing Pubhc demand for news as “a crying
E}r;iz; fwant of the mind, like hunger of the body.” Th:
o beyocgd nt;\:sc:ras 2 symptomn of expectations enlarged
far By Eacn'y of the patural world to satisfy. It
quired a synthetic product. It stirred am irrational and
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undiscriminating hunger for fancier, more varied items.
Stereotypes there bad been and always would be; but they
only dulled the palate for information. They were an opiate.
Pseudo-events whetted the appetite; they aroused nNEWS
hunger in the very act of satisfying it. )

In the age of pseudo-events it is less the artificial sim-
plification than the artificial complication of experience that
confuses us. Whenever in the public mind 2 pseudo—event
competes for attention with a spontaneous event in the same
field, the pseudo—event will tend to dominate. ‘What happens
on television will overshadow what happens off television.
Of course [ am concerned here not with our private worlds
but with our world of public affairs.

Here are some characteristics of pseudo—events which
make them overshadow spontaneous events:

(1) Pseudo-events are more dramatic. A television de-
bate between candidates can be planned to be MOIe
suspenseful (for example, by reserving questions

which are then popped suddenly) than a casual

encounter Or consecutive formal speeches planned

by each separately.
(2) Pseudo-events, being planned for dissemination, are
easier to disseminate and to make vivid. Participants

are selected for their pewsworthy and dramatic

interest. '

(3 Pseudo-gvents can be repeate
impression can be re-enforced.

(4) Pseudo-events cost money to create; hence somebody
has an interest in disseminating, magnifying, advertis-
ing, and extolling them as events worth watching or
worth believing. They are therefore advertised in ad-
vance, and rerun in order to get money’s worth.

(5) Pseudo-events, being planned for intelligibility, are
more intelligible and hence more reassuring. Even if
we cannot discuss intelligently the qualifications of
the candidates Or the comp]icated issues, we can at

d at will, and thus their
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least judge the effectiveness of a television per-
formance. How comforting to bave some political
matter we can grasp!

(6) Pseudo-events are more sociable, more comversable,
and more convenient to witness. Their occurrence is
planned for our comvenience. The Sunday news-
paper appears when we have a lazy morning for it.
Television programs appear when we are ready with
our glass of beer. In the office the mext morning,
Jack Paar’s (or any other star performer’s) regular
late-night show at the usual hour will overshadow
in conversation a casual event that suddenly came
up and had to find its way into the news.

(7) Knowledge of pseudo-events—of what has been re-
ported, or what has been staged, and how—becomes
the test of being “informed.” News magazines pro-
vide us regularly with quiz questions concerning not
what has happened but concerning “names in the
news”—what has been reported in the news maga-
zines. Pseudo-events begin to provide that “common
discourse” which some of my old-fashioned friends
have hoped to find in the Great Books.

(8) Finally, pseudo-events spawn other pseudo-events
in geometric progression. They dominate our con-
sciousness simply because there are more of them,
and ever more.

By this mew Gresham’s law of American public life,
counterfeit happenings tend to drive spontaneous happenings
out of circulation. The rise in the power and prestige of the
Presidency is due not only to the broadening powers of the
office and the need for quick decisions, but also to the rise
of centralized news gathering and broadcasting, and the in-
crease of the Washington press corps. The President has an
ever more ready, more frequent, and more centralized ac-
cess to the world of pseudo-events. A similar explanation

helps account for the rising prominence in recent years of
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the Congressional investigating committees. In many cases
these committees have virtually no legislative impulse, and
sometimes no intelligible legislative assignment. But they do
have an almost unprecedented power, possessed now by
no one else in the Federal government except the Presi-
dent, to make news. Newsmen support the committees be-
cause the committees feed the newsmen: they live together
in happy symbiosis. The battle for power among Washington
agencies becomes a contest to dominate the citizen’s informa-
tion of the government. This can most easily be done by fab-
ricating pseudo-events.

A perfect example of how pseudo-events can dominate
is the recent popularity of the quiz show format. Its original
appeal came less from the fact that such shows were tests
of intelligence (or of dissimulation) than from the fact
that the situations were elaborately contrived—with isolation
booths, armed bank guards, and all the rest—and they

purported to inform the public.

The application of the quiz show format to the so-called
“Great Debates” between Presidential candidates in the
election of 1960 is only another example. These four cam-
paign programs, pompously and self-righteously advertised
by the broadcasting networks, were remarkably successful
in reducing great national issues to trivial dimensions. With
appropriate vulgarity, they might have been called the
$400,000 Question (Prize: a $100,000-a-year job for four
years). They were a clinical example of the pseudo-event,
of how it is made, why it appeals, and of its consequences
for democracy in America.

In origin the Great Debates were confusedly collaborative
between politicians and news makers. Public interest cen-
tered around the pseudo-event itself: the lighting, make-up,
ground rules, whether notes would be allowed, etc. Far more
interest was shown in the performance than in what was
said. The pseudo-events spawned in turn by the Great De-
bates were numberless. People who had seen the shows read
about them the more avidly, and listened eagerly for inter-
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pretations by mews commentators. Representatives of both
parties made “statements” on the probable effects of the
debates. Numerous interviews and discussion programs were
‘broadcast exploring their meaning. Opinion polls kept us
informed on the nuances of our own and other people’s
reactions. Topics of speculation multiplied. Even the ques-
tion whether there should be a fifth debate became for a
while a lively “issue.” :

The drama of the situation was mostly specious, or at
least had an extremely ambiguous relevance to the main
(but forgotten) issue: which participant was better qualified
for the Presidency. Of course, a man’s ability, while standing
under klieg lights, without notes, to answer in two and a half
minutes a question kept secret until that moment, had only
the most dubious relevance—if any at all—to his real
qualifications to make deliberate Presidential decisions on
long-standing public questions after being instructed by a
corps of advisers. The great Presidents in our history (with
the possible exception of F.D.R.) would have done miser-
ably; but our most notorious demagogues would have shone.
A number of exciting pseudo-events were created—ifor ex-
ample, the Quemoy-Matsu issue. But that, too, was a good
example of a pseudo-event: it was created to be reported, it
concerned a then-quiescent problem, and it put into the most
factitious and trivial terms the great and real issue of our re-
lation to Communist China.

The television medium shapes this new kind of political
quiz-show spectacular in many crucial ways. Theodore H.
White has proven this with copious detail in his The Making
of the President: 1960 (1961). All the circumstances of this
particular competition for votes were far more novel than
the old word “debate” and the comparisons with the Lincoln-
Douglas Debates suggested. Kennedy’s great strength in the
critical first debate, according to White, was that he was in
fact not “debating” at all, but was seizing the opportunity to
address the whole nation; while Nixon stuck close to the is-
sues raised by bis opponent, rebutting them one by ome.
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Nixon, moreover, suffered a handicap that was serious only
on television: he has a light, naturally transparent skin. On
an ordinary camera that takes pictures by optical projection,
this skin photographs well. But a television camera projects
electronically, by an “image-orthicon tube” which has an
x-ray effect. This camera penetrates Nixon’s transparent skin
and brings out (even just after a shave) the tinjest hair grow-
ing in the follicles beneath the surface. For the decisive first’
program Nixon wore a make-up called “Lazy Shave” which
was ineffective under these conditions. He therefore looked
haggard and beavy-bearded by contrast to Kennedy, who
looked pert and clean-cut.

This greatest opportunity in American history to educate
the voters by debating the large issues of the campaign failed.
The main reason, as White points out, was the compulsions
of the medium. “The nature of both TV and radio is that
they abhor silence and ‘dead time.” All TV and radio dis-
cussion programs are compelled to snap question and answer
back and forth as if the contestants were adversaries in an
intellectual tennis match. Although every experienced news-
paperman and inquirer knows that the most thoughtful and
responsive answers to any difficult question come after long
pause, and that the longer the pause the more illuminating
the thought that follows it, nonetheless the electronic media
cannot bear to suffer a pause of more than five seconds; a
pause of thirty seconds of dead time on air seems intermina-
ble. Thus, snapping their two-and-a-half-minute answers
back and forth, both candidates could only react for the
cameras and the people, they could not think.” Whenever
either candidate found himself touching a thought too large
for two-minute exploration, he quickly retreated. Finally the
television-watching voter was left to judge, not on issues ex-
plored by thoughtful men, but on the relative capacity of the
two candidates to perform under television stress.

