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Introduction

At nine-thirty on the Friday evening after Thanksgiving in 1960, CBS
Reports broadcast what would become one of the most famous television
documentaries of all time, “Harvest of Shame.” This poignant and de-
tailed examination of the exploitation of migrant farm laborers in the
United States concluded with reporter Edward R. Murrow’s passionate
appeal for federal action to cope with the problem. The program stands
out in television histories and in the memories of broadcast journalists as
one of the shining moments when the medium matched up to its poten-
tial to inform and enlighten the American public.

Less well known is the fact that the following Tuesday NBC White Paper
broadcast an award-winning investigation of the Soviet attack on a U.S.
spy plane entitled “The U-2 Affair.” And one week after that, ABC’s Bell
and Howell Close-Up! garnered similar kudos from the critics for “Yanki
No!” a look at Fidel Castro’s expanding influence throughout Latin
America. These three broadcasts signaled the rapidly growing presence
of informational programming in prime-time television. The change
was also reflected in TV Guide’s lead article that week, written by pro-
ducer Fred Friendly, which seemed to sum up the aspirations of network
documentarists with the title “Television Can Open America’s Eyes: The
Medium Offers the Hope of Awakening Us to the Truths of a Perilous
Age.”" In the very heart of what would soon be dubbed the “vast waste-
land,” news workers were staking a claim for probing analysis of impor-
tant social issues.

These efforts represented a dramatic transformation of network pro-
gramming practices, for only two years earlier, not a single documentary
inhabited the prime-time schedules of the major networks during a simi-
lar two-week period. Nor was the early winter of 1958 an exception.
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Throughout the fifties, prime-time television was almost exclusively re-
served for entertainment programming. Yet at the beginning of the new
decade, each network began a dramatic expansion of its television news
operations, and documentary would play such a prominent role in this
effort that in 1962 alone the three commercial networks produced close
to four hundred such programs.” At a time when evening newscasts were
only fifteen minutes long and at the very moment when opinion polls
showed that TV had overtaken newspapers as the public’s preferred
news source, the three major networks touted their documentaries as
one of the most important vehicles of public education in an age of crisis
and uncertainty.

It was estimated that some 90 percent of all American homes viewed at
least one documentary each month, and the increasing prominence of
the genre was nurtured by critical acclaim as well.? Variety cited the actu-
ality boom as the most exciting program development of the early 1960s.
And in 1962 the genre would snag three of the five Emmy Award nomi-
nations for program of the year. One year later, a documentary would
succeed for the first time in capturing the top honor with Reuven
Frank’s program about an escape from Communist East Berlin entitled
“The Tunnel.”

The genre was being promoted as an important new addition to the
television syndication market as well. All three networks now used docu-
mentaries to distinguish their overseas program catalogs. By 1962 NBC
boasted that it was distributing informational fare to more than fifty
countries. In addition, the network contended that these programs were
being used as a model for indigenous documentary efforts by broadcas-
ters overseas. CBS made similar claims, and one of the key reasons ABC
expanded its news operation was to service its foreign affiliates with in-
formation and interpretation.’®

However, 1962 is also remarkable for other, seemingly contradictory
milestones in television history. One of the most popular entertainment
programs of all time premiered that autumn and quickly scrambled to
the top of the ratings. The Beverly Hillbillies consistently attracted more
than a third of all television viewers on Wednesday evenings, packaged
between The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis and The Dick Van Dyke Show. The
ways in which all three programs poked fun at the peccadilloes of subur-
ban living apparently tapped into a popular preoccupation with modern
family life. In fact, opinion polls from the period showed that most
Americans were primarily concerned with their immediate domestic sur-
roundings. Yet at this very moment when Americans were looking in-
ward, television began to expand its field of vision as never before.
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Documentaries about compelling national issues such as poverty, auto-
mation, and civil rights received prominent airplay. But the single issue
that commanded the most attention on the network airwaves was the
struggle to defend the “Free World” against the international challenge
posed by Communism. Consequently, the networks churned out dozens
of prime-time documentaries such as “Showdown in the Congo,” “Re-
markable Comrades,” and “The Rise of Khrushchev.”

This book is therefore about a distinctive and complicated moment
when political and corporate leaders as well as network officials em-
braced the television documentary in an explicit attempt to mobilize
public opinion behind a more activist foreign policy. No television sta-
tions were commandeered by government officials, however, nor was
war officially declared. Nevertheless, like earlier mass media campaigns
that accompanied the two world wars, this flourishing of documentary
activity was part of an ambitious effort to awaken the public to its “global
responsibilities” and thereby consolidate popular support for decisive
action overseas under the aegis of the New Frontier.

My research did not begin with this analysis in mind. Rather, my origi-
nal interest in this period was stimulated by the folklore of broadcast
journalism. Having worked in both radio and television news, 1, like
many of my colleagues, harbored an abiding respect for that moment of
broadcast history when documentary flourished on network television. 1
imagined, perhaps naively, that these highly visual and thoroughly ana-
lytical television programs must have played an important role in spark-
ing the social activism of the 1960s. The documentarists of this period
seemed to have had what every broadcast journalist covets: extensive
resources, plenty of airtime, and access to a wide audience. This nos-
talgia was not mine alone; many journalists and media critics remember
the early 1960s as the “golden age” of television documentary.’

Yet as I burrowed deeper into the subject, I found that the mythology
of this golden age involves forgetfulness as well as remembrance. Most
forget, for example, that the pressures of prime-time scheduling played
a significant role in shaping the form and content of these programs.
They also forget that the golden age of documentary was fostered by
close government scrutiny of the broadcasting industry. And they forget
that documentary programs, far from being objective, played an impor-
tant role in the production and circulation of an expansionist Cold War
ideology.

As for scholarly analysis, most research regarding this golden age has
been devoted to causal explanations as to why the networks committed
such extensive resources to what would prove to be a commercially
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unprofitable genre.* Some suggest that the documentary boom emerged
as a form of network atonement for the excesses of the quiz show era.’
Others argue that the industry bolstered its public service programming
in response to government antitrust investigations of the networks."
And still others credit Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
chairman Newton Minow with realigning the public service priorities of
network programmers through “regulation by raised eyebrow.” Al-
though each of these arguments has some merit, they largely rely on a
model of linear causality, suggesting that a particular factor (usually eco-
nomic or political) sparked this exceptional moment of television history.
Furthermore, few researchers have actually analyzed the programs
themselves or the social context in which they were viewed. A. William
Bluem provides the most comprehensive examination of the texts, but
his attention is largely focused on the formal characteristics of the televi-
sion documentary and its historical antecedents in other media such as
radio, film, and photography. Moreover, Bluem’s book, which was pub-
lished in 1965, lacks the critical distance that only time can provide. His
enthusiasm for the growing influence of the television documentary
does not anticipate the decline of the genre, which began soon after his
manuscript went to press. Nor does he sense the tension between docu-
mentary claims to journalistic objectivity and the Cold War ideology that
shapes these programs."

The literature of film studies also fails to deal with these programs in a
comprehensive fashion. The television documentary is orphaned from
the mainstream of film scholarship and treated as exceptional. Part of
this may be due to the influence of auteurist criticism. That is, the film
documentarists who receive the most attention—such as Vertov,
Flaherty, and Ivens—are known for their contentious relations with the
institutions of mass culture. Preferring to pursue a distinctive vision,
each played a role in cultivating the documentary’s reputation as an op-
positional film practice." Television documentarists, on the other hand,
receive only passing mention possibly because of their status as career
employees working within the news departments of large corporations.
They are, moreover, positioned in relation to a journalistic community
that measures its worth through access to the powerful. Their concerns
often appear less aesthetic than institutional, and their oppositional sta-
tus has regularly been called into question. It is therefore not surprising
that, even though all but a few network documentaries of the early six-
ties were produced on film, they receive only cursory mention (usually a
reference to “Harvest of Shame”) in the history and criticism of the doc-
umentary film genre.
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What is given far more attention in film scholarship about the 1960s is
the work of independent, cinema verité producers. Documentaries by
Robert Drew and Frederick Wiseman are analyzed in much greater de-
tail, although their audiences were far smaller than the millions who
regularly viewed programs such as NBC White Paper." Perhaps these ver-
it¢ filmmakers appeal to our fascination with seemingly autonomous in-
novators. By contrast, Erik Barnouw, in his seminal history of the
documentary genre, refers only briefly to network efforts and dismisses
them as a manifestation of superpower antagonisms. “Closely watched
by top executives,” he writes, “documentaries became institutional, de-
personalized. In dealing with remote eruptions—Cuba, Congo, Indo-
nesia, Indochina—they tended to rely heavily on official statements. . . .
On both sides of the cold war, television schedules showed the military-
industrial stamp.”” Barnouw concludes that the programs were little
more than a reflection of government policies, here again implying a
relatively direct, causal relationship.

Barnouw’s assessment is not unique, of course. Other forms of histori-
cal scholarship often view television programs as a reflection or expres-
sion of larger political, economic, and social forces. Moreover, this
tendency to treat popular culture as epiphenomenal leads many histo-
rians to ignore mass media entirely. Yet even the most innovative histori-
cal work often leaves a vague impression of the connections between
popular culture and other social forces. So, for example, William Chafe’s
influential history of the post—World War II period portrays television
programming as reflecting suburbanization, reinforcing dominant
values, and shaping the daily experiences of viewers on behalf of a grow-
ing consumer goods industry.” In each case, television is either an in-
strument or a barometer of forces outside. Similarly, Elaine Tyler May’s
ingenious examination of the postwar ideology of domesticity tends to
link changes in economic and social relations to changes in popular cul-
ture in a rather uncontentious fashion. We are told, for example, that, as
soldiers returned from World War II, popular culture responded with a
new set of images that encouraged women to leave their wartime occu-
pations and return to the home. Suburbanization was likewise bolstered
by a pervasive set of popular texts that celebrated home ownership and
nuclear families. May does an impressive job of identifying the many
distinctive cultural artifacts of the period, but one still wonders how
these changes in cultural forms actually took place. Were these shifts in
representation driven by powerful social forces that allowed the imagery
to achieve its authority relatively uncontested? Were the culture indus-
tries simply responding to demand? Or were there internal controver-
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sies and contradictions within media institutions themselves?'” These un-
answered questions may not be central to May’s argument, but they do
point toward significant ambiguities that most historical scholarship
tends to overlook.

Even research that focuses more directly on media institutions and
practices often fails to address the relationship between mass media and
social change. This is especially true in the domain of news analysis, in
which the emphasis is largely on continuity. Sociologists such as Edward
Jay Epstein and Gaye Tuchman have, for example, examined news-
gathering procedures and institutional routines, thereby teasing out the
daily behavior patterns that regularly structure news content.”” Herbert
J. Gans has directed our attention to the social backgrounds, values, and
attitudes that influence journalistic decision making.'"® All have made im-
portant contributions. Note, however, that each focuses on systemic ele-
ments that lead to patterned behavior. This volume, on the other hand,
examines a moment of transition when television news organizations de-
cisively departed from past practices under specific historical conditions.
Moreover, I focus on a form of programming that was produced outside
the routines and constraints that are so often the subject of scholarly
criticism. Network documentarists during this period were given a broad
mandate, plenty of resources, and extensive airtime. They were not
pressed by short deadlines, nor were they dependent on a small circle of
official government sources. In many ways, these programs were an ex-
ception to the practices that have come to dominate television news.

It is precisely because of this distinctive status that documentary is
often held up as the best hope for improving the quality of television in
the United States. In both trade magazines and the popular press we
have been reminded time and again that the problem with television
news is its shallowness. By implication, the solution would be the restora-
tion of documentary’s prominence in commercial television, a reversal of
the trend that has dominated TV news for almost three decades. As a
result, the genre has been invoked as the celebrated counterexample. Its
diminishing presence is considered indicative of network television’s
continuing failure to live up to its social responsibility, a fact that no
doubt helps to nurture the mythology of documentary’s golden age.