Pseudo-events thus lead to emphasis on pseudo-qualifica-
tions. Again the self-fulfilling prophecy. If we test Presiden-
tial candidates by their talents on TV quiz performances, we
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will, of course, choose presidents for precisely these qualifica-
tions. In a democracy, reality tends to conform to the pseudo-
event. Nature imitates art.

We are frustrated by our very efforts publicly to unmask
the pseudo-event. Whenever we describe the lighting, the
make-up, the studio setting, the rehearsals, etc., we simply
arouse more interest. One mewsman’s interpretation makes
us more eager to hear another’s. One commentator’s specu-
lation that the debates may have little significance makes us
curious to hear whether another commentator disagrees.

Pseudo-events do, of course, increase our illusion of grasp
on the world, what some have called the American illusion
of omnipotence. Perhaps, we come to think, the world’s
problems can really be settled by “statements,” by “Summit”
meetings, by a competition of “prestige,” by overshadowing
images, and by political quiz shows.

Once we have tasted the charm of pseudo-events, we are
tempted to believe they are the only important events. Our
progress poisons the sources of our experience. And the
poison tastes so sweet that it spoils our appetite for plain fact.
Our seeming ability to satisfy our exaggerated expectations
makes us forget that they are exaggerated.

2

From Hero to Celebrity:
The Human Pseudo-Event

“He’s the greatest!”
ANONYMOUS (BECOMING UNANIMOUS)

I THE last half century we have misled ourselves, not only
about how much novelty the world contains, but about men
themselves, and how much greatness can be found among
them. One of the oldest of man’s visions was the flash of
divinity in the great man. He seemed to appear for reasons
men could not understand, and the secret of his greatness
was God’s secret. His generation thanked God for him as for
the rain, for the Grand Canyon or the Matterborn, or for
being saved from wreck at sea.

Since the Graphic Revolution, however, much of our
thinking about human greatness has changed. Two centuries
ago when a great man appeared, people looked for God’s
purpose in him; today we look for his press agent. Shake-
speare, in the familiar Iines, divided great men into three
classes: those born great, those who achieved greatness, and
those who had greatness thrust upon them. It never occurred .
to him to mention those who hired public relations experts
and press secretaries to make themselves look great. Now it
is hard even to remember the time when the “Hall of Fame”
was only a metaphor, whose inhabitants were selected by

45
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the inscrutable processes of history instead of by an ad hoc
committee appointed to select the best-kmown names from
the media. |

The root of our problem, the social source of these exag-
gerated expectations, is in our novel power to make men
famous. Of course, there never was a time when “fame” was
precisely the same thing as “greatness.” But, until very
recently, famous men and great men were pretty nearly the
same group. “Fame,” wrote Milton, “is the spur the clear
spirit doth raise. . . . Fame is no plant that grows on mortal
soil.” A man’s name was not apt to become a household word
unless he exemplified greatness in some way or other. He
might be a Napoleon, great in power, a J. P. Morgan, great
in wealth, a St. Francis, great in virtue, or a Bluebeard, great
in evil. To become known to 2 whole people a man usually
had to be something of a hero: as the dictionary tells us, a
man “admired for his courage, nobility, or exploits.” The
war hero was the prototype, because the battle tested char-
acter and offered a stage for daring deeds.

-Before the Graphic Revolution, the slow, the “natural,”
way of becoming well known was the usual way. Of course,
there were a few men like the Pharaohs and Augustus and
the Shah Jahan, who built monuments in their own day to
advertise themselves to posterity. But a2 monument to com-
mand the admiration of a whole people was not quickly
built. Thus great men, like famous men, came into a nation’s
consciousness only slowly. The processes by which their
fame was made were as mysterious as those by which God
ruled the generations. The past became the natural habitat
of great men. The universal lament of aging men in all
epochs, then, is that greatness has become obsolete.

So it has been commonly believed, in the words of Genesis,
that “there were giants in the earth in those days”—in the
days before the Flood. Each successive age has believed
that heroes—great men- -dwelt mostly before its own time.
Thomas Carlyle, in his classic Heroes, Hero-Worship, and
the Heroic in History (1841), lamented that Napoleon was
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“our last great man!” Arthur M. Schiesinger, Jr., at the age
of 40, has noted with alarm in our day (1958) that while
“great men seemed to dominate our lives and shape our
destiny” when he was young, “Today no one bestrides our
narrow world like a colossus; we have no giants. . . .” This
traditional belief in the decline of greatness has expressed
the simple social fact that greatness has been equated with
fame, and fame could not be made overnight.

Within the last century, and especially since about 1900,
we seem to have discovered the processes by which fame is
manufactured. Now, at least in the United States, a man’s
name can become a household word overnight. The Graphic
Revolution suddenly gave us, among other things, the means
of fabricating well-knownness. Discovering that we (the
television watchers, the movie goers, radio listeners, and
newspaper and magazine readers) and our servants (the
television, movie, and radio producers, newspaper and maga-
zine editors, and ad writers) can so quickly and so effectively
give a man “fame,” we have willingly been misled into be-
Lieving that fame—well-knownness—is still a hallmark of
greatness. Our power to fill our minds with more and more
“big names™ has increased our demand for Big Names and
our willingness to confuse the Big Name with the Big Man.
Again mistaking our powers for our necessities, we have
filled our world with artificial fame.

Of course we do not like to believe that our admiration
is focused on a largely synthetic product. Having manu-
factured our celebrities, having willy-nilly made them our
cynosures—the guiding stars of our interest—we are tempted
to believe that they are not synthetic at all, that they are
somehow still God-made heroes who now abound with a
marvelous modern prodigality.

The folklore of Great Men survives. We still believe,
with Sydney Smith, who wrote in the early nineteenth century,
that “Great men hallow a whole people, and lift up all who
live in their time.” We still agree with Carlyle that “No
sadder proof can be given by a man of his own littleness than
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disbelief in great men. . . . Does not every true man feel
that he is himself made higher by doing reverence to that
which is really above him?” We still are told from the pulpit,
from Congress, from television screen and editorial page,
that the lives of great men “all remind us, we can make our
lives sublime.” Even in our twentieth-century age of doubt,
when morality itself has been in ill repute, we have desper-
ately held on to our belief in human greatness. For human
models are more vivid and more persuasive than explicit
moral commands. Cynics and intellectuals, too, are quicker
to doubt moral theories than to question the greatness of
their heroes. Agnostics and atheists may deny God, but they
are slow to deny divinity to the great agnostics and atheists.

While the folklore of hero-worship, the zestful search for
heroes, and the pleasure in reverence for herces remain, the
heroes themselves dissolve. The household names, the
famous men, who populate our consciousness are with few
exceptions not heroes at all, but an artificial new product—
a product of the Graphic Revolution in respomse to our
exaggerated expectations. The more readily we make them
and the more numerous they become, the less are they
worthy of our admiration. We can fabricate fame, we can
at will (though usually at considerable expense) make a
man or woman well known; but we cannot make him great.
We can make a celebrity, but we can never make a hero.
In a now-almost-forgotten sense, all heroes are self-made.

Celebrity-worship and hero-worship should not be con-
fused. Yet we confuse them every day, and by doing so we
come dangerously close to depriving ourselves of all real
models. We lose sight of the men and women who do not

simply seem great because they are famous but who are fa-

mous because they are great. We come closer and closer to
degrading all fame into notoriety.

In the last half century the old beroic human mold has
been broken. A new mold has been made. We have actually
demanded that this mold be made, so that marketable human
models—modern “heroes”—could be mass-produced, to
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satisfy the market, and without any hitches. The qualities
which now commonly make a man or woman into a “na-
tionally advertised” brand are in fact a mew category .of
human emptiness. Our new mold is shaped not of the stuff
of our familiar morality, nor even of the old familiar reality.
How has this happened?

I

THE TRADITIONAL heroic type included figures as diverse
as Moses, Ulysses, Aeneas, Jesus, Caesar, Mohammed, Joan
of Arc, Shakespeare, Washington, Napoleon, and Lincoln.
For our purposes it is sufficient to define a hero as 2 human
figure—real or imaginary or both—swho has shown greatness
in some achievement. He is a man or woman of great deeds.