Yet such yearnings for a return to the mythical past do not belong to
the popular press alone. Mary Ann Watson’s book The Expanding Vista:
American Television in the Kennedy Years suggests that television had one
brief shining moment when New Frontier reformers prodded the me-
dium toward more enlightened forms of programming. Drawing exten-
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sively on taped interviews with participants from the period, she con-
structs a largely uncritical narrative of one of the most “telegenic” ad-
ministrations in American history.” For example, she works hard to
describe the broad popular support enjoyed by Newton Minow, the FCC
chairman who publicly disparaged television as a “vast wasteland,” and
she pits this heroic character against the vested interests of the broad-
casting industry. Although it makes for good narrative, Watson’s ac-
count fails to describe the areas of ongoing collaboration between the
FCC and the industry. Nor does she wrestle with the fact that, despite
Minow’s highly visible criticisms of television, the medium remained
overwhelmingly popular with audiences throughout this period.? Wat-
son’s history pays little attention to such contradictions and tensions. Her
preference for narrative technique requires heroes, and her protago-
nists in almost all cases prove to be the white hats of the New Frontier as
well as those who joined the posse of sympathizers. According to Wat-
son, their sagacious sense of the new medium not only won Kennedy the
presidency, but it also transformed the nature of television. Such narra-
tive requirements not only skew her analysis, but they also narrow her
perspective to the view from Camelot.

In this book, I examine the golden age of the television documentary
as a phenomenon that can be best understood as the product of converg-
ing social, economic, political, institutional, and discursive forces. My
analysis points to a dynamic and interactive relationship between these
forces. And instead of constructing a historical narrative with inevitable
outcomes, I explore the tensions, ambivalences, and contradictions that
accompany any such era.” Moreover, I analyze this golden age not as a
singular moment but as a culmination of an ongoing critique of televi-
sion that became linked to the politics of the Cold War.

As we shall see, this articulation of culture and geopolitics began in the
wake of the 1957 Sputnik launch when opinion leaders who decried the
supposed missile gap also expressed concerns about the educational sys-
tem, public morals, and the television industry. Such concerns were an
important component in John F. Kennedy’s political rhetoric. When he
beckoned America to “get moving again,” Kennedy envisioned a trans-
formation of the nation’s military and foreign policy as well as its most
popular medium of mass communication. Consequently, the documen-
tary boom of the early sixties should be understood within the larger
agenda of the New Frontier, which sought to forge an alliance of reform
factions behind a reinvigorated and interventionist U.S. foreign policy.”

Yet this is not the first time that mass media have played an important
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role in reshaping global geography. Political scientist Benedict Anderson
has shown how the emergence of print capitalism was linked to the de-
velopment of the modern nation-state. He argues that during the nine-
teenth century the mass-circulation newspaper and the popular novel
helped to create the conditions whereby millions of people who were
otherwise unknown to one another might “imagine” their national affin-
ity.* These imaginings across vast expanses of space played a crucial role
in the evolution of the modern nation-state as we know it, a role of equal
importance to those played by state institutions, currencies, and legal
systems. Of course, such moments of national consciousness are not soli-
tary events. National identities must constantly be nurtured and rein-
forced. Furthermore, as we shall see, certain moments arise when the
nation must be “reimagined” and when those imaginings transcend na-
tional borders and take on an international significance. The early 1960s
was one such moment, and television was the site where various groups
struggled to transform popular images of the United States and to posi-
tion it as an active leader of the Free World. Their ultimate aspirations
for television reached far beyond the borders of the United States. It was
hoped that the medium would become an important site for the produc-
tion and circulation of images that would win the allegiances of viewers
around the globe to the community of the Free World.

What follows is therefore more than a book about television news. It is
also about a particular moment of transition, the post-Sputnik era—a
moment when major corporations sensed an urgent need to transform
foreign policy and to escalate U.S. involvement throughout the globe. It
was also an era when three major television networks dominated the
nation’s most popular pastime and reaped some of the most fantastic
profits in the history of the American economy. And it was a time of
pervasive anxieties about social relations, popular morals, and the na-
tion’s sense of purpose. These anxieties manifested themselves in 2 num-
ber of scandals during the late fifties that subjected the broadcasting and
advertising industries to widespread criticism. Consequently, prominent
social critics such as Newton Minow, Edward R. Murrow, and Arthur
Schlesinger Jr.—all of whom would become key figures in the New
Frontier—argued for the reform of television. These criticisms, when
articulated with debates over citizenship and the “national interest,” led
in turn to the suggestion that television, with its privileged access to the
suburban family home, had an important role to play in the global
struggle against Communism.

Yet these changes were not simply imposed on the television industry.
News workers had their own reasons to support this agenda and there-
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fore seized this moment as an opportunity to enhance their own status
and influence within network broadcast organizations. They pressed for
the expansion of documentary as a corrective measure to balance the
medium’s focus on commercial entertainment. Thus, agitation from
within combined with pressures from without to prompt all three net-
works to shift their attention to the rapid expansion of informational
programs. Touting the objectivity of their news-gathering procedures,
these organizations dispatched camera crews to the far reaches of the
globe to ferret out and document Communist infiltration along the fron-
tiers of the Free World.

Interestingly, the outcomes of these ventures proved to be far more
contradictory than one might expect. The same discourse that valorized
Journalistic professionalism also demanded a form of empirical investi-
gation that led news workers to seek out groups and cultures with ideas
that were at odds with the assumptions of the New Frontier. Indeed,
many news workers, when pressed to gather documentation of Commu-
nist infiltration in foreign lands, returned with film footage and in-
terviews that suggested substantial local resistance to “leadership” or
domination by either superpower. The resulting documentaries often
strained to contain these discontinuities within a Cold War narrative that
divided the world into two opposing camps.

Audience responses to these programs were also far more ambivalent
than promoters of the genre had anticipated. Many viewers identified
network documentary with the reform agenda of a political and cultural
elite. Some candidly expressed their opposition to the programs, and
many simply avoided them. This ambivalence among viewers caused in-
ternal struggles within the networks, where news executives were pressed
to justify these shows according to the commercial logic of television.
The programs consistently underperformed when compared with the
audience ratings for other prime-time genres. Although pressure from
government, corporate, and public opinion leaders spurred the evolu-
tion of the genre, it was difficult for news executives to sustain the pro-
grams within the context of a commercial entertainment medium.
Attempts were made to tinker with the production values and stylistic
qualities of network documentaries in order to broaden their appeal.
But one of the fundamental problems with the programs was that they
almost exclusively addressed themselves to a white, male, middle-class
viewer and therefore tended to marginalize large segments of the audi-
ence, especially women and African Americans.

In sum, the golden age of documentary resulted from the successful
alignment of opinion leaders and national institutions behind a Cold



10 Redeeming the Wasteland

War public education effort. Yet this moment proved to be rife with
contradiction, and by 1963 the documentary began a slow, steady slide
from its prominent position in prime-time commercial television. Thus,
this book not only details the ways in which the production and recep-
tion of television news are woven into a complex web of social relations
but also demonstrates how shifting power relations in society are regis-
tered in the symbolic forms of a popular medium. It furthermore sug-
gests that, rather than seeing television primarily as a technology or
commercial industry, it is most fruitful to examine the medium as a site
of contest where various groups attempt to fashion a vision of society
that is consonant with their particular political agendas. Finally, my work
attempts to explain why the “powerful effects” that are commonly attrib-
uted to television often fail to materialize in concrete historical situa-
tions. Television may be an important site of public discourse and social
struggle, but it is far from being an unmediated reflection of dominant
interests or a simple instrument of social control. Although powerful
elites may at times be able to shape the terms of public discourse, their
ability to control program content and manage the attitudes of viewers
has proven far more uncertain.

As this framework suggests, my research has benefited from a number
of analytical insights derived from the field of cultural studies. Primary
among these is the understanding that the imagery that permeates our
daily lives is an outcome of a circle of production in which people play an
active role. Elites do not simply impose their will, nor do economic im-
peratives always prevail. Rather, as Antonio Gramsci argued, powerful
factions within society must constantly reinvent their authority and vie
for the support of subordinate groups as economic and political condi-
tions change. Consequently, symbolic activity is central to the production
of political affinities in modern society, and television is one of the most
important domains in which these efforts take place. Furthermore, cul-
tural studies has shown us that audiences are neither homogeneous nor
passive. The more we study the ways in which people actually use televi-
sion, the more we find that viewers interpret TV programs in relation to
their distinctive social positions and everyday experiences. Media histo-
ries must therefore pay attention to the contexts of both production and
reception.

Such an approach to the study of television seeks to account for the
interactions between multiple levels of social practice at any given mo-
ment. Each of these forces is determinate—setting limits and conditions
for other forces—but not determining. We rarely find one-to-one rela-
tionships when we study historical phenomena; rather, as Louis Al-
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thusser suggested, social practices and cultural products are overdeter-
mined.” For example, institutions such as network news organizations
operate in a somewhat autonomous fashion while also responding to
outside political and economic forces. News organizations have their
own internal logics and rhythms, but these unfold in relation to external
trends and tendencies that set boundaries for the relatively autonomous
behaviors of these institutions. Consequently, the significance of any mo-
ment in television history cannot be understood by simply analyzing a
news organization, a technology, or an industry. Instead these phenom-
ena must be examined in relation to a complex field of social forces.

Yet this framework should not be mistaken for a happy pluralism of
competing societal tendencies. Rather, the relative weight of the forces
in balance at any historical moment must be carefully assessed, and, for
example, the powerful logic of capitalism in the modern world must be
given its due. Consequently, one can hardly doubt that superpower
struggle and the commercial interests of the networks had a profound
influence on these documentaries. But this structuring influence should
not be emphasized at the expense of a thorough investigation of jour-
nalistic practices, documentary texts, and audience behaviors. As we
shall see, this golden age, although a product of the Cold War, also be-
came a site for the interrogation of dominant assumptions. This moment
of television history opened a space, however modest and tentative, for
public discussion and even contestation regarding the messages and the
medium. The golden age of documentary is therefore an opportunity to
examine a number of important relationships within a historically spe-
cific context: relationships between mass media and the national imagi-
nary, between government institutions and corporate broadcasters,
between journalistic practices and ideals of objectivity, between high-
brow criticism and popular discourse, and between media texts and the
interpretive practices of television audiences.

In keeping with this framework, the following chapters are not organ-
ized in a chronological or narrative fashion. Instead, I have interwoven
textual criticism with contextual analysis throughout the book. Chapter
1 describes the social environment of the fifties and the ways in which
criticisms of television and popular culture were articulated with the
emerging politics of the New Frontier. These critics hoped to use the
medium to alert the public to its responsibilities in the global struggle
with monolithic Communism. The second chapter then turns to one of
the key outcomes of television reform and analyzes documentaries from
the early 1960s that specifically focused on the Communist other. These
programs portray life in the totalitarian societies of Eastern Europe, the
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Soviet Union, and the People’s Republic of China. Not only do they de-
pict a threatening opponent, but they also establish a set of oppositions
against which American society is measured.

Chapter 3 then describes the political economy of this period and out-
lines the increasing global activity of American corporations after World
War II. It explains how, during the 1950s, overseas economic expansion
generated a conflict between corporate ambitions and the foreign policy
of the Eisenhower administration. By the end of the decade, many busi-
ness leaders worried that America’s leadership role was being threat-
ened around the globe, and they called for renewed activism in govern-
ment policy. Furthermore, chapter 3 shows that during the late fifties
television executives began to share this concern about foreign policy
and the global economy. This was motivated in large part by the chang-
ing economics of the media marketplace. By 1960, 87 percent of Ameri-
can households owned television sets, and broadcasters worried that the
domestic television market was reaching a saturation point. Increasingly,
they looked overseas for investment opportunities, hardware sales, and
new syndication markets. As a result, network executives began to see
television as an important medium for raising public awareness of for-
eign policy concerns.

Those parts of the globe that generated the greatest amount of con-
cern among corporate leaders were countries that were considered vul-
nerable to Communist influence or infiltration, such as Brazil, Cam-
bodia, and Italy. Consequently, chapter 4 examines documentaries of
the middle ground, programs that portray so-called hot spots of political
“unrest.” Although the Cold War provides a master narrative that struc-
tures many of these texts, the documentaries of the middle ground often
feature complex and contradictory evidence regarding the role these
societies play in superpower struggle. Rarely do these countries fit com-
fortably into Cold War dichotomies, and therefore the texts must work
hard to reconcile incongruities.

Chapter 5 explores the explosive growth of network news operations
during the late 1950s and early 1960s. Specifically, it shows that the ex-
panding network investment in international news was justified for a
number of internal, institutional reasons. Furthermore, this chapter sug-
gests that prime-time documentary became the locus of fierce competi-
tion between the networks as they tested the profit potential of various
television news formats. Chapter 5 also explores the ways in which net-
work news employees discussed the relationship between institutional
forces and the conventions of journalistic practice, especially the concept
of objectivity, for not only did these programs produce interpretations
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that fit within the ideological parameters of New Frontier international-
ism, but they also presented themselves as objective renditions of social
reality. My analysis examines this contradiction and describes the bound-
aries within which these news workers operated. As we shall see, even
though the documentaries of this period were organized around the
master narrative of the Cold War, the professional practices of docu-
mentary producers engendered texts that often invited alternative inter-
pretations by audiences. Consequently, I argue that many of these
programs can be read both as endorsements of New Frontier interna-
tionalism and as interrogations of American policy that produce contra-
dictory meanings.

Although this assessment helps us further understand the multiple
meanings embedded in documentaries of the middle ground, the anal-
ysis also can be extended to documentaries that primarily focus on do-
mestic topics. Chapter 6 shows how the framework of superpower
struggle structures documentary analysis of issues ranging from civil
rights to automation to aerospace development. These documentaries
repeatedly interrogate the meaning of life in a “free” society and by im-
plication help to define the boundaries of the Free World. Interestingly,
by pursuing the logic of journalistic objectivity as well as the New Fron-
tier reform agenda, these programs also raise questions about gaps and
discontinuities within the American system. They question, for example,
how racism in the United States affects the nation’s pretensions to global
leadership.

Chapter 7 adds another layer of complexity to our understanding of
these programs by suggesting that the representational strategies of net-
work documentary were also influenced by the fictional conventions of
Hollywood film. This chapter traces the discussion among documentary
producers regarding tactics for representing complicated social con-
cerns within the context of network television. It shows how narrative
and filmmaking strategies adapted from Hollywood displaced earlier di-
dactic styles of representation. It also suggests that these storytelling
strategies created boundaries within which social concerns could be ex-
amined. Thus the Communist other was not only an ideological category
but a narrative one as well. It activated a recurring narrative tension that
structured many of these “objective” documentaries. On the other hand,
we shall also see how the principle of character identification often en-
couraged viewers to sympathize with victims of exploitation, many of
whom were Communist.

These first seven chapters are organized so as to create a recurring
movement back and forth between text and context. This organization
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aims to portray the overdetermined nature of these texts and this histor-
ical moment. Chapter 8 focuses on a detailed analysis of a single docu-
mentary, “Panama: Danger Zone,” in order to demonstrate more fully
the multiple determinations at work in the network documentaries of
this period. This chapter also shows how these intersecting forces en-
gender a complicated set of meanings that leave open the possibility of
alternative interpretations.

This last point concerning the polysemic nature of network documen-
tary necessarily directs our attention to the audiences of this era. Al-
though it is impossible to know what sense they made of these programs,
it is possible to chart some of the contours of popular reception, for just
as economic, political, and institutional forces set boundaries for the pro-
duction of these texts, so too did the social experience of viewers. Chapter 8
therefore describes the social positions of three reading communities
and speculates as to how they might have interpreted network documen-
taries. Despite the powerful master narrative of the Cold War and the
compelling discourse of journalistic objectivity, many viewers apparently
remained skeptical about these programs as well as the reform agenda of
the New Frontier.

Finally, the conclusion looks at the forces that fueled documentary’s
disappearance from prime-time television. Although these programs
regularly produced audiences that were comparable to national news-
magazines such as Time and Newsweek, they failed to compete with the
ratings of TV entertainment programs. Therefore, after a period of ini-
tial enthusiasm, corporate advertisers became increasingly reluctant to
sponsor documentaries. They expressed concern about relatively small
audiences and the negative feedback associated with controversial pro-
grams. This dwindling interest in documentary sponsorship along with a
shift in presidential politics, in the wake of the Cuban missile crisis,
spelled trouble for the genre. Although attempts were made to “soften”
the programs and further enhance their entertainment value, the
golden age was drawing to a close by the middle of the decade.

In all, this book describes the ways in which documentary programs of
this period explored and explained the world. It details the boundaries
of documentary discourse regarding matters of important societal con-
cern, and it shows how a spectrum of intelligibility was established by a
master narrative of the Cold War. My analysis shows how some political
alternatives seemed possible within documentary discourse while others
were marginalized or unspoken. It further demonstrates the complex
and contested process by which powerful factions attempt to shape the
terms of public debate according to their changing material interests.
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Finally, this book shows how such ambitious attempts to transform pub-
lic attitudes and cultural processes are mediated and even resisted by
groups, institutions, and viewers.

The concerns raised in this book are not simply historical or academic,
however. Television remains a central component of daily life both in the
United States and in societies around the globe. Moreover, the challenge
of providing meaningful information is as great as ever. We are still
pressed to cope with highly complex and increasingly global social rela-
tions. Nevertheless, our major commercial television networks—still the
most ubiquitous and arguably influential media—continue to be crit-
icized for their shallowness. They have, for example, been chastised for
their deferential coverage of the Reagan White House, for their sala-
cious reporting on issues such as domestic abuse, and for their refusal to
address many of the most urgent and complicated problems of our
time—poverty, racism, sexism, and the unrelenting destruction of our
physical environment. Certainly, we, like many of those who sought to
reform television during the early sixties, yearn for more active and en-
lightened public debate about the issues that confront us. And just as
certainly, many of us assume that mass media hold the keys to such a
forum. Yet this book provides little comfort and no simple tonic for the
problems we face in the realm of communication. It does have lessons to
offer, however, perched as we are on the eve of significant changes in
our media environment.

First of all, this volume explores an early moment in television’s ex-
pansion beyond national borders, a matter that should be of keen inter-
est to those involved in current debates over globalization, nationalism,
and cultural identity. Researchers have become increasingly aware that
our sense of self is in many ways affected by our perceptions of others
not simply in our neighborhoods but in distant parts of the world. These
images of the other are not simply neutral pictures transmitted from
afar. They are instead intimately connected to changing economic, so-
cial, and political relations. The collapse of the Soviet Union made only
too apparent how dramatically our images of Russians changed within a
few short years. On television, the “evil empire” suddenly became a na-
tion populated by anxious individuals who invited our sympathy and
concern. Conversely, in the months leading up to the Gulf War, Saddam
Hussein was transformed from a key U.S. ally to a threatening incarna-
tion of Arab legerdemain. This book explores one similarly important
moment of shifting representation and the complex set of forces that
fueled the change.

Another contribution this volume makes is to remind us that profes-
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sionalism, objectivity, and filmic realism are not inherent conventions of
television news. Rather, they are social constructs that have a specific
history and a particular logic. To privilege these qualities in the realm of
public debate is to accord authoritative status to certain speakers and
institutions at the expense of others. The present volume shows how, at
a particular moment, corporate news organizations used these seemingly
neutral conventions in an attempt to control the representation of public
issues. It demonstrates why we must be wary of those who try to speak for
society or the “global community” as a whole. As we shall see, one of the
most questionable attributes of the sixties documentary was its preten-
sion to represent all points of view in an equitable and engaging manner.

Finally, the golden age of television documentary has much to teach us
as we envision the potential of new media technologies. The early sixties
were likewise an era of innovation, and many argued that society was on
the verge of a major breakthrough. Color television, the radio transistor,
and the launch of the Telstar satellite augured great changes for human
communication. Marshall McLuhan, Newton Minow, and David Sarnoff
all expounded lavishly about the prospects of a global village. Many
opinion leaders also imagined that documentary would be a unique
teaching tool that would help to bring that village together. Today, sim-
ilarly auspicious possibilities are envisioned. Internet, multimedia, and
virtual reality all offer prospects for more enlightened and democratic
forms of communication. Well-meaning activists labor diligently today to
bring about such possibilities just as many camera-wielding documentar-
ists of the early sixties sought to promote positive social change.

Not to diminish their efforts, we must nevertheless draw on the les-
sons of this earlier era in order to remind ourselves that the agenda of
global communication is central to the aspirations of huge corporations
that seek control over the flow of imagery and information just as they
seek to control market behaviors and competition. Although this study
of sixties documentary is heartening because it describes the difficulties
of achieving such control, it nevertheless reminds us that the stru ggle for
democratic forms of communication will continue to take place on a ter-
rain that is powerfully influenced by the logic of corporate capitalism.
Yet this corporate logic is riddled with gaps and contradictions, creating
possibilities as well as constraints. Our awareness of such possibilities can
be enhanced by carefully examining the terrain of past struggles over
communication and the public interest. By reflecting on the uses of tele-
vision during the New Frontier, we may be better prepared to cope with
future technologies and with what many refer to as the “new world
order.”



Chapter One

Opportunities Lost
and Found

On the second Tuesday of November 1960, more Americans went to the
polls than ever before, and the proportional voter turnout increased
dramatically as well. The percentage of eligible voters casting ballots in
the presidential race rose to 64.5 percent, a jump of four percentage
points over the previous election. Many attributed this increase to the
enthusiasm generated by the Kennedy-Nixon television debates. After
the election, CBS president Frank Stanton wrote in a letter to the chair-
man of the Democratic National Committee, “[While only 45 per cent of
Americans, according to a Roper poll, experienced ‘very much interest’
in the campaign before the debates, 57% did after them.”" He contrasted
this with 1956, when voter interest hovered around 46 percent through-
out the fall. Stanton concluded that television was the key variable, an
opinion that many others shared. It was suggested that television, for the
first time, had emerged as a major mobilizing force in American politics,
and over the next few years there were many who tried to put this poten-
tial to work, especially the new administration.

Shortly after President John F. Kennedy took office, the White House
was literally inundated by project proposals from the media community.
One New York producer wrote the president proposing a series of “tele-
vision spectaculars” to promote the ideals and policies of the U.S. gov-
ernment.’ Another recommended a series of progress reports to the
nation, called “New Frontiers for Living.” Meanwhile, a pair of West
Coast producers suggested that a politically-inspired variation of Ameri-
can Bandstand be produced and distributed around the globe in order to
solicit the allegiance of young people to the agenda of the New Frontier.*

Even within the White House, staffers bandied about ideas for har-
nessing the potential power of television. Frederick G. Dutton, special
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assistant to the president, pitched a seven-week television series called
Men and Women of the New Frontier, a program intended “to bring directly
into American homes a first hand acquaintance and personal association
with the new Administration.” Dutton speculated that the programs
would generate enough public support “so that Congress [would] more
readily follow Executive Leadership . . . even beyond (and sometimes in
spite of) the merits of particular legislation.” Production assistance from
the major television networks would be crucial, according to Dutton.
And the newly-appointed director of the U.S. Information Agency, Ed-
ward R. Murrow, recommended that the White House tap documentar-
ist Fred Friendly as the series producer.®

One would imagine that Friendly, then executive producer of CBS
Reports, might express some reluctance to compromise his status as an
independent journalist in order to serve the government. Yet when the
White House later appealed for Friendly’s assistance, he too seemed
caught up in the enthusiasm over television’s political potential. Friendly
said he would gladly come to Washington in order to serve the president
and closed his letter by declaring, “I am constantly available to Mrs. Lin-
coln [JFK’s secretary Evelyn Lincoln], or a member of your staff, at CBS
or, at night, at my home in Riverdale, New York.”