Of course, many such figures remain. But if we took a
census of the names which populate the national conscious-
ness—of all those who mysteriously dwell at the same time
in the minds of all, or nearly all Americans—we would now
find the truly heroic figures in the old-fashioned mold to be
a smaller proportion than ever before. There are many
reasons for this.

In the first place, of course, our democratic beliefs and
our new scientific insights into human behavior have nibbled
away at the beroes we have inherited from the past. Belief
in the power of the common people to govern themselves,
which has brought with it a passion for buman equality,
has carried a distrust, or at least a suspicion of individual
heroic greatness. A democratic people are understandably
wary of finding too much virtue in their leaders, or of at- -
tributing too much of their success to their leaders. In the
twentieth century the rise of Mussoliniism, Hitlerism, Stalin-
ism, and of totalitarianism in general, has dramatized the
perils of any people’s credulity in the power of the Great
Leader. We have even come erroneously to believe that
because tyranny in our time has flourished in the name of
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the Duce, the Fiihrer, the omniscient, all-virtuous Commis-
sar, or the Dictatorship of the Proletariat, democracy must
therefore survive without Great Leaders.

Yet, long before Hitler or Stalin, the cuit of the individual
hero carried with it contempt for democracy. Hero-worship,
from Plato to Carlyle, was often a dogma of anti-democracy.
Aristocracy, even in the mild and decadent form in which
it survives in Great Britain today, is naturally more favorable
to belief in heroes. If one is accustomed to a Royal Family,
a Queen, and a House of Lords, one is less apt to feel himself
debased by bending the knee before any embodiment of
human greatness. Most forms of government depend on a
belief in a divine spark possessed by a favored few; but
American democracy is embarrassed in the charismatic
presence. We fear the man on horseback, the demigod, or
the dictator. And if we have had fewer Great Men than
have other peoples, it is perhaps because we have wanted,
or would allow ourselves to have, fewer. Our most admired
national heroes—Franklin, Washington, and Lincoln—are
generally supposed to possess the “common touch.” We
revere them, not because they possess charisma, divine favor,
a grace or talent granted them by God, but because they
embody popular virtues. We admire them, not because they
reveal God, but because they reveal and elevate ourselves.

While these democratic ideas have been arising, and while
popular government has flourished in the United States, the
growth of the social sciences has given us additional reasons
to be sophisticated about the hero and to doubt his essential
greatness. We now look on the hero as a common phenome-
non of all societies. We learn, as Lord Raglan, a recent
president of the Royal Anthropological Institute, pointed
out in The Hero (1936), that “tradition is never historical.”
Having examined a number of well-known heroes of tradi-
tion, he concludes that “there is no justification for believing
that any of these heroes were real persons, or that any of
the stories of their exploits had any historical foundation.
. . . these heroes, if they were genuinely heroes of tradition,
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were originally not men but gods . . . the stories were ac-
counts not of fact but of ritual—that is, myths.” Or we
learn from Joseph Campbeil's The Hero with a Thousand
Faces (1949) that all heroes—Oriental and Occidental,
modern, ancient, and primitive—are the multiforin expres-
sion of “truths disguised for us under the figures of religion
and mythology.” Following Freud, Campbell explains all
heroes as embodiments of a great “monomyth.” There are
always the stages of (1) separation or departure, (2) trials
and victories of initiation, and finally, (3) return and re-
integration with society. Nowadays it matters little whether
we see the hero exemplifying a universal falsehood or a
universal truth. In either case we now stand outside our-
selves. We see greatness as am iflusion; or, if it does exis:t,
we suspect we know its secret. We look with knowing disil-
lusionment on our admiration for Instorical figures who used
to embody greatness.

Just as the Bible is now widely viewed in enlightened
churches and synagogues as a composite document of out-
moded folk beliefs, which can nevertheless be appreciated
for its “spiritual inspiration” and “literary value”—so with
the folk hero. He is no longer naively seen as our champion.
We have become self-conscious about our admiration for all
models of human greatness. We know that somehow they
were not what they seem. They simply illustrate the laws
of social illusion.

The rise of “scientific” critical history and its handmaid,
critical biography, bas had the same effect. In Japan, by
contrast, the divine virtue of the Emperors has been pre-
served by declaring them off-limits for the critical biogra-
pher. Even the Meiji Emperor—the “Enlightened” Em-
peror, founder of modern Japan, who kept detailed journals
and left materials to delight a Western biographer—remains
unportrayed in an accurate critical account. In the United
States until the twentieth century it was usual for biographies
of public figures to be written by their admirers. These works
were commonly literary memorials, tokens of friendship, of
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family devotion, or of political piety. This was true even of

the better biographies. It was Henry Cabot Lodge, St., who
wrote the biography of Alexander Hamilton, Albert J.
Beveridge who wrote the fife of John Marshall, Douglas
Southall Freeman who enshrined Robert E. Lee, and Carl
Sandburg who wrote a monument to Lincoln. This has ceased
to be the rule. Nor is this due only to the new schools of
debunking biography (represented by Van Wyck Brooks’
Mark Twain (1920) and Henry James (1925), W. E.
Woodward’s George Washington (1926) and General Grant
(1928)) which grew in the jaundiced ’twenties. The ap-
pearance of American history as a recognized learned spe-
cialty in the early twentieth century has produced a new
flood of biographical works which are only rarely inspired
by personal admiration. Instead they are often merely pro-
fessional exercises; scholars ply their tools and the chips
fall where they may. We have thus learned a great deal more
about our national heroes than earlier generations cared to
know.

Meanwhile, the influence of Karl Marx, the rise of
economic determinism, a growing knowledge of economic
and social history, and an increased emphasis on social forces
bave made the individual leader seem less crucial. The
Pilgrim Fathers, we now are told, were simply representa-
tives of the restless, upheaving middle classes; their ideas
expressed the rising “Protestant Ethic,” which was the true
prophet of modern capitalism. The Founding Fathers of the
Constitution, Charles A. Beard and others have pointed out,
were little more than spokesmen of certain property interests.
'Andrew Jackson became only one of many possible expres-
sions of a rising West. The Frontier itself became the hero
instead of the men. “Isms,” “forces,” and “classes” have
spelled the death of the hero in our historical literature.

Under the hot glare of psychology and sociology the
heroes’ heroic qualities have been dissolved into a blur of
environmental influences and internal maladjustments. For
example, Charles Sumner (1811-1874), the aggressive
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abolitionist Senator from Massachusetts, who was beaten
over the head with a cane by Representative Preston S.
Brooks of South Carolina, had long been a hero of the
abolitionists, a martyr for the Northern cause. From the
excellent scholarly biography by David Donald in 1960,
Sumner emerges with barely a shred of nobility. He becomes
a refugee from an unhappy youth. His ambition now seems
to have stemmed from his early insecurity as the son of an
illegitimate father, a half-outcast from Cambridge society.
His principles in his later years (and his refusal to sit in the
Senate for many months after his beating) no longer express
a true Crusader’s passion. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
once eulogized Sumner:

So when a great man dies,

For years beyond our ken,

The light he leaves behind him lies
Upon the paths of men.

But now, in David Donald’s techrical phrase, Sumner’s con-
duct in his late years becomes 2 “post-traumatic syndrome.”

In these middle decades of the twentieth century the hero
has almost disappeared from our fiction as well. The central
figure in any serious book is more likely to be a victim. In
the plays of Tennessee Williams and Arthur Milier, in the
novels of Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, and John
O’Hara, the leading roles are played by men who suffer
from circumstances. Even the novelist’s imagination is now
staggered by the effort to comjure up human greatness.

Today every American, child or adult, encounters a vastly
Jarger number of names, faces, and voices than at any earlier
period or in any other country. Newspapers, magazines,
second-class mail, books, radio, television, telepbone, phono-
graph records—these and other vehicles confront us with
thousands of names, people, or fragments of people. In our
always more overpopulated comsciousness, the hero every
year becomes less significant. Not only does the newspaper
or magazine reader or television watcher see the face
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and hear the voice of his President and the President’s wife
and family; he also sees the faces and hears the voices of bis
cabinet members, undersecretaries, Senators, Congressmen,
and of their wives and children as well. Improvements in
public education, with the always increasing emphasis on
recent events, dilute the consciousness. The titanic figure s
now only one of thousands. This is ever more true as we
secure a smaller proportion of our information from books.
The hero, like the spontaneous event, gets lost in the con-
gested traffic of pseudo-events.