Within the White House, discussion of television’s motivational role in
politics almost invariably drifted to the domain of foreign policy, an area
of keen interest to the president but a subject that generated little enthu-
siasm among voters.® In fact, many Americans were explicitly opposed to a
more activist U.S. role in international affairs. In the summer following
Kennedy’s rousing inaugural declaration to secure the blessings of lib-
erty to nations throughout the Free World, one Kennedy aide noted, “A
reputable recent opinion survey in California, a relatively ‘progressive’
state, shows, for example, that the foreign aid issue now develops a
greater public response than any other single specific issue—and 40% of
those polled reacted ‘strongly’ against it, with 3% for it.”® Thus the White
House faced a formidable task if it was to shift public attitudes regarding
foreign policy, and the solution put forward time and again was that
television must educate the American public as to its responsibilities in
the global struggle against monolithic Communism.

In this effort, the favored category of programming was network doc-
umentary. The first four years of the 1960s saw more documentaries
produced and broadcast in network prime time than any other compara-
ble period. During the peak season of 1962 the three major networks
produced 387 documentaries." Moreover, that same season featured six
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weekly prime-time documentary series as well as frequent specials such
as the NBC White Paper programs.'?

The dramatic expansion of network documentary culminated more
than a decade of discussion regarding the appropriate uses of television.
At the beginning of the 1950s, the new medium promised to offer excit-
ing opportunities for enlightenment as well as entertainment. But as the
decade wore on, the industry failed to deliver on such promises, and
television became the subject of intense public debate and criticism.
What elevated this debate to a position of prominence was the way in
which key critics suggested a link between television, middle-class con-
sumer lifestyles, and political apathy. At a time of rapidly growing U.S.
corporate involvement overseas, American leaders positioned the debate
over television within the context of superpower struggle. They urged
the expansion of public affairs programming in order to mobilize popu-
lar support for a more activist foreign policy to meet the Communist
challenge. By the end of the fifties, television documentary therefore
became a prime focus of efforts to reform the medium. Such program-
ming not only promised to reconnect the suburban middle class with
public life, but it also offered a form of expert, “value-free” information
that would make it possible for a reinvigorated American public to make
crucial decisions about global issues. Thus the documentary ideal was
based on the hope that television could make explicit connections be-
tween the realm of everyday life and the increasingly global interests of
U.S. corporations and government.

The Debate over National Television

President Kennedy’s appointee to head the Federal Communications
Commission, Newton Minow, was the first chairman pointedly to ex-
press concern about television content and to wage a protracted campaign
to alter the nature of prime time. Until 1961, FCC regulation of televi-
sion largely had focused on technical and economic issues such as equip-
ment standards, station allocations, and frequency interference. Minow’s
first major address after his appointment as chairman marked a signifi-
cant departure from past practices. In a speech to industry leaders,
Minow disparaged “the vast wasteland” of Hollywood telefilm and called
on broadcasters to restore balance and diversity to their prime-time
schedules. The chairman’s critique of television was not novel but grew
out of an ongoing public discussion of the medium throughout the
1950s.
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Historian William Boddy has described many of these debates and
explains that in the early years of television cultural critics and broadcast
executives shared similar assessments of the medium'’s potential. During
this period of experimentation, the networks generated a diversity of
programming that ranged from anthology dramas to entertainment
spectaculars, from televised symphonies to vaudeville-inspired variety
shows. Critics celebrated this broad spectrum of programming because it
seemed to exemplify American cultural pluralism. Moreover, it prom-
ised that television, unlike radio, might develop distinctive new forms of
entertainment and cultural enlightenment. For their part, network exec-
utives welcomed this critique because it lent legitimacy to their efforts
and distinguished the new medium from other forms of mass entertain-
ment. Therefore, during the early fifties when government regulators
were still determining who should be granted new station licenses, appli-
cants who claimed affiliation with a network seemed destined to fulfill
their public service responsibility to provide programming for all tastes.
Boddy suggests that this strategy served NBC and CBS so well that by
the middle of the decade, they had amassed enough affiliation contracts
to secure a duopoly position in the industry."

Yet the alliance between the networks and the critics did not last long.
As the industry matured and as the networks grew more assured of their
control over the medium, the commitment to diversity began to dimin-
ish. Increasingly, the networks began to collaborate with Hollywood stu-
dios, searching for entertainment formulas that could produce consistently
large audiences at lower cost.'* As a result, live programming began to
fall by the wayside, and program diversity diminished as well. By the end
of the decade the production of entertainment television was concen-
trated in Los Angeles and largely controlled by a small number of stu-
dios and producers. The networks abandoned not only the creative
communities in New York and Chicago but also the television critics.
Broadcast executives no longer seemed worried about the approval of
newspaper columnists such as Jack Gould or Harriet Van Horne. Even
more, they began to attack those who challenged their new program-
ming strategies. The critics responded by pitching barbs at what they
described as homogeneous Hollywood telefilm and even began to call
into question the basic objectives of the medium. The networks were
accused of abandoning the concept of program diversity for a cold, com-
mercial logic. Television, according to the critics, had become a medium
of manipulation rather than enlightenment.* Instead of a “window onto



Opportunities Lost and Found 21

the world” that the early television industry had promised, the medium
had become a display window for a national consumer culture.

Elite television critics were not the only ones to articulate such con-
cerns. Lynn Spigel’s history of the popular debates that accompanied the
introduction of television suggests widespread public anxiety about the
medium’s ability to manipulate viewers in their homes. Some worried
that television would turn the viewer into a passive automaton. Writes
Spigel, “The threat of the ‘machine man, couched in the rhetoric of
behavioralism, gave rise to a host of statements on the relationship be-
tween television and the family. Would the television set become the
master and the family its willing subject? The adage of the day became,
‘Don’t let the television set dominate you!””*® Spigel shows how such con-
cerns were manifested in many forms of popular media.

Nor was this the first time that Americans expressed widespread ap-
prehension over the intrusion of broadcasting into the private space of
the home. During the early years of radio, many critics claimed that the
new medium would foster mindless audience behaviors, and others wor-
ried that it would detract from the vitality of public life. Many alleged
that radio would change the individual from an active member of the
community into a passive homebody. Just as important, it would allow
the listener to participate privately in public events without the mediat-
ing influence of community leaders, educators, or clergy. As Heywood
Broun put it, one could listen to a sermon on the radio, throw in a few
cuss words, and smoke a cigar all at the same time.”” Even more serious
was the prospect that many listeners would opt for an evening of com-
mercial entertainment over more public-spirited forms of program-
ming.

Similar concerns were raised throughout the 1950s by social critics
who claimed that the increasingly commercial logic of the television in-
dustry had diminished the public service mission of the medium."® As
historian James L. Baughman has shown, many of these “elite” critics
worried that the quality of American culture and of public life was
threatened by the manipulative programming strategies of network ex-
ecutives. They watched with consternation as the networks canceled an-
thology dramas, symphonies, and public affairs programming in favor
of game shows and westerns. Rather than blame audience preferences
for these programming shifts, critics charged that television executives
had failed to fulfill their role as guardians of the public sphere.” In 1959
Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote, “Even if one dissents (as I do) from
alarmist predictions about television producing a nation of imbeciles,
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one must still wonder about the social wisdom of letting so miraculous
and compelling 2 medium degenerate into electronic vaudeville.”*

One of the most insidious forces behind this transformation of televi-
sion was, according to critics, the advertising industry. Not only was
Madison Avenue obsessed with high ratings and mass appeal, but it was
also accused of cynically trying to manage the values and behaviors of
entertainment audiences. In The Hidden Persuaders, Vance Packard con-
tended that advertising specialists were able to manipulate consumers by
using social scientific techniques, such as subliminal communication.”
Although Packard offered little documentation to support his claims,
the book was a best-seller and generated comparisons between the brain-
washing techniques of totalitarian regimes and the advertising strategies
of Madison Avenue. Nor was Packard alone in his assessment of mass
media. Mica Nava contends that the writings of cultural critics from this
period generally portray audiences as “easily duped by advertisers and
politically pacified by the buying of useless objects. Their pursuit of com-
modities and their enjoyment of disdained cultural forms is cited as evi-
dence of their irrationality and gullibility. The idea that certain sectors
of the population are particularly vulnerable to the deleterious effects
of cultural forms, namely women, children and the less educated, is
an assumption running through Packard’s book and repeated else-
where.”#

The quiz show scandals at the end of the fifties seemed to substantiate
many of these concerns. Wildly popular, the TV game shows became the
subject of intensive investigation and public debate when it was revealed
that the contests were rigged. Perhaps the most respected television
critic of the era, Jack Gould of the New York Times, blamed the scandals
on the increasing pressures to conform to the commercial imperatives of
the medium. He also expressed ominous concern over the “spreading
virus of materialism” in American culture.?

Thus, by the end of the decade, the networks were criticized not only
for their programming and commercialism but also for their failure to
act as responsible guardians of the public airwaves. Moreover, the indus-
try had abandoned the principle of programming diversity at the very
moment that liberal cultural critics embraced diversity as the distinguish-
ing difference between free societies and totalitarian societies.* Instead
of the cultural and political forum that the networks had promised at the
beginning of the decade, television projected the seamy squalor of the
marketplace. Furthermore, the critics of television linked this failure in
the domain of mass culture to a set of profound political consequences.
In a 1958 speech to broadcast news directors that was later reprinted in
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the networks promised to increase their commitment to documentary
programming.” Although the networks followed the specific terms of
this agreement for only a short time, it did help to signal the growing
importance of network documentary as a symbol of public service pro-
gramming. As we shall see, the documentary was characterized as the
key genre for transcending the superficial and commercial aspects of the
medium. Produced by network news professionals, it promised to edu-
cate and uplift the audience. Although the specifics of the Doerfer plan
soon fell by the wayside, network commitment to documentary over the
next few years grew far beyond the agreements formulated at the St.
Regis Hotel. Documentary emerged as an important tonic for a troubled
medium.

Perhaps the most immediate gesture toward government regulators,
however, was not the product of explicit network planning and collab-
oration. Rather, it was the extensive television news coverage of the 1960
presidential election. The three networks spent between twenty and
thirty million dollars for what one trade magazine referred to as “the
greatest cash contribution” ever made in American politics.® In re-
sponse, national politicians overwhelmingly expressed satisfaction with
the medium’s increasing attention to public issues. Few could ignore the
seemingly salutary role television played in the presidential campaign,
least of all the new administration. If the trade press is any indication,
the networks seemed confident that by the spring of 1961 they had
weathered the worst of their “image crisis.”

Television and Foreign Policy

This complacency was quickly undone, however, by President Kennedy’s
newly appointed chairman of the Federal Communications Commission,
Newton Minow. That same spring, in his first address to the National
Association of Broadcasters—a speech that traditionally set the tone for
ensuing relations between the chairman and the industry—Minow re-
ferred to television programming as a “vast wasteland,” a phrase that
quickly became ubiquitous in popular discussion of the medium. His
analysis of broadcasting resurrected many of the concerns voiced during
the late 1950s, but what marked Minow’s comments as especially distinc-
tive was the fact that he became the first chairman of the FCC explicitly
to link television policy to foreign policy. Said Minow:

[In] today’s world, with chaos in Laos and the Congo aflame, with Communist
tyranny on our Caribbean doorstep and relentless pressure on our Atlantic
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alliance, with social and economic problems at home of the gravest nature, yes,
and with technological knowledge that makes it possible, as our President has
said, not only to destroy our world but to destroy poverty around the world—
in a time of peril and opportunity, the old complacent, unbalanced fare of
action-adventure and situation comedies is simply not good enough.”

Like the president, the new chairman spoke of the urgent global
struggle for freedom and the need for personal commitment and sacri-
fice. He argued that the trustees of the public airwaves must be respon-
sible for serving the needs of the public as well as catering to its more
whimsical desires. He concluded the speech by imploring industry exec-
utives, “Ask not what broadcasting can do for you—ask what you can do
tor broadcasting. I urge you to put the people’s airwaves to the service of
the people and the cause of freedom.”

Minow’s speech reflected the new administration’s view that television
was an important vehicle for reaching middle-class citizens in the privacy
of their homes in order to reconnect them with public life. More
broadly, the speech also symbolized a growing concern by corporate and
political leaders about public attitudes toward U.S. involvement over-
seas. It sought to marshal the resources of television on behalf of a New
Frontier agenda for global activism.