11

THE HEROES of the past, then, are dissolved before our eyes
or buried from our view. Except perhaps in wartime, we
find it hard to produce new heroes to replace the old.
We have made peculiar difficulties for ourselves by our
fantastic rate of progress in science, technology, and the
social sciences. The great deeds of our time are now ac-
complished on urintelligible frontiers. When heroism ap-
peared as it once did mostly on the battlefield or in personal
combat, everybody could understand the heroic act. The
claim of the martyr or the Bluebeard to our admiration o1
horror was easy enough to grasp. When the dramatic ac-
complishment was an incandescent lamp, a steam engine, a
telegraph, or an automobile, everybody could understand
what the great man had accomplished. This is no longer
true. The heroic thrusts now occur in the laboratory, among
cyclotrons and betatrons, whose very names are popular
symbols of scientific mystery. Even the most dramatic, best-
publicized adventures into space are on the edges of our
comprehension. There are still, of course, rare exceptions—
a Dr. Albert Schweitzer or 2 Dr. Tom Dooley—whose
heroism is intelligible. But these only illustrate that intel-
ligible heroism now occurs almost exclusively on the field
of sainthood or martyrdom. There mo progress has been
made for millennia. In the great areas of buman progress,
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in science, technology, and the social sciences, our brave
twentieth-century innovators work in the twilight just beyond
our understanding. This has obviously always been true to
some extent; the work of profound thinkers has seldom been
more than half-intelligible to the lay public. But never so
much as today.

Despite the best efforts of ingenious and conscientious
science reporters (now a profession all their own) our im-

‘ventors and discoverers remain in the penumbra. With every

decade popular education falls farther behind technology.
Sir Isaac Newton’s Principia Mathematica was popularized
“for ladies and gentlemen” who glimpsed the crude gist of
his ideas. But how many “popular” lecturers—even so
crudely—have explained Einstein’s theory of relativity?
Nowadays our interest lies primarily in the mystery of the
new findings. Fantastic possibilities engage our imagination
without taxing our understanding. We acclaim the fiights of
Yuri Gagarin and Alan Shepard without quite grasping
what they mean.

Not only in science are the frontiers less intelligible. Per-
haps most worshipers in Florence could grasp the beauty of
a painting by Cimabue or Giotto. How many New Yorkers
today can understand a J ackson Pollock or a Rothko?

Our idolized writers are esoteric. How many can find
their way in Joyce’s Ulysses or Finnegans Wake? Our most
honored literati are only half-intelligible to nearly all the
educated community. How many understand a T. S. Eliot,
a William Faulkner, a St. John Perse, a Quasimodo? Qur
great artists battle on a landscape we camnot chart, with
weapons we do not comprehend, against adversaries we find
unreal. How can we make them our heroes?

As collaborative work increases in science, literature,
and social sciences, we find it ever harder to isolate the
individual hero for our admiration. The first nuclear chain
reaction (which made the atom bomb and atomic power
possible) was the product of a huge organization dispersed
over the country. Who was the hero of the enterprise? Ein-
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stein, without whose theoretical boldness it would not have
been conceivable? Or General Grove? Or Enrico Fermi?
The social scientists’ research enterprises have also become
projects. An American Dilermma, the monumental study of
the Negro and American democracy that was sponsored
by the Cammegie Corporation, was the combined product of
dozens of individual and collaborative studies. Gunnar
Myrdal, director of the project and principal author of the
book, played much the same role that the chairman of the
board of directors does in a large corporation. The written
works which reach the largest number of people in the United
States today—advertisements and political speeches—are
generally assumed to be collaborative work. The candidate
making an eloquent campaign speech is admired for his
administrative ingenuity in collecting a good team of speech
writers. We cannot read books by our public figures, even
their autobiographies and most private memoirs, without
being haunted by their ghost writers.

In the United States we have, in a word, witnessed the
decline of the “folk” and the rise of the “mass.” The usually
illiterate folk, while unself-conscious, was creative in its own
special ways. Its characteristic products were the spoken
word, the gesture, the song: folklore, folk dance, folk song.
The folk expressed itself. Its products are still gathered by
scholars, antiquarians, and patriots; it was a voice. But the
mass, in our world of mass media and mass circulation, is
the target and not the arrow. It is the ear and not the voice.
The mass is what others aim to reach—by print, photograph,
immage, and sound. While the folk created heroes, the mass
can only look and listen for them. It is waiting to be shown
and to be told. Our society, to which the Soviet notion of
“the masses” is so irrelevant, still is governed by our own
idea of the mass. The folk had a universe of its own creation,
its own world of giants and dwarfs, magicians and witches.
The mass lives in the very different fantasy world of pseudo-
events. The words and images which reach the mass disen-
chant big names in the very process of copjuring them up.
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OUR AGE has produced a new kind of eminence. This is as
characteristic of our culture and our century as was the
divinity of Greek gods in the sixth century B.C. or the chivairy
of knights and courtly lovers in the middle ages. It has not
yet driven heroism, sainthood, or martyrdom completely out
of our consciousness. But with every decade it overshadows
them more. All older forms of greatness mow survive only
in the shadow of this new form. This new kind of eminence
is “celebrity.”

The word “celebrity” (from the Latin celebritas for
“multitude” or “fame” and celeber meaning “frequented,”
“populous,” or “famous”) originally meant not a person but
a condition—as the Oxford English Dictionary says, “the
condition of being much talked about; famousness, noto-
riety.” In this sense its use dates from at least the early
seventeenth century. Even then it had a weaker meaning
than “fame” or “renown.” Matthew Armold, for example,
remarked in the nineteenth century that while the philoso-
pher Spinoza’s followers had “celebrity,” Spinoza himself
had “fame.” :

For us, however, “celebrity” means primarily a person
—*“a person of celebrity.” This usage of the word signifi-
cantly dates from the early years of the Graphic Revolution,
the first example being about 1850. Emerson spoke of
“the celebrities of wealth and fashion™ (1848). Now Ameri-
can dictionaries define a celebrity as “a famous or well-
publicized person.”

The celebrity in the distinctive modern sense could not
have existed in any earlier age, or in America before the
Graphic Revolution. The celebrity is a person who is known
for his well-knownness.

His qualities—or rather his lack of qualities—illustrate
our peculiar problems. He is neither good nor bad, great
nor petty. He is the human pseudo-event. He has been
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fabricated on purpose to satisfy our exaggerated expectations

of human greatness. He is morally neutral. The product of

1o conspiracy, of no group promoting vice or emptiness, he
is made by honest, industrious men of high professional
ethics doing their job, “informing” and educating us. He is
made by all of us who willingly read about him, who like to
see him on television, who buy recordings of his voice, and
talk about him to our friends. His relation to morality and
even to reality is highly ambiguous. He is like the woman
in an Elinor Glyn novel who describes another by -saying,
“She is like a figure in an Elinor Glyn novel.”

The massive Celebrity Register (1959), compiled by Earl
Blackwell and Cleveland Amory, now gives us a well-
documented definition of the word, illustrated by over 2,20¢
biographies. “We think we have a better yardstick than the
Social Register, ot Who's Who, or any such book,” they
explain. “Our point is that it is impossible to be -accurate
in listing a2 man’s social standing—even if anyone cared; and
it’s impossible to list accurately the success or value of men:;
but you can judge a man as a celebrity—all you have to do
is weigh his press clippings.” The Celebrity Register's alpha-
betical order shows Mortimer Adler followed by Polly Adler,
the Dalai Iama listed beside TV comedienne Dagmar,
Dwight Eisenhower preceding Anita Ekberg, ex-President
Herbert Hoover following ex-torch singer Libby Holman,
Pope John XXIII coming after Mr. John the hat designer,
and Bertrand Russell followed by Jane Russell. They are
all celebrities. The well-knownness which they have in com-
mon overshadows everything else.