The significance of this agenda can be understood first by turning to
Elaine Tyler May’s history of domesticity during the postwar era. May
contends that a suburban family ideal dominated U.S. culture through-
out the 1950s and that this ideal had a notable impact on the behaviors
of the middle class. Having grown up in an era that experienced depres-
sion, world war, and the emergence of atomic weaponry, many Ameri-
cans sought a form of domestic security that would allow them to take
advantage of the fruits of postwar prosperity in the privacy of their
homes.* The suburban ideal not only invited Americans to seek security
in domestic enclaves, but it also encouraged private, therapeutic ap-
proaches to social problems. Teen rebellion against prevailing norms was
often characterized as juvenile delinquency, a psychologically based
form of antisocial behavior. Similarly, women who complained of isola-
tion in the suburban home were advised to undergo therapy to facilitate
their adaptation to “normal” life. The role of the average citizen during
this era of domesticity was to lead a prosperous, “well-adjusted” family
life, not to engage in public confrontation or political struggle. “Domes-
ticity was not so much a retreat from public affairs as an expression of
one’s citizenship,” writes May. “Postwar men and women were endorsing
and affirming, through their families, the goals expressed by major
political leaders and experts.”” These suburban families served as
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examples of social and political progress: they were living representa-
tions of the American dream. Furthermore, May points out that this
domestic ideal served government economic policy insofar as growth in
consumer spending on durable goods and residential construction consti-
tuted almost the entire increase in gross national product during the
mid-1950s.* In such an environment, little dissonance existed between
the commercial goals of American industry, the political objectives of the
Eisenhower administration, and the ideology of the middle-class family.

Toward the end of the decade, growing criticisms of television
achieved a peculiar intensity because they were linked to a reassessment
of middle-class lifestyles. Both Murrow and Minow received widespread
attention for their commentaries about television, and in both cases their
key concern was that material prosperity and mindless entertainment
had made Americans lazy and insular. In their eyes, average Americans
lacked a sense of purpose and resolve, both of which would be necessary
if the United States was to meet the challenge from the East. This was
not, however, the first, nor would it be the last, time highbrow critics
would express concern about a popular medium and its audiences. Ra-
dio, motion pictures, comic books, and dime novels all have been sub-
jected to similar sorts of commentary. What elevated the critique of
television to a particularly lofty level of concern among American
leaders was that television’s shortcomings might be turned into assets.
That is, the same medium that was used to mesmerize the masses might
transport them to places where they could come to understand pressing
social concerns—places dispersed not simply across the continent but
also across the globe. And the social concern that was privileged above all
others was the question of America’s global leadership role.

The growing emphasis on foreign policy stemmed in large part from
the dramatic growth of overseas business activities. Throughout the
1950s major manufacturers and advertisers increasingly turned their at-
tention to burgeoning markets in Europe and new markets in what was
characterized as the developing world. Resource extraction from the lat-
ter also became important as sophisticated manufacturing processes
grew dependent on rare minerals that could only be found outside the
United States. Furthermore, this expanding web of corporate activity
was stitched together by overseas banking operations that began to flour-
ish in the mid-1950s. Thus was constructed a Free World economy an-
chored by American technology, managerial practices, and investment
dollars.*

Nevertheless, such an explicit link between American economic pros-
perity and global hegemony was rarely discussed by mass media through-
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out the 1950s, and popular commitment to an interventionist foreign
policy wavered throughout the decade. There was a strong isolationist
sentiment among the public as most Americans saw little reason for
maintaining a military presence around the globe. Indeed, the major
U.S. military intervention during this era was in Korea, where a mud-
dled policy of containment crumbled when confronted by the prospect
of full-scale war.” It was in this context that American voters selected a
military hero for president in 1952, not because he would lead them to
victory, but because he promised to lead them out of Korea. Such a lack
of public resolve generated much discussion of a so-called Korean War
syndrome.

At the very core of this debate was a great deal of confusion about the
nature of the Free World and the U.S. role in defending it against a
rising tide of Communist revolution. Was the United States willing to go
to war to stop the spread of Communism? The president and much of
the populace showed little desire to commit soldiers to combat overseas,
especially when American interests had not been clearly spelled out. The
Eisenhower administration found itself severely hamstrung by a power-
ful isolationist element within the Republican Party. Small business en-
trepreneurs and farmers had little to gain from an active and expensive
international campaign to police the frontiers of the Third World.
These businesspeople relied little on resources from abroad and were
unlikely to market their products overseas. In fact, many of these small
entrepreneurs felt that vast pools of cheap labor throughout the Third
World were a threat to their operations. American manufacturers in
such labor-intensive industries as shoemaking and apparel worried more
about cheap imports than they did about Communist aggression in Asia
or Latin America. Thus Eisenhower’s foreign policy waffled throughout
his second term, constrained by public opinion and stiff opposition
within the Republican Party.*

On the other hand, leaders of capital-intensive corporations in such
industries as petroleum, aerospace, and electronics showed growing con-
cern about access to international markets.”” These executives were in
search of solutions to what they perceived as unrest in many parts of the
globe. Moreover, many of these leaders realized that this instability
raised questions not only of military strategy but of social reform as well.
What could be done about conflicts in Vietnam, the Congo, and Cuba?
These were the brushfire wars in which Americans were more likely to
encounter the specter of famine among the population than the pres-
ence of Soviet tanks. What were the politics of the malnourished? In
which camp did their sympathies lie? Thus the competition between East
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and West was not only strategic; increasingly it took on economic and
ideological dimensions as well.

By the late 1950s many corporate leaders believed that the Soviets
were winning this competition. According to a series of studies pub-
lished during this period by the Ford Foundation and the Rockefeller
Brothers Fund, American leadership of the Free World was in jeopardy.*®
As the Soviet economy was racing ahead, the American economy was still
sputtering along in the wake of the 1957 recession. Furthermore, Soviet
preeminence in rocketry following the launch of Sputnik in 1957 had
diminished American prestige and shifted the nuclear balance of power.
The Soviets were suddenly capable of delivering nuclear warheads to
North American cities within a matter of minutes. Images of American
invulnerability were being challenged, and the elite think tank studies
asserted that it was time to “get America moving again.”

This agenda was taken quite seriously by key leaders in the corporate
community who banded together behind Nelson Rockefeller’s 1956 bid
for the Republican presidential nomination. But Rockefeller’s stinging
rebuff by the isolationist faction within the party encouraged many of
these corporate leaders to redirect their campaign contributions to Dem-
ocratic candidates during the next presidential campaign.* John F. Ken-
nedy happily appropriated the activist economic and foreign policies
advocated by these major think tanks. Indeed, he even borrowed a leaf
from Nelson Rockefeller’s campaign rhetoric in his declaration of a
“New Frontier.”

Kennedy’s presidential campaign rode a rising tide of crisis rhetoric
that began with the Sputnik launch in 1957. Kennedy, like Rockefeller,
placed a great deal of emphasis on a growing missile gap between the
superpowers and warned that space technology was “the shield from
behind which [the Soviets would] slowly but surely advance—through
Sputnik diplomacy, limited brush-fire wars, internal revolution, and
blackmail.” He argued further, “The periphery of the Free World will
slowly be nibbled away.”' Rather than emphasize conformity and do-
mesticity, the new president encouraged public activism and implied
that citizens could make a difference in politics through their personal
efforts, even in the domain of international affairs. In fact, Kennedy’s
inaugural address explicitly summoned public involvement in the global
struggle against Communism while ignoring domestic issues entirely.

This shift in leadership rhetoric during the late fifties was not simply
the product of high-level debates in foreign policy circles. Rather, scien-
tists, liberal politicians, and social critics—all of whom operated on the
margins of power during the Eisenhower era—also invoked Sputnik as
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similar and was similarly destructive. He contended that the future of
the world rested instead at “the vital center,” and inextricably linked to
this centrism was a celebration of science and expertise as the fundamen-
tal material for political progress both at home and abroad. Wrote Schle-
singer:
No people in the world approach the Americans in mastery of the new magic
of science and technology. Our engineers can transform arid plains or pov-
erty-stricken river valleys into wonderlands of vegetation and power. Our fac-
tories produce astonishing new machines, and the machines turn out a
wondrous flow of tools and goods for every aspect of living. The Tennessee
Valley Authority is a weapon which, if properly employed, might outbid all
the social ruthlessness of the Communists for the support of the people of
Asia,*

Thus, in the wake of the Sputnik launch, the image of the scientist,
which had suffered ambivalent representation in mass media through-
out much of the 1950s, began to assume a new countenance.” By the end
of the decade, liberal critics were actively promoting the notion that the
only defense against Soviet expansionism was expertise—in rocketry,
economic policy, and social planning. No longer the “egghead” derided
by Joseph McCarthy and other conservatives, the scientist and the expert
began to take the high ground in public policy debates during the latter
part of the decade.

The Turn toward Documentary

It is therefore significant that although the golden age of documentary
would peak during the Kennedy administration, the networks had al-
ready begun to respond to public criticism by expanding their documen-
tary efforts in 1959 and 1960. Of all the programming the networks
could have offered to deflect increasing public criticism—symphonies,
anthology dramas, live spectaculars, and the like—they chose to commit
their resources to the documentary genre, the product of professional
expertise. At a time when quiz show producers were under investigation
for rigging their programs and advertisers were being criticized for ma-
nipulating audiences and television executives were suspected of con-
spiring with Hollywood moguls, at this precise moment, the networks
turned to their professional journalists to render objective analyses of
pressing social issues. Thus the network documentary asked viewers to
believe what they saw on television once again, for it offered vital infor-
mation that was presented as the product of untainted expertise. One
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CBS press release touted producer Albert Wasserman for having “made
it his career to capture on films true stories . . . exactly as they happen.”*

The network documentarist sought to restore the medium’s lost sense
of public service and to provide the raw material for enlightened public
discussion. Documentary programs therefore were invariably linked to
specific notions of political process. NBC producer Fred Freed drew
such a connection when discussing a White Paper program about main-
land China, a country that up to that time had been off-limits to the
American broadcast media by order of the U.S. State Department: “We
think the more information the public has, the more intelligently they
[sic] can judge what our China policy should be. We ourselves don’t in-
tend to judge, just present as many of the objective facts as we can.”*
Freed argued that information is crucial to the political process and that
democratic politics depend on the work of experts to deliver value-free
facts so that various options might be weighed.*

Newton Minow’s “vast wasteland” speech therefore must be under-
stood as an articulation of liberal cultural criticism and New Frontier
internationalism. Minow challenged the broadcast industry to provide
leadership and inspiration for the viewing public instead of narrowly
focusing on marketing studies and ratings reports. He further empha-
sized television’s public responsibility given its privileged access to the
privacy of the home. Television must be reformed, argued Minow, not
simply to improve its “quality” but to help mobilize a nation locked in
superpower struggle. Television must educate and enlighten as well as
entertain.