The advertising world has proved the market appeal of
celebrities. In trade jargon celebrities are “big names.” En-~
dorsement advertising not only uses celebrities; it helps make
them. Anything that makes a well-known name still better
known automatically raises its status as a celebrity. The old
practice, well established before the nineteenth century, of
declaring the prestige of a product by the phrase “By
Appointment to His Majesty” was, of course, a kind of use
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of the testimonial endorsement. But the King was in fact
a great person, one of illustrious lineage and with impressive
actual and symbolic powers. The King was not a venal
endorser, and he was likely to use only superior products.
He was not a mere celebrity. For the test of celebrity is
nothing more than well-knownness.

Studies of biographies in popular magazines suggest that
editors, and supposedly also readers, of such magazines not
long ago shifted their attention away from the old-fashioned
hero. From the person known for some serious achievement,
they have turned their biographical interests to the new-
fashioned celebrity. Of the subjects of biographical articles
appearing in the Saturday Evening Post and the now-defunct
Collier’s in five sample years between 1901 and 1914, 74
per cent came from politics, business, and the professions.
But after about 1922 well over half of them came from the
world of entertainment. Even among the entertainers an
ever decreasing proportion has come from the serious arts—
literature, fine arts, music, dance, and theater. An ever in-
creasing proportion (in recent years pearly all) comes from
the fields of light entertainment, sports, and the night club
circuit. In the earlier period, say before World War I, the
larger group included figures like the President of the United
States, a Senator, a State Governor, the Secretary of the
Treasury, the banker J. P. Morgan, the railroad magnate
James J. Hill, a pioneer in aviation, the inventor of the
torpedo, a Negro educator, an immigrant scientist, an opera
singer, a famous poet, and a popular fiction writer. By the
1940’s the larger group included figures like the boxer Jack
Johnson, Clark Gable, Bobby Jones, the movie actresses
Brenda Joyce and Brenda Marshall, William Powell, the
woman matador Conchita Cintron, the night club entertainer
Adelaide Moffett, and the gorilla Toto. Some analysts say
the shift is primarily the sign of a new focus of popular at-
teption away from production and toward consumption. But
this is oversubtle. ' )

A simpler explanation is that the machinery of information
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has brought into being a new substitute for the hero, who is
the celebrity, and whose main characteristic is bis well-
knownness. In the democracy of pseudo-events, anyone can
become a celebrity, if only he can get into the news and
stay there. Figures from the world of entertainment and
sports are most apt to be well known. If they are successful
enough, they actually overshadow the real figures they por-
tray. George Arliss overshadowed Disraeli, Vivian Leigh
overshadowed Scarlett O’Hara, Fess Parker overshadowed
Davy Crockett. Since their stock in trade is their well-
knownness, they are most apt to have energetic press agents
keeping them in the public eye.

It is hardly surprising then that magazine and newspaper
readers no longer find the lives of their heroes instructive.
Popular biographies can offer very little in the way of solid
information. For the subjects are themselves mere figments
of the media. If their lives are empty of drama or achieve-
ment, it is only as we might have expected, for they are not
known for drama or achievement. They are celebrities. Their
chief claim to fame is their fame itself. They are notorious
for their notoriety. If this is puzzling or fantastic, if it is mere
tautology, it is no more puzzling or fantastic or tautologous
than much of the rest of our experience. Our experience
tends more and more to become tautology—needless repe-
tition of the same in different words and images. Perhaps
what ails us is not so much a vice as a “nothingness.” The
vacuum of our experience is actually made emptier by our
anxious strajning with mechanical devices to fill it artificially.
What is remarkable is not only that we manage to fill ex-
perience with so much emptiness, but that we manage to
give the emptiness such appealing variety.

We can hear ourselves straining. “He’s the greatest!” Our
descriptions of celebrities overflow with superlatives. In
popular magazine biographies we learn that a Dr. Brinkley is
the “best-advertised doctor in the United States”; an actor is
the “luckiest man in the movies today”; a Ringling is “not
only the greatest, but the first real showman in the Ringling
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family”; a general is “one of the best mathematicians this
side of Einstein”; a columnist has “one of the strangest of
courtships”; a statesman has “the world’s most exciting job”;
a sportsman is “the loudest and by all odds the most
abusive”; a newsman is “one of the most consistently resent-
ful men in the country”; a certain ex-King’s mistress is “one
of the unhappiest women that ever Lived.” But, despite the
“supercolossal” on the label, the contents are very ordinary.
The lives of celebrities which we like to read, as Leo
Lowenthal remarks, are a mere catalogue of “hardships”
and “breaks.” These men and women are “the proved
specimens of the average.”

No longer extermal sources which fill us with purpose,
these new-model “heroes” are receptacles into which we
pour our own purposelessness. They are nothing but our-
selves seen in a magnifying mirror. Therefore the lives of
entertainer-celebrities cannot extend our horizon. Celebrities
populate our horizon with men and women we already know.
Or, as an advertisement for the Celebrity Register cogently
puts it, celebrities are “the ‘names’ who, once made by news,
now make news by themselves.” Celebrity is made by simple
familiarity, induced and re-enforced by public means. The
celebrity therefore is the perfect embodiment of tautology:
the most familiar is the most fami]iar‘;

1V

THE HERO was distinguished by his achievement; the celeb-
rity by his image or trademark. The hero created himself;
the celebrity is created by the media. The hero was a big
man; the celebrity is a big name.

Formerly, a public man needed a private secretary for a
barrier between himself and the public. Nowadays he has a
press secretary, to keep him properly in the: public eye. Be-
fore the Graphic Revolution (and still in countries which
have not undergone that revolution) it was a mark of solid
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distinction in 2 man or a family to keep out of the news.
A lady of aristocratic pretensions was supposed to get her
name in the papers only three times: when she was born,
when she married, and when she died. Now the families who
are Society are by definition those always appearing in the
papers. The man of truly heroic stature was once supposed
to be marked by scom for publicity. He quietly relied on the
power of his character or his achievement.

In the South, where the media developed more slowly
than elsewhere in the country, where cities appeared later,
and where life was dominated by rural ways, the celebrity
grew more slowly. The old-fashioned hero was romanticized.
In this as in many other ways, the Confederate General
Robert E. Lee was one of the last surviving American models
of the older type. Among his many admirable qualities,
Southern compatriots admired nome more than his retire-
ment from public view. He had the reputation for never
having given a newspaper interview. He steadfastly refused
to write his memoirs. “I should be trading on the blood of
my men,” he said. General George C. Marshall (1880-
1959) is a more recent and more anachronistic example.
He, too, shunned publicity and refused to write his memoirs,
even while other generals were serializing theirs in the news-
papers. But by his time, few people any longer considered
this reticence a virtue. His old-fashioned unwillingness to
enter the publicity arena finally left him a victim of the
slanders of Senator Joseph McCarthy and others.

The hero was born of time: his gestation required at least
a generation. As the saying went, he had “stood the test of
time.” A maker of tradition, he was himself made by tradi-
tion. He grew over the gemerations as people found new
virtues in him and attributed to him new exploits. Receding
into the misty past he became more, and not less, heroic.
It was not necessary that his face or figure have a sharp, well-
delineated outline, nor that his life be footnoted. Of course
there could not have been any photographs of him, and
often there was not even a likeness. Men of the last century
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were more heroic than those of today; men of antiquity were
still more heroic; and those of pre-history became demigods.
The hero was always somehow ranked among the ancients.

The celebrity, on the contrary, is always a contemporary.
The hero is made by folklore, sacred texts, and history
books, but the celebrity is the creature of gossip, of public
opinion, of magazines, newspapers, and the ephemeral
images of movie and television screen. The passage of time,
which creates and establishes the hero, destroys the celebrity.
Oune is made, the other unmade, by repetition. The celebrity
is born in the daily papers and never loses the mark of his
fleeting origin.

The very agency which first makes the cclebnty in the
long run inevitably destroys him. He will be destroyed, as
he was made, by publicity. The newspapers make him, and
they unmake him—not by murder but by suffocation or
starvation. No one is more forgotten than the last genera-
tion’s celebrity. This fact explains the newspaper feature
“Whatever Became Of . . . 7’ which amuses us by accounts
of the present obscurity of former celebrities. One can always
get a laugh by referring knowingly to the once-household
names which have lost their celebrity in the last few decades:
Mae Bush, William S. Hart, Clara Bow. A woman reveals
her age by the celebrities she knows.