The trade press and subsequent histories of the period have detailed
the resistance that greeted Minow’s efforts to restore television’s diver-
sity and encourage public service. As James Baughman has argued, even
though Minow enjoyed strong support from the president and from
television critics, he encountered opposition from the television industry
and its powerful lobby in Congress. Confronted by these obstacles,
Minow quickly retrenched. He shifted his efforts from a broad critique
of television to the promotion of particular kinds of programs. And even
here he began to pare his list of demands. From a wide-ranging call for
the restoration of diversity, Minow more modestly focused on the im-
portance of television as an informational medium. Given that nightly
newscasts were then only fifteen minutes long, the chairman stressed the
importance of programming that provided interpretation and analysis.
“The job of reporting the news is only half done until the pieces are put
together,” said Minow. “The pattern of news is often obscure, and . . .
[the] long reports and news analyses on radio and television are ideally
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suited to the interpretation of events and the exploration of issues.””
Baughman claims that Minow, when confronted by stiff opposition,
“shifted from seeking, so to speak, both ‘CBS Reports’ and ‘Playhouse
90’ to advocating only ‘CBS Reports.’”*®

Even though the industry may have resisted the wide-ranging reform
agenda that Minow initially laid out, it did respond to the chairman’s
more focused initiative regarding informational programming. Minow’s
“vast wasteland” speech clearly signaled a resurgence of the public scru-
tiny that preceded the election year. Although no secret meetings were
called at the St. Regis Hotel, Jack Gould of the New York Times noted a
“new receptiveness” to public service programming among network af-
filiates. This, said Gould, was the greatest significance of the Minow
speech. Or as one public affairs producer put it, “All I can say is my
phone started to ring right after May 9 and it hadn’t rung on May 8.7
Similarly, syndicators reported a dramatically increasing demand from
stations for more public affairs programming, and several independent
producers and syndicators set up businesses exclusively to handle this
burgeoning demand. David Wolper, the biggest independent producer
in the documentary field, said Newton Minow was worth more to him
than a high-powered press agent. Indeed, the chairman made it clear
that he was most interested in “informational programs which exemplify
public service.”™ More specifically he was referring to “more back-
grounders, documentaries, commentaries.”"

Increasing contacts between network news executives and the chair-
man also reflected this new receptiveness. Throughout Minow’s tenure
he received a steady stream of letters and promotional materials from
ABC that cited the network’s advances in news and public affairs. News
chief James Hagerty exchanged informal notes with Minow (“Dear
Newt,” “Dear Jim”), and the two men scheduled informal “chats” to dis-
cuss the development of ABC News.*” Similarly, the head of NBC News,
William McAndrew, forwarded a packet of promotional materials about
a special series of White Paper documentaries on Communism. One ad
refers to an episode entitled “Death of Stalin,” a program that, said the
ad, “supported the NBC thesis that television documentaries needn’t be
dull.”** Apparently Minow agreed, for he dashed off a note to producer
Irving Gitlin saying, “[Y]ou should be very proud of the series you are
doing on Communism. It’s an extraordinary achievement. As a citizen I
wish everybody could see it and that it would be rerun often.”* Minow’s
enthusiasm was later reciprocated by Gitlin, who wrote the chairman to
express personal appreciation for the FCC’s backing: “Just let me say, as
a program producer, that your support and pressure have been tangible
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assets in the pursuit of my work, and that in a field where standards are
very hard to come by, your public support and official statements and
actions have in fact made for improvement.”

In such environs, network news and information programming flour-
ished, especially those shows with a topical emphasis on the international
threat of Communist takeover.* At the same time, syndicators of over-
seas programming beefed up their program catalogs with substantial ad-
ditions of informational and educational fare.”” NBC even went so far as
to offer 125 hours of free public affairs programming to countries in the
early stages of developing a television broadcasting system. “Operation:
Documentaries,” as it was called, had the dual advantage of assisting new
stations for which “programming pose[d] economic problems,” while at
the same time tying these stations into the interests of NBC and the U.S.
government.*® Thus despite the taboo on government censorship, Minow
was able to define areas of mutual concern to leaders of the television
industry. He did so by articulating linkages between informational pro-
gramming and the national interest, between free markets and the Free
World. :

Of all the concerns raised by the liberal critique of television around
the turn of the decade, information programming received the highest
priority, and television documentary became an important site of col-
laboration between the government and the networks. Yet this was a
collaboration that had been shaped by years of discussion and debate
over the newest medium of mass communication. At the beginning of
the 1950s the networks understood public service to mean a diverse
menu of programming; one decade later they had come to associate it
with expanded news coverage that most prominently featured docu-
mentary analysis of international issues, specifically the global threat of
monolithic Communism.



Chapter Two

Documentaries of the
Communist Other

In 1960 Irving Gitlin, the executive producer of NBC White Paper, re-
flected on the importance of television documentary in an article he
wrote for the industry trade paper Variety. Addressing a readership of
station managers, owners, and NBC affiliates, Gitlin made the case for
urgently increasing television’s commitment to public affairs program-
ming.

Since Sputnik we have had U-2, the folding of the [Eisenhower-Khrushchev]

Summit, Cuba, the Japanese riots (and these are only the beginning), yet we

go on our way as usual. I deeply believe that this country is at a juncture in

history more dangerous, more critical than ever before. If this country does
not address itself to the business at hand of effective national and interna-
tional policy, I believe we will see in our time the end of this nation as we know
it.!
What is striking about this passage is the way in which it closely con-
formed to the crisis rhetoric then popular among internationalist fac-
tions in American politics. Here Gitlin characterized the fundamental
challenge facing the United States as one of superpower struggle. Al-
though he argued that the primary role of the documentarist was to
educate audiences through objective investigation of social issues, Git-
lin’s rhetoric reflected the priorities of a George Kennan, a Nelson Rock-
efeller, or a John Kennedy.

CBS Reports executive producer Fred Friendly struck a similar chord
only a few months later in an article written for TV Guide. According to
Friendly, political indifference was an important part of the challenge
facing the United States.
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World War 11 ended one kind of isolationism, the old-fashioned, pre-airplane,
far-away-from-it-all view of the Midwest. There is now another kind of isola-
tionism, one more dangerous because it is not generally recognized as such.
We have stuck our ostrich heads into the sand of entertainment and creature
comforts. Day in and day out for decades we have been living in a world of
fiction.?

Like Gitlin, Friendly argued that danger loomed on two fronts. Interna-
tionally, the United States must be willing to confront the Communist
challenge wherever it might threaten to roll back the frontiers of Ameri-
can influence. Domestically, the battle must be joined on the ideological
front, where complacency and prosperity had bred ignorance and apa-
thy among the American people. “Are we going to give [the viewers]
what they want,” asked Gitlin, “or are we going to tell them what they
have to know: that we face a world in revolution, that we are in a terrible
fix, that we need new ideas, new approaches, and sacrifice if we are to
make it.”

Giving “them” what they need to know was the network documentar-
ist’s primary responsibility. Furthermore, in a world in which the reach
of the American media was becoming increasingly international, the re-
sponsibilities of the professional broadcaster were becoming more global
as well. United States broadcasters operating abroad must be willing to
take the message of freedom to the rapidly growing audiences of televi-
sion viewers around the world, for, as Friendly put it, the United States
was lagging in the competition to capture the allegiances of citizens
along the frontiers of the Free World. The Sputnik launch in 1957 was a
critical blow to American prestige, cautioned Friendly, and recent events
in the Third World had shown that the United States “also lagged in the
ideological struggle to win uncommitted people to the ways of freedom,
sometimes because others could not be sure from [the United States’]
performance whether [it was] idealistic or self-seeking.” The United
States must make its intentions and aspirations known to all if it is to
exercise global leadership, declared Friendly, and documentary televi-
sion must play a central role in this effort.

Recent scholarship has suggested that one of the fundamental mis-
sions of mass media during the modern era is to construct and maintain
popular images of the nation: its identity, its history, its mission. One
way broadcasting does this is by providing regular coverage of national
events, thus helping to organize the nation’s collective sense of temporal
order. This encourages citizens to take up a synchronous relationship
with their compatriots by consuming news of the nation at a clocked
regularity and by partaking in mass-mediated public rituals.® During the
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West. As James Carey might suggest, network documentaries con-
structed maps of meaning that operated as representations of and for
reality.” In the first sense, they “referred to” reality by identifying and
organizing landmarks that described that reality. In the second sense,
they “stood for” reality and as such influenced the ways in which audi-
ences, after viewing the programs, would perceive and engage the world.
Therefore, the “effects” of these programs were not limited to what they
had to say about particular places or events but included how they posi-
tioned these elements in relation to other elements, drawing attention to
some things while obscuring others. Network documentaries created
maps of meaning about an increasingly complex and interconnected
global environment, one in which the Free World seemed threatened by
instability and menaced by Communist infiltration. Major television ar-
chives are well stocked with documentaries from this period that support
such a claim. In program after program, the viewer confronts the chal-
lenge of Communism on the battlefield, in the political arena, and in the
classroom. The broadcasting trade press at the time also noted this tend-
ency, arguing that the struggle to defend the “Free World” was the most
pervasive single topic in documentary television.®

This trend is apparent in the three documentary series that repre-
sented the most extensive commitment of network resources during the
early sixties: ABC’s Bell and Howell Close-Up!, NBC White Paper, and CBS
Reports. These “flagship” series were, at the time, considered the defini-
tive expression of network commitment to the documentary form. They
were pacesetters in style and content, and as a result they attracted the
greatest amount of public attention on the air, in the industry, and in the
press. They were exemplars of the genre and merit closer examination.
Consequently, this chapter and chapters 4 and 6 explore the textual
characteristics of documentaries from these three series. The purpose of
this analysis is not to generate a representative sample but to uncover the
rules of discourse that structure these programs. How do they construct
problems and pose questions? What kinds of concerns receive attention?
What others do not? Who is interviewed, and which voices are privi-
leged? What is the narrative logic at work in each program? How might
the stories, images, and characters within these documentaries be related
to the social context of this era? Finally, how do tensions and contradic-
tions within the programs portray conflicting forces at work in society at
the time? Thus, my purpose is not to argue that these texts are somehow
representative of the more than fifteen hundred network documentaries
from this period. Rather, these programs offer a range of topics and
treatments that make it possible to chart a discursive hierarchy that privi-
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leges superpower struggle as the central dynamic in these texts. Further-
more, having viewed a wide range of documentaries from this period, I
would argue that the addition or subtraction of any combination of pro-
grams from this period would be unlikely to alter my analysis in any
significant way.

To begin, a thematic survey of these texts shows that during the first
season of the Bell and Howell Close-Up! series, ABC produced eighteen
programs, of which six were explicitly about the Communist threat.
These were primarily foreign policy programs such as “Ninety Miles to
Communism,” a program about Cuba; “The Red and the Black,” an
investigation of the Red threat in Africa; and “Troubled Land,” a profile
of peasant revolts in northeastern Brazil.® In each of these programs the
central narrative conflict revolves around the Communist challenge to
the Free World. Another six programs during this premiere season of
Close-Up! employed the Red threat as a significant subtext. For instance,
“The Flabby American” is a report on the physical fitness of the nation
that is cast in the context of East-West relations. At a marine boot camp,
the opening scene of the program shows young recruits struggling their
way through physical fitness exams while the voice-over narrator com-
ments on the high incidence of fatigue among U.S. soldiers during the
Korean War. The key question raised at the outset is whether leisure-
happy, middle-class Americans could answer the challenge posed by a
dedicated Communist foe.” Similarly, a documentary about racism,
“Walk in My Shoes,” argues that any systematically oppressed minority
represents an inherent threat to the stability of the American political
system.'' The program further suggests that racism generates complica-
tions for U.S. foreign policy, since it specifically threatens relations with
newly independent African states. So even though a majority of these
ABC documentaries do not specifically focus on foreign policy issues,
the Cold War discourse of the New Frontier era structures the treatment
of most issues, both foreign and domestic. Consequently, twelve of the
eighteen programs during this first season ground the rationale of their
arguments in the terrain of superpower struggle.

A similar thematic pattern can be found in the NBC White Paper series.
Half of the twenty programs broadcast during its first four seasons ex-
plicitly revolve around the Communist challenge to the Free World, and
three other programs draw on this theme as an important subtext.
Therefore, the Cold War is a subject that activates an important narra-
tive tension in most of these NBC documentaries. With CBS Reports this
tendency can also be observed: all foreign policy programs are explicitly
focused on superpower struggle, and domestic issues are often linked
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indirectly to the same concerns. Thus tropes of “freedom” are woven
throughout these texts, and freedom is cast in relation to its other: the
often unspoken threat of Communist takeover.'