There is not even any tragedy in the celebrity’s fall, for
he is a man returned to his proper anonymous station. The
tragic hero, in Aristotle’s familiar definition, was a man
fallen from great estate, a great man with a tragic flaw. He
bad somehow become the victim of his own  greatness.
Yesterday’s celebrity, however, is a commonplace man who
has been fitted back into his proper commonplaceness not
by any fault of his own, but by time itself.

The dead hero becomes immortal. He becomes more
vital with the passage of time. The celebrity even in his
fifetime becomes passé: he passes out of the picture. The
white glare of publicity, which first gave him his specious
brilliance, soon melts him away. This was so even when the




From Hero to Celebrity:

64
only vehicles of publicity were the magazine and the news-
paper. Still more now with our vivid round-the-clock media,
with radio and television. Now when it is possible, by bring-
ing their voices and images daily into our living rooms, to
make celebrities more quickly than ever before, they die
more quickly than ever. This has been widely recognized by
entertainment celebrities and politicians. President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt was careful to space out his fireside chats
so the citizenry would not tire of him. Some comedians (for
example, Jackie Gleason in the mid-1950’s) have found that
when they have weekly programs they reap quick and
remunerative notoriety, but that they soon wear out their
images. To extend their celebrity-lives, they offer their
images more sparingly-—once a month or once every two
months instead of once a week.

There is a subtler difference between the personality of
the hero and that of the celebrity. The figures in each of the
two classes become assimilated to one another, but in two
rather different ways. Heroes standing for greatmess in the
traditional mold tend to become colorless and cliché. The
greatest heroes have the least distinctiveness of face or figure.
We may show our reverence for them, as we do for God, by
giving them beards. Yet we find it hard to imagine that Moses
or Jesus could have had other special facial characteristics.
The hero while being thus idealized and generalized loses
his individuality. The fact that George Washington is pot a
vivid personality actually helps him serve as the heroic
Father of Our Country. Perhaps Emerson meant just this
when he said that finally every great hero becomes a great
bore. To be a great hero is actually to become lifeless; to
become a face on a coin or a postage stamp. It is to become
a Gilbert Stuart’s Washington. Contemporaries, however,
and the celebrities made of them, suffer from idiosyncrasy.
They are too vivid, too individual to be polished into a
symmetrical Greek statue. The Graphic Revolution, with
its klieg lights on face and figure, makes the images of dif-
ferent men more distinctive. This itself disqualifies them
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from becoming heroes or demigods.

While heroes are assimilated to one another by the great
simple virtues of their character, celebrities are differentiated
mainly by trivia of personality. To be kmown for your
personality actually proves you a celebrity. Thus a synonym
for “a celebrity” is “a personality.” Entertainers, then, are
best qualified to become celebrities because they are skilled
in the marginal differentiation of their personalities. They

succeed by skillfully distinguishing themselves from others -

essentially like them. They do this by minutiae of grimace,
gesture, language, and voice. We identify Jimmy (‘“‘Schnoz-
zola”) Durante by his nose, Bob Hope by his fixed smile,

Jack Bemny by his stinginess, Jack Paar by his rudeness, -

Jackie Gleason by his waddle, Imogene Coca by her bangs.

With the mushroom-fertility of all pseudo-events, celebri-
ties tend to breed more celebrities. They help make and cele-
brate and publicize one another. Being known primarily for
their well-knownness, celebrities intensify their celebrity
images simply by becoming widely known for relations
among themselves. By a kind of symbiosis, celebrities live off
one another. One becomes better known by being the habit-
ual butt of another’s jokes, by being another’s paramour or
ex-wife, by being the subject of another’s gossip, or even by
being ignored by another celebrity. Elizabeth Taylor’s
celebrity appeal has consisted less perhaps in her own talents
as an actress than in her connections with other celebrities—
Nick Hilton, Mike Todd, and Eddie Fisher. Arthur Miller,
the playwright, became a “real” celebrity by his marriage to
Marilyn Monroe. When we talk or read or write about
celebrities, our emphasis on their marital relations and sexunal
habits, on their tastes in smoking, drinking, dress, sports
cars, and interior decoration is our desperate effort to dis-
tinguish among the indistinguishable. How can those com-
monplace people like us (who, by the grace of the media,
happened to become celebrities) be made to seem more in-
teresting or bolder than we are?
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As OTHER PSEUDO-EVENTS in our day tend to overshadow
spontaneous events, so celebrities (who are human pseudo-
events) tend to overshadow heroes. They are more up-to-
date, more nationally advertised, and more apt to have press
agents. And there are far more of them. Celebrities die
quickly but they are still more quickly replaced. Every year
we experience a larger number than the year before.

Just as real events tend to be cast in the mold of pseudo-
events, so in our society heroes survive by acquiring the
qualities of celebrities. The best-publicized seems the most
authentic experience. If someone does a heroic deed in our
time, all the machinery of public information—press, pulpit,
radio, and television—soon transform him into a celebrity.
If they cannot succeed in this, the would-be hero disappears
from public. view.

A dramatic, a tragic, example is the career of Charles A.
Lindbergh. He performed singlehanded ope of the heroic
deeds of this century. His deed was heroic in the best epic
mold. But he became degraded into a celebrity. He then
ceased to symbolize the virtues to which his heroic deed gave
him a proper claim. He became filled with emptiness; then
he disappeared from view. How did this happen?

On May 21, 1927, Charles A. Lindbergh made the first

nonstop solo flight from Roosevelt Field, New York, to Le -

Bourget Air Field, Paris, in a monoplane, “The Spirit of St.
Louis.” This was plainly a heroic deed in the classic sense;
it was a deed of valor—alone against the elements. In a
dreary, unheroic decade Lindbergh’s flight was a lightning
flash of individual courage. Except for the fact of his flight,
Lindbergh was a commonplace persomn. Twenty-five years
old at the time, he had been born in Detroit and raised in
Minnesota. He was not a great inventor or a leader of men.
He was not extraordinarily intelligent, eloquent, or ingenious.
Like many another young man in those years, he had a

The Human Pseudo-Event 6 ~

fanatical love of flying. The air was his element. There be
showed superiative skill and extraordinary courage—even
to foolhardiness.

He was an authentic hero. Yet this was not enough. Or
perhaps it was too rauch. For he was destined to be made
into a mere celebrity; and he was to be the American celeb-
rity par excellence. His rise and fail as a hero, his tribulations,
his transformation, and his rise and decline as a celebrity are
beautifully told in Kenneth S. Davis’ biography.

Lindbergh himself had not failed to predict that his exploit
would put him in the news. Before leaving New York he had
sold to The New York Times the exclusive story of his flight.
A supposedly naive and diffident boy, on his arrival in Paris
he was confronted by a crowd of newspaper reporters at a
press conference in Ambassador Myron T. Herrick’s resi-
dence. But he would not give out any statement until he had
clearance from the Times representative. He had actually
subscribed to a newspaper clipping service, the clippings to
be sent to his mother, who was then teaching school in
Minnesota. With uncanny foresight, however, he had limited
his subscriptions to clippings to the value of $50. (This did
not prevent the company, doubtless seeking publicity as well
as money, from suing him for not paying them for clippings
beyond the specified amount.) Otherwise he might have had
to spend the rest of his life earning the money to pay for
clippings about himself.

Lindbergh’s newspaper success was unprecedented. The
morning after his flight The New York Times, a model of
journalistic sobriety, gave him the whole of its first five pages,
except for a few ads on page five. Other papers gave as much
or more. Radio commentators talked of him by the hour.
But there was not much hard news available. The flight was
a relatively simple operation, lasting only thirty-three and a
half hours. Lindbergh had told reporters in Paris just about
all there was to tell. During his twenty-five years he had led
a relatively uneventful life. He had few quirks of face, of
figure, or of personality; little was known about his character.
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Some young women called him “tall and handsome,” but his
physical averageness was striking. He was the boy next door.
To tell about this young man on the day after his flight, the
nation’s newspapers used 25,000 tons of newsprint more
than usual. In many places sales were two to five times
pormal, and might bave been higher if the presses could
have turned out more papers.

When Lindbergh returned to New York on June 13, 1927,
The New York Times gave its first sixteen pages the next
morning almost exclusively to news about him. At the testi-
monial dinner in Lindbergh’s honor at the Hotel Commodore
(reputed to be the largest for an individual “in modern his-
tory”) Charles Evans Hughes, former Secretary of State, and
about to become Chief Justice of the United States, delivered
an extravagant eulogy. With unwitting precision he char-
acterized the American hero-turned-celebrity: “We measure
heroes as we do ships, by their displacement. Colonel Lind-
bergh has displaced everything.”

Lindbergh was by now the biggest human pseudo-event of
modern times. His achievement, actually because it had been
accomplished so neatly and with such spectacular simplicity,
offered little spontaneous news. The biggest news about Lind-
bergh was that he was such big news. Pseudo-events multi-
plied in more than the usual geometric progression, for Lind-
bergh’s well-knownness was so sudden and so overwhelming.
It was easy to make stories about what a big celebrity he was;
how this youth, unknown a few days before, was now a house-
hold word; how he was received by Presidents and Kings and
Bishops. There was little else one could say about him. Lind-
bergh’s singularly impressive heroic deed was soon far over-
shadowed by his even more impressive publicity. If well-
knownness made a celebrity, here was the greatest. Of course
it was remarkable to fly the ocean by oneself, but far more
remarkable thus to dominate the news. His stature as hero
was nothing compared with his stature as celebrity. All the
more because it had happened, literally, overnight.

A large proportion of the news soon consisted of stories
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of how Lindbergh reacted to the “news” and to the publicity
about himself. People focused their admiration on how ad-

mirably Lindbergh responded to publicity, how gracefully

he accepted his role of celebrity. “Quickie” biographies ap-
peared. These were little more than digests of newspaper
accounts of the publicity jags during Lindbergh’s ceremonial
visits to the capitals of Europe and the United States. This
was the celebrity after-life of the heroic Lindbergh. This was
the tautology of celebrity.

During the next few years Lindbergh stayed in the public
eye and remained a celebrity primarily because of two
events. One was his marriage on May 27, 1929, to the culti-
vated and pretty Anne Morrow, daughter of Dwight Morrow,
a Morgan partner, then Ambassador to Mezxico. Now it was
“The Lone Eagle and His Mate.” As a newlywed he was
more than ever attractive raw material for news. The maud-
lin pseudo-events of romance were added to all the rest. His
newsworthiness was revived. There was no escape. Un-
daunted newsmen, thwarted in efforts to secure interviews
and lacking solid facts, now made columns of copy from
Lindbergh’s efforts to keep out of the news! Some news-
papermen, lacking other material for speculation, cymically
suggested that Lindbergh’s attempts to dodge reporters were
motivated by a devious plan to increase his news-interest.
When Lindbergh said be would co-operate with sober, re-
spectable papers, but not with others, those left out pyra-
mided his rebuffs into more news than his own statements
would bave made. '

The second event which kept Lindbergh alive as a celeb-
rity was the kidnaping of his infant son. This occurred at
his new country house at Hopewell, New Jersey, on the night
of March 1, 1932. For almost five years “Lindbergh” had
been an empty receptacle into which news makers had
poured their concoctions—saccharine, maudlin, legendary,
slanderous, adulatory, or only fantastic. Now, when all other
news-making possibilities seemed exhausted, his family was
physically consumed. There was a good story in it. Here was
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“blood sacrifice,” as Kenneth S. Davis calls it, to the gods of
publicity. Since the case was never fully solved, despite the
execution of the supposed kidnaper, no ome can know
whether the child would have been returned unharmed if the
press and the public had behaved differently. But the press
(with the collaboration of the bungling police) who had ua-
wittingly destroyed real clues, then garnered and publicized
innumerable false clues, and did nothing solid to help. They
exploited Lindbergh’s personal catastrophe with more than
their usual epergy.

In its way the kidnaping of ‘Lindbergh’s son was as spec-
tacular as Lindbergh’s transatlantic flight. In neither case was
there much hard news, but this did not prevent the filling of
newspaper columns. City editors now gave orders for no
space limit on the kidnaping story. “I can’t think of any story
that would compare with it,” observed the general news
manager of the United Press, “unless America should enter
a war.” Hearst’s INS photo service assigned its whole staff.
They chartered two ambulances which, with sirens scream-
ing, shuttled between Hopewell and New York City carrying
photographic equipment out to the Lindbergh estate, and on
the way back to the city served as mobile darkrooms in which
pictures were developed and printed for delivery on arrival.
For on-the-spot reporting at Hopewell, INS had an additional
five men with three automobiles. United Press had six men
and three cars; the Associated Press had four men, two
women, and four cars. By midnight of March 1 the New
York Daily News had nine reporters at Hopewell, and three
more arrived the next day; the New York American had a
dozen (including William Randolph Hearst, Jr., the paper’s
president); the New York Herald T ribune, four; the New
York World-Telegram, The New York Times, and the
Philadelphia Ledger, each about ten. This was only a begin-
ning.

The next day the press agreed to Lindbergh’s request to
stay off the Hopewell grounds in order to encourage the
kidnaper to return the child. The torrent of news did not

stop. Within twenty-four hours INS sent over its wires
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50,000 words (enough to fill a small volume) about the
crime, 30,000 words the foliowing day, and for some time
thereafter 10,000 or more words a day. The Associated
Press and United Press served their subscribers just as well.
Many papers gave the story the whole of the front page, plus
inside carry-overs, for a full week. There were virtually no
new facts available. Still the news poured forth—pseudo-
events by the score—clues, rumors, local color features, and
what the trade calls “think” pieces.

Soon there was almost nothing more to be done journalis-
tically with the crime itself. There was little more to be re-
ported, invented, or conjectured. Interest then focused on a
number of sub-dramas created largely by newsmen them-
selves. These were stories about how the original event was
being reported, about the mix-up among the different police
that had entered the case, and about who would or should
be Lindbergh’s spokesman to the press world and his go-
between with the kidnaper. Much news interest still
centered on what a big story all the news added up to, and
on how Mr. and Mrs. Lindbergh reacted to the publicity.

At this point the prohibition era crime celebrities came
into the picture. “Salvy” Spitale and Irving Bitz, New York
speakeasy owners, briefly held the spotlight. They had been
suggested by Morris Rosner, who, because he had under-
world connections, soon became a kind of personal secretary
to the Lindberghs. Spitale and Bitz earned headlines for
their effort to make contact with the kidnapers, then sus-
pected to be either the notorious Purple Gang of Detroit or
Al Capone’s mob in Chicago. The two go-betweens became
big names, until Spitale bowed out, appropriately enough,
at a press conference. There he explained: “If it was some-
one I knew, I'll be' God-damned if I wouldn’t name him. I
been in touch all around, and I come to the conclusion that
this one was pulled by an independent.” Al Capone himself,
more a celebrity than ever, since he was about to begin a
Federal prison term for income-tax evasion, increased his
own newsworthiness by trying to lend a hand. In an inter-
view with the “serious” columnist Arthur Brisbane of the
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Hearst papers, Capone offered $10,000 for information lead-
ing to the recovery of the child unharmed and to the capture
of the kidnapers. It was even hinted that to free Capone
might help recover the child.

The case itself produced a spate of new celebrities, whose
significance no one quite understood but whose newsworthi-
mess itself made them important. These included Colonel H.
Norman Schwarzkopf, commander of the New Jersey State
Police; Harry Wolf, Chief of Police in Hopewell; Betty Gow,
the baby’s murse; Colonel Breckenridge, Lindbergh’s per-
sonal counsel; Dr. J. F. (“Jafsie”) Condon, a retired Bronx
schoolteacher who was a volunteer go-between (he offered
'to add to the ransom money his own $1,000 life savings “so
a loving mother may again have her child and Colonel Lind-
bergh may know that the American people are grateful for
the honor bestowed on them by his pluck and daring”);
John Hughes Curtis, a half-demented Norfolk, Virginia, boat-
builder who pretended to reach the kidpapers; Gaston B.
Means (author of The Strange Death of President Harding),
later convicted of swindling Mrs. Evalyn Walsh McLean out
of $104,000 by posing as a negotiator with the kidnapers;
Violet Sharpe, a waitress in the Morrow home, who married
the Morrow butler and who had had a date with a young
man not her husband on the night of the kidnaping (she
committed suicide on threat of being questioned by the
police); and countless others.