One can roughly visualize the preoccupation with superpower
struggle by categorizing the documentaries in these three series accord-
ing to topic. In the table on flagship documentaries and in the appendix,
note that foreign policy concerns are the central focus of more programs
than any other category. Each season superpower struggle dwarfs all
other policy issues, including civil rights, poverty, and space exploration.
American politics draw a great deal of attention in the 1960 election
year, and legal issues come to the fore in the 1962 season when CBS does
a three-part examination of the Supreme Court. Yet throughout this
period global issues enjoy a strong and continuing presence in these flag-
ship series. Furthermore, superpower struggle also crops up in other
programs. As noted above, it may provide the rationale for addressing
domestic issues such as racial strife or physical fitness. It may also be a
central concern in documentary interviews of “great leaders,” such as
the series of documentary interviews CBS produced with Dwight Eisen-
hower and Walter Lippmann. In fact, these edited interviews devote a
tremendous amount of time to discussing the foreign policy dimension
of presidential leadership. Therefore, in four of the five seasons de-
picted below, superpower struggle is either the main topic or a central
subtext in more than half of the flagship documentaries produced each
season.

Nevertheless, one needs to analyze these texts more closely in order to
appreciate fully the pervasiveness of such concerns. For purposes of

Flagship Documentaries Categorized by Topic

1959-1960 1960-1961 1961-1962 1962-1963 19631964

Season total 11 42 46 44 24
Foreign policy 6 15 22 11 8
FP subtext 3 8 12 6 7
Am. politics 0 7 2 2 3
Law/crime 0 2 3 7 2
Civil rights 1 4 1 2 3
Environment 2 0 2 4 0
Poverty 0 1 2 2 0
Space race 2 3 0 1 0
Heaith 1 3 2 3 1
Labor 0 3 1 2 0
Interview 1 2 7 5 5
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more detailed analysis, I have grouped these network documentaries
into three major categories according to the geography they attempt to
represent: Communist countries, the middle ground, and the home
front. The latter two groups are taken up in chapters 4 and 6 respec-
tively; this chapter focuses on programs that portray Communist core
countries.

To begin, numerous scholars have shown that one of the most funda-
mental ways in which a nation defines its identity and its sense of pur-
pose is by describing the “other.””® That which lies outside is usually
characterized as posing a challenge to the fundamental values of the
nation. This opposition between us and them not only alerts the citizenry
to a potential threat; it consolidates and solidifies the bonds that hold
together an often diverse and physically dispersed population. Such dis-
cursive strategies are at work in television documentaries from the early
1960s. The following section pays particular attention to a set of docu-
mentaries that portray the origins of Communism and the internal
power struggles of the Kremlin leadership during the postwar era.
These programs imply a set of radical oppositions between charismatic,
coercive dictatorships and rational, modern democracies. They further
suggest distinctions between revolution and programmatic reform as
well as between ideology and objectivity. In short, they explore the dif-
ferences between Soviet and American politics.

The other group of programs analyzed in this chapter address con-
cerns about modernity and mass society behind the Iron Curtain. The
technologies of surveillance and control are presented as the key to
Communist power over vast expanses of the globe. These technologies
threaten individual autonomy and impose a mind-numbing equality on
subjects within their reach. Like the documentaries in the first section,
these programs are products of a liberal imagination that promotes an
affinity among American viewers by constructing abstract and loathsome
images of the Communist other. Finally, both groups of programs pro-
mote an urgent awareness of superpower struggle. Just as Fred Friendly
and Irving Gitlin suggested at the beginning of this chapter, these pro-
grams are a wake-up call for a prosperous, self-satisfied, and inward-
looking nation.

Communism and the Kremlin

The oppositions between East and West become most apparent in pro-
grams that deal with prototypal Communist states, such as the Soviet
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Union and China. Despite canons of journalistic objectivity, these docu-
mentaries proceed from a set of a priori assumptions that reveal a vision
shared at the time by broadcasters and government officials regarding
television’s educational mission. In a letter to presidential press secretary
Pierre Salinger, NBC’s Lucy Jarvis captured much of this vision when
outlining one of her assignments, a forthcoming program with the work-
ing title “Blueprint for Red Conquest.” Wrote Jarvis:

It will attempt to explain to the American public in compelling terms the na-
ture of the Communist offensive against the free world. Ranging across many
nations, this program will show how the Communists are waging war against
freedom on every front—economic, military, political, psychological, cultural.
We plan to demonstrate that the Communist offensive is an integrated, care-
tully planned, relentless assault designed by a whole variety of methods to
confuse and destroy freedom."

Jarvis’s project, which developed into several NBC White Paper documen-
taries, charts the historical development of Marxism and situates the
Communist threat as centered at the Kremlin and spreading out to en-
compass vast expanses of the globe.

One of the programs, “Who Goes There? A Primer on Communism,”
offers a historical critique that traces the roots of Communism back to
nineteenth-century Europe and the writings of Karl Marx.'* At the out-
set, host Robert Abernethy walks on stage from behind a set of larger-
than-life portraits of Marx, Lenin, Stalin, Mao, and other Communist
leaders. As the program unfolds, it becomes apparent that the posters
represent a gallery of rogues united by an ideology of violent revolution.
Moreover, throughout the program Abernethy’s explanations of the
growing influence of monolithic Communism are punctuated by omi-
nous drumrolls and crashing cymbals. While this operatic staging lends a
dramatic tone to the presentation, Abernethy presents himself as the
quintessential modern technocrat, restrained in manner and dressed in
a conventional business suit. In essence, the documentary is an illus-
trated lecture that traces the historical development of Communism. But
at the same time the program strives to conform to the conventions of
narrative television by generating characters, conflict, and a unified
plotline. It draws together a story of global Communist revolution, out-
side of which stands the narrator, an omniscient and rational voice.

Using a series of historical illustrations, Abernethy begins the narra-
tive with the ravages of early industrialization, noting the arduous work-
ing conditions that ultimately gave rise to widespread protest and labor
organizing throughout Europe. According to the documentary, the






Documentaries of the Communist Other 45

brief biography of Marx. He recounts the economic and medical prob-
lems that dogged the prophet of Communism and notes that three of
Marx’s children died as a result of inadequate medical care. Thus Marx’s
narrative motivation is explained by the very privation that modern soci-
eties of the Free World seek to overcome through prosperity, nutrition,
and medical science. This analysis is reinforced by Abernethy’s observa-
tion that the first Communist revolution did not take place in a capitalist
society, which Marx had predicted, but in a premodern agrarian society.
“How did it happen?” asks Abernethy. “The fact is that the threat of
Communist revolution then and now is greatest not where capitalism is
strongest, but wherever men’s demands for reforms are denied. The
Communist revolution in Russia was far more the product of repression
than capitalism.” By implication, the modern-day threat to the Free
World is strongest where systematic, liberal reform is absent.

The program then moves on to brief biographies of Lenin and Stalin
detailing a history of terror and conspiracy at the highest levels of Soviet
government. Through it all, Abernethy argues, the doctrine of Marx
was a seminal influence, a master plan for totalitarian takeover. The doc-
umentary further contends that the histories of Russian and Chinese
expansionism have now been yoked to the ideology of global Commu-
nism. Thus the program attempts to contain very complicated historical
forces within a single narrative structure. While gesturing toward the
importance of specific national contexts, the program implies that Mao
and Khrushchev are, in essence, the Janus-faced visage of a monolithic
Communist threat that originates with Marx. Gesturing toward the gal-
lery of rogues, Abernethy concludes by saying:

These are some of the faces of Communism, and each face is molded by the
special interests in the nation in which you find it. These are the people who
go there. And how far they go depends on who goes here.

Can our power and our will check their imperialism? Can our self-discipline
match their totalitarianism? Can we help wipe out the conditions that invite
revolution? Above all, can our freedom and our faith deny their ideology? We
think they can. Thank you for watching and listening.

The binary oppositions set up in this closing are typical of many net-
work documentaries during this period. The oppositions not only pro-
pose a characterization of the Communist world, but they also define a
set of assumptions about the Free World. In Abernethy’s concluding
remarks we can see that the West exercises its power as a check against
the excesses of a new brand of Eastern imperialism. America is por-
trayed as a land of democratic individualism where power emerges only
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through a form of collective self-discipline. On the other hand, subjects
behind the Iron Curtain have discipline imposed from above; they are
manipulated by ruling cliques who seize power through revolution and
subversion. This tide of revolution will continue to rise unless it is neu-
tralized by expanding prosperity throughout the Free World. Educated
and well-fed citizens are less likely to be duped by Communist ideology.
Finally, and “above all,” the West is cast as God fearing and righteous
even though liberal pluralism of this era relegated religion to an ambig-
uous role in modern society. Perhaps more to the point, faith is posi-
tioned here in relation to freedom. The scientist, the technocrat, the
documentarist all employ open, rational methods of inquiry and political
choice. Westerners have faith that their approach to the world is true
and objectively verifiable. Communists, on the other hand, are driven by
the ideology of their misguided, demonic prophet, Karl Marx. In the
Communist world, ideology obscures the true nature of relationships in
the objective world, and therefore Communist leaders fear scrutiny and
exposure by Western news media.

A similar set of explanatory strategies are at work in one of the adver-
tisements by the program’s sponsor, Upjohn. Like much of the docu-
mentary, the commercial is a series of photographic stills and illustrations.
It opens with the sound of dramatic beats from a kettledrum and pic-
tures of Hitler framed in close-up and extreme close-up. As we hear the
sound of passionate German oratory in the background, a calm, authori-
tative voice-over narrates a series of stills:

While this man was shouting [Hitler], this man marching [Mussolini], this man
bowing [Tojol, this man watching [Stalin reviewing troops], these men were
working quietly in a laboratory at Upjohn. [Stills of lab scientists. Music shifts
to orchestral strings and soaring flutes.]

They too were hoping to change the world—the year, 1938. [Depression
era shots, melancholic music.] They were part of a nationwide movement to-
ward ending malnutrition. Their contribution was Unicap. A capsule contain-
ing the essential vitamins in easy-to-take form. [Slides of product. Music more
upbeat, but unobtrusive.]

Today, the picture of America has changed. [Good life shots.] With im-
proved diets and better understanding of nutrition, America’s health is sec-
ond to none in the world. Thanks in part to the men who weren’t shouting or
marching, but just working quietly at Upjohn, hoping in their way to change
things.

Note once again the oppositions between science and ideology, be-
tween the rational and the irrational. The commercial also directs our
attention to the fundamental importance of programmatic liberal re-
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form versus violent revolution. Finally, the ad dramatically distinguishes
between rational public policy and charismatic dictatorship. Likening
the leadership of Stalin to the leadership of the Axis powers, the com-
merecial invites the viewer to compare the Communist world to the legacy
of fascism. This final comparison recalls Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s as-
sertion that extremism on both the left and the right of the political
spectrum ultimately meets in the form of totalitarianism and that the
opposite of such extremes is in fact the “vital center,” an enlightened,
democratic pragmatism.”

Two other programs in this NBC series are case studies of the Soviet
Union that further explore the relationship between charismatic leader-
ship and monolithic Communism. Both were heavily promoted by the
network and garnered ratings in the high teens, comparable to enter-
tainment programs in the same time slot. Moreover, these programs
drew explicit kudos from FCC chairman Newton Minow as mentioned
in chapter 1. The first program examines the power struggle that en-
sued after the “Death of Stalin.”* It opens with newsreel footage of the
1952 party congress, which narrator Chet Huntley refers to as a “love
fest” for the Soviet dictator. Thus, from the outset, the nature of total-
itarian leadership is distinguished by the absence of free inquiry and
open criticism. We also are told that while Stalin is being worshiped, the
economy is failing and the Soviet leader has mounted a series of vicious
purges to deal with mounting unrest. As if to emphasize the totalitarian
nature of the Soviet regime, the viewer is shown newsreel film of the
dictator arriving at the Bolshoi Ballet. In the midst of economic calamity
and violent repression, Stalin fritters away the evening at the theater.
Greeted by a standing ovation, he basks in the adoration and then ges-
tures for the applause to cease. Immediately, the documentary cuts from
Stalin’s gesture to a shot of the audience sitting down as if on cue.
Through the tempo of the editing, the viewer experiences the awesome
power of Communist dictatorship.