Only a few years later the spotlight was turned off Lmd—
bergh as suddenly as it had been turned on him. The New
York Times Index—a thick volume published yearly which
lists all references to a given subject in the pages of the news-
paper during the previous twelve months—records this fact
with statistical precision. Each volume of the index for the
years 1927 to 1940 contains several columns of fine print
merely itemizing the different news stories which referred to
Lindbergh. The 1941 volume shows over three columns of
such listings. Then suddenly the news stream dries up, first to
a mere trickle, then to nothing at all. The total listings for all
seventeen years from 1942 through 1958 amount to less than
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two columns—only about half that found in the single year
1941. In 1951 and 1958 there was not even a single mention
of Lindbergh. In 1957 when the movie The Spirit of St.
Louis, starring James Stewart, was released, it did poorly at
the box office. A poll of the preview audiences showed that
few viewers under forty years of age knew about Lindbergh.

A New Yorker cartoon gave the gist of the matter. A
father and his young son are leaving a movie house where
they have just seen The Spirit of St. Louis. “If everyone
thought what he did was so marvelous,” the boy asks his
father, “how come he never got famous?”

The hero thus died a celebrity’s sudden death. In his four-
teen years he had already long outlasted the celebrity’s usual
life span. An incidental explanation of this quick demise of
Charles A. Lindbergh was his response to the pressure to be

Call-around.” Democratic faith was not satisfied that its hero

be only a dauntless fijer. He had to become a scientist, an
outspoken citizen, and a leader of men. His celebrity status
unfortunately had persuaded him to become a public spokes-
man. When Lindbergh gave in to these temptations, he of-
fended. But his offenses (unlike those, for example, of Al
Capone and his henchmen, who used to be applauded when
they took their seats in a ball park) were not in themselves
dramatic or newsworthy enough to create a new notoriety.
His pronouncements were dull, petulant, and vicious. He
acquired a reputation as a pro-Nazi and a crude racist; he
accepted a decoration from Hitler. Very soon the celebrity
was being uncelebrated. The “Lindbergh Beacon” atop a
Chicago skyscraper was renamed the “Palmolive Beacon,”
and high in the Colorado Rockies “Lindbergh Peak” was
rechristened the noncommital, “Lone Eagle Peak.”

Vi

SINCE THE GRAPHIC REVOLUTION, the celebrity over-
shadows the hero by the same relentless law which gives
other kinds of pseudo-events an overshadowing power. When
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a man appears as hero and/or celebrity, his role as celebrity
obscures and is apt to destroy his role as bero. The reasons,
tc0, are those which tend to make all pseudo-events predomi-
nate. In the creation of a celebrity somebody always has an
interest—newsmen needing stories, press agents paid to make
celebrities, and the celebrity himself. But dead heroes have
no such interest in their publicity, nor can they hire agents
to keep them in the public eye. Celebrities, because they are
made to order, can be made to please, comfort, fascinate,
and flatter us. They can be produced and displaced in rapid
SUCCESSION.

The people once felt themselves made by their heroes.
“The idol,” said James Russell Lowell, “is the measure of
the worshiper.” Celebrities are made by the people. The
hero stood for outside standards. The celebrity is a tautology.
We still try to make our celebrities stand in for the heroes we
no longer have, or for those who have been pushed out of
our view. We forget that celebrities are known primarily for
their well-knownuess. And we imitate them as if they were
cast in the mold of greatness. Yet the celebrity is usually
nothing greater than a more-publicized version of us. In
imitating him, in trying to dress like bim, talk like him, lock
like him, think like him, we are simply imitating ourselves.
In the words of the Psalmist, “They that make them are like
unto them; so is everyone that trusteth in them.” By imitating
a tautology, we ourselves become a tautology: standing for
what we stand for, reaching to become more emphatically
what we already are. When we praise our famous men we
pretend to look out the window of history. We do not like to
confess that we are looking into a mirror. We look for models,
and we see our own image.

Inevitably, most of our few remaining heroes hold our
attention by being recast in the celebrity mold. We try to
become chummy, gossipy, and friendly with our heroes. In
the process we make them affable and flattering to us. Jesus,
we are told from the pulpit, was “no sissy, but a regular
fellow.” Andrew Jackson was a “great guy.” Instead of in-
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venting heroic exploits for our heroes, we invent common-
places about them (for example, in the successful juvenile
series “The Childhood of Famous Americans™). It is com-
monplaces, and not exploits, which make them celebrities.

Qur very efforts to debunk celebrities, to prove (whether

by critical journalistic biographies or by vulgar “confidential”
magazines) that they are unworthy of our admiration, are
like efforts to get “behind the scemes” in the making of
other pseudo-events. They are self-defeating. They increase
our interest in the fabrication. As much publicity yardage
can be created one way as another. Of course most true
celebrities have press agents. And these press agents some-
times themselves become celebrities. The hat, the rabbit,
and the magician are all equally news. It is twice as news-
worthy that a charlatan can become a success. His charia-
tanry makes him even more of a personality. A celebrity’s
private news-making apparatus, far frcm disillusioning us,
simply proves him authentic and fully equipped. We are re-
assured then that we are not mistaking a nobody for a some-
body. :
It is not surptising that the word “hero” has itself become
a slang term of cynical reproach. Critics of the American
Legion call it “The Heroes’ Union.” What better way of
deflating or irritating a self-important person than by calling
him “Our Hero”? The very word belongs, we think, in the
world of pre-literate societies, of comic strip supermen, or of
William Steig’s Small Fry.

In America today heroes, like fairy tales, are seldom for
sophisticated adults. But we multiply our Oscars and
Emmies, our awards for the Father of the Year, our crowns
for Mrs. America and Miss Photoflash. We have our Hall
of Fame for Great Americans, our Agricultural Hall of
Fame, our Baseball Hall of Fame, our Rose Bowl Hall of
Fame. We strain to reassure ourselves that we admire the
admirable and honor the meritorious. But in the very act of
straining we confuse and distract ourselves. At first reluc-
tantly, then with fascination, we observe the politicking be-
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hind every prize and the shenanigans in front of every effort
to enshrine a celebrity or to enthrone a Queen for a Day.
Despite our best intentions, our contrivance to provide
substitute heroes finally produces nothing but celebrities. To
publicize is to expose.
~ With our unprecedented power to magnify the images and
popularize the virtues of heroes, our machinery only multi-
plies and enlarges the shadows of ourselves. Somehow we
cannot make ourselves so uncritical that we reverence or
respect (however much we may be interested in) the re-
flected images of our own emptiness. We continue surrepti-
tiously to wonder whether greatness is not a naturally scarce
commodity, whether it can ever really be synthesized. Per-
haps, then, our ancestors were right in connmecting the very
idea of human greatness with belief in 2 God. Perhaps man
cannot make himself. Perhaps heroes are born and not made.
Among the ironic frustrations of our age, nome is more
tantalizing than these efforts of ours to satis{y our extravagant
expectations of human greatness. Vainly do we make scores
of artificial celebrities grow where nature planted only a
single hero. As soon as a hero begins to be sung about today,
he evaporates into a celebrity. “No man can be a hero to his
valet”—or, Carlyle might have added, “to his Time re-
porter.” In our world of big names, curiously, our true heroes
tend to be anonymous. In this life of illusion and quasi-
illusion, the person with solid virtues who can be admired
for something more substantial than his well-knownness
often proves to be the unsung hero: the teacher, the nurse,
the mother, the honest cop, the hard worker at lonely, under-
paid, unglamorous, unpublicized jobs. Topsy-turvily, these
can remain heroes precisely because they remain unsung.
Their virtues are not the product of our effort to fill our void.
Their very anonymity protects them from the flashy ephem-
eral celebrity life. They alone have the mysterious power to
deny our mania for more greatness than there is in the world.