This sequence prefigures the program’s analysis of Soviet leadership.
Here charisma and ideology mask the true material relations in society, a
contradiction that must be negotiated through repression and terror.
Therefore, when the program turns to the issue of leadership succession
in the wake of Stalin’s death, it is characterized as a grab for dictatorial
power. As the viewer observes top Soviet officials standing around the
body of Stalin at the funeral, we are told power is divided among them,
but the narrator cautions the viewer that only one will end up with it all.
The unspoken comparison is that unlike democratic regimes, Soviet
leadership must be absolute, and those who bid for power must quash
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crats. As a result, the Soviet peace initiative, the withdrawal of troops
from Austria, and the superpower summit are explained as mere pos-
turing that grows out of an internal power struggle. Similarly, Khrush-
chev’s attack on the “cult” of Stalin at the party congress in 1956 is
portrayed as just one more attempt by Khrushchev to solidify his posi-
tion within the party.

Although an alternative reading of this period might emphasize the
range of possibilities that this power vacuum engendered, the focus in-
stead is on the evil machinations of Soviet power brokers. Khrushchev’s
renunciation of Stalinism is but one more gambit in a high-stakes con-
test. Thus, the “real” Khrushchev is revealed when his policy of liberal-
ization leads to unrest in Eastern Europe and in turn to the 1956 Soviet
crackdown in Hungary. As archival news film conveys the resulting car-
nage and rubble, narrator Chet Huntley comments on the cynical nature
of Soviet policy: “The Soviet Union has made it clear to what lengths it
will go when its empire is threatened. A kind of peace has been restored.
Nikita Khrushchev has survived. This is the price of his survival.”

After the Hungarian uprising Khrushchev faces another attempt to
oust him, but we are told that he shrewdly outmaneuvers his opposition
by packing the Communist Party Central Committee with his support-
ers. Invoking the committee’s authority, he forces his opponents into
exile. The narrator points out that finally, after four years of struggle,
Khrushchev has consolidated his power. This moment of closure is then
linked to the recent history of U.S.-Soviet diplomacy. Huntley suggests
that the many twists and turns in superpower relations over the course
of the 1950s are to be understood as the product of Soviet duplicity and
intrigue. 'Thus changes in Soviet diplomacy are not the product of a
rational policy process but of internal power struggles. The documen-
tary warns of the dangers of accommodation by emphasizing the radical
otherness of the Soviet system.

Yet the meanings of the text are much richer and more complex than
this single narrative of leadership struggle in a foreign land. The associa-
tion of Khrushchev with ward-style politics at the beginning of the pro-
gram sets up another level of meanings that permeate the documentary
as well. It is Khrushchev’s ability as a political infighter—stacking the
membership on the Central Committee—that ultimately saves him in his
greatest moment of trial. Structured into the text is not only a tale of
Khrushchev and his cynical approach to foreign policy but also a story
about styles of power. While Khrushchev’s ward-heeling style is distin-
guished from the gangsterism of the Stalinist period, the constellation of
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meanings associated with both of these forms of power is intriguing
when compared with the political ideology of corporate liberalism.

If, like Robert H. Wiebe, we trace the roots of corporate liberalism in
the United States to the Progressive Era, it reminds us of the opposition
between Progressive politics and ward politics during that period.?
Progressivism promoted notions of continuity, planning, and process. It
was cool, professional, and self-effacing. By comparison, ward politics
were seen by the Progressives as emerging from the chaos of the ethnic
ghetto. This brand of politics was personalized, charismatic, and fraught
with corruption and intrigue. The dominant personalities associated
with ward politics were flamboyant and passionate to a fault. Indeed, the
liberal imagination constructed images of ward politicians and Mafia
crime families out of a similar set of attributes. Not surprisingly, these
images of the other have resonance with the narrative construction of
Soviet leaders and Soviet society in the documentaries of the early 1960s.
Accordingly, the program about Khrushchev conveys as much about the
American system as it does about the Soviet Union. Its construction of
Communism is the mirror opposite of modern, corporate liberalism.

Sociologists Philip Elliot and Philip Schlesinger have argued that such
oppositions are also consonant with “master patterns” in Western media
portrayals throughout the Cold War era. Some of the polarities they
point to in representations of West and East are reason/violence, ra-
tional/irrational, objective/emotional.? Although these oppositions are
certainly at work here, it is also important to note the ways in which the
programs are specifically connected to an American context in the post-
Spuinik period, an era that was characterized by a resurging faith in
government activism and expertise. The urgent cry to get America
moving again focused on the need for a mobilization of technical know-
how in order to meet the challenges posed by Soviet strategic capa-
bilities. Such a mobilization required widespread public concern over the
Soviet threat, and therefore the threat had to be made explicit. It had to
be described. But it also had to be portrayed as an opposition that could
be managed by the distinctive attributes that characterized the American
system. Such a mobilization therefore required that the nation be “reim-
agined,” to borrow from Benedict Anderson’s notion. It could no longer
survive as an isolationist, consumer society led by an avuncular war hero.
Rather, it had to be reimagined as an aggressive leader of the Free
World—a prosperous, modern, and liberal alternative to the Soviet Sys-
tem. Therefore, in describing the Soviet other, these programs also sug-
gest a style of politics that traces its heritage back through the New Deal
to the emergence of Progressivism at the turn of the century. The docu-
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mentaries therefore imply a mode of politics that has a long heritage but
is tied to the particular history of the post-Sputnik era.

Surveillance and Control

Interestingly, the event that was the touchstone for this resurgence of
corporate liberalism was the 1957 launch of a satellite that signaled a
triumph of Soviet technocracy. The apparent contradiction between
these documentary portrayals of Kremlin politics and Russian scientific
accomplishments is manifest throughout this period and is a subject that
receives a more detailed treatment in chapter 6. For now, it bears men-
tioning that these documentaries portray Soviet leaders as threatening
not simply because they were domineering and charismatic but also be-
cause they adopted modern technologies of surveillance and mind con-
trol. Programs from this period seemed to argue that because the politics
of Communist leadership were fraught with chaos and intrigue, the only
way to hold on to power was to monitor constantly for signs of opposi-
tion and unrest. There was no more prominent symbol of such surveil-
lance than the Berlin Wall, and indeed each network produced several
documentaries on the topic during the early 1960s.%

ABC Close-Up’s “Behind the Wall” opens with a montage of images
along the Berlin frontier. We see guard dogs, barbed wire, loudspeakers,
and East German soldiers in watchtowers using mirrors to reflect sun-
light into the lens of the documentary camera.* Their attempt to blind
the inquiring gaze of the Western news media appears to be aimed at
blocking even the slightest flow of information across the wall. After the
opening narration and a commercial break, the documentary returns
with the same view along the wall, and we hear martial music blasting
across the divide from loudspeakers in what the narrator refers to as
“Soviet Germany.” As the music concludes, we hear an East German
official explaining the rationale for the wall. As the same official con-
tinues to speak and the camera cuts to his office, we notice only then that
his voice had been manipulated to sound as if his initial comments were
broadcast over the loudspeaker system itself. This technique is used af-
ter all three commercial breaks and serves to emphasize the prison camp
mentality that the program constructs. The East German official is posi-
tioned within the text as if he has the power of centralized surveillance
and thought control. It is suggested that his presence is ubiquitous, like
the presence of Big Brother in George Orwell’s novel 1984.

Indeed, the program itself details the surveillance apparatus in redun-



54 Redeeming the Wasteland

dant detail. We hear one East German émigré tell of being pressured to
spy on her comrades, and others recount the many limitations on free
expression. We hear complaints that there are no labor unions, and a
West German labor leader who has visited the East concludes that life on
the other side is simply dismal: “They have no hope, they have no inter-
est. It appears that people over there just do their work and go on just
existing. They don’t really live. You haven’t got the feeling of being
among people who are alive. And I think the reason for this is that ev-
erything appears to be so very hopeless and so very senseless.” The doc-
umentary attributes this largely to the fact that East Germany is a
satellite of the Soviet Union. Its government is controlled by Kremlin
insiders, leaving little power in the hands of German citizens. One exile
recalls, “Ulbricht once said [the government] must look democratic, but
we must have everything in our hands.” .

Thus the images of life on the other side of the Iron Curtain stress the
concentrated nature of Communist power, and, by implication, it also
produces meanings about the Free World. As with the NBC “Primer on
Communism,” this program on Berlin suggests that labor unions in the
West are a restraint against centralized power. They also are a legitimate
form of incremental, progressive change.® Communist societies, on the
other hand, are distinguished by an absence of checks and balances.
There are no countervailing forces. Moreover, the individual under
Communism has no rights and no hope and therefore takes little initia-
tive. Control is in the hands of a centralized clique that uses the technolo-
gies of surveillance and propaganda to sustain its power over vast
expanses of the globe.

Clearly, this portrayal of life in the East sets up a radical opposition
with life in the West. But also notice the ways in which it suggests anxi-
eties about mind control that are consonant with criticisms of advertising
and mass media in the United States during the late 1950s. Indeed, the
opposition between East and West is consistent with the master patterns
of the Cold War described earlier by Elliot and Schlesinger, but this pro-
gram is furthermore tied to a specific historical moment in which it was
suggested that the true opposite to life behind the Iron Curtain was not
self-satisfied Eisenhower conservatism but the cosmopolitan activism of
the Kennedys. This documentary suggests, like U.S. opinion leaders of
the period, that the influences of Madison Avenue and the encomiums
of mass marketing had to be declined in favor of a more vigorous in-
volvement in public life.

NBC'’s documentary “Red China” also conveys apprehensions about
centralized power, surveillance, and propaganda but further articulates
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them with a set of fears regarding the nature of mass society itself.* The
program begins with film footage of a road crew hauling construction
materials without the benefit of trucks or heavy equipment. The workers
sing as they toil in the hot sun. Their labor is low-tech, manual, and
governed by the rhythms of the work group. Moreover, their individu-
ality is submerged by the framing of the image as the camera cuts from a
long shot to an extreme long shot of antlike workers sprawling across a
vast expanse of mountain terrain. As an opening metonymy, the scene
reduces the individual in Chinese society to an inconsequential status,
and this effect is heightened by an edit from the road crew to a mass rally
in Red Square, where political activity is framed in a similar fashion.
Mass labor, mass politics—individuality in China has been superseded
by a social organism that is policed by a powerful state apparatus. The
next image is of a border guard maintaining surveillance at the frontier
of this intensely communal society. Individual choice to enter or to exit,
even at the far outreaches of the country, is subject to control by the
state.

This documentary analysis of China is structured as a historical narra-
tive. It traces the country’s economic development after the Communists
took charge under a leadership with close ties to the Kremlin. Mao Tse-
tung is referred to as “a classic Marxist” who zealously adopts centralized
planning and absolute state control. He mobilizes peasants, crushes his
opponents, and attempts to expand Chinese influence by going to war in
Korea. A description of the first five-year plan is accompanied by various
shots of manual, mass-labor operations. “Workers swarm over the coun-
tryside like ants,” remarks narrator Chet Huntley. “They build irrigation
ditches, canals, dams.” By 1955 the country’s steel production has
doubled, coal is up 50 percent, iron 100 percent. “Almost no under-
developed nation in history has industrialized at such a pace,” says Hunt-
ley. “At a price, the price is what can be squeezed out of the people,
especially peasants.” As he speaks of this human toll, the camera cuts to
shots of peasants peddling irrigation waterwheels. Rather than wonder
at the ingenuity and commitment that bred such rapid economic expan-
sion, the image invites us to pity the peasant whose status has been re-
duced to little more than a cog in a machine—a machine that regulates
not only human labor but human emotions as well.

We are told that by the end of the fifties, China has developed the
“emotional fervor of a.country at war.” The people live in communes,
march to work with their labor brigades, and at night engage in orches-
trated self-criticism. The narrator remarks: “True Communism, Peking
says, is now close at hand. The peasants work for the government. They
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are told their loyalty is owed to the government. They are told the old
biological family is obsolete. They own nothing. They are paid by the
commune, mostly in food. What they produce belongs to the commune.”
China therefore represents the most extreme form of Communism, the
total sublimation of personal thoughts and feelings to the state. Private
property rights and family relations have been eliminated in order to
produce the most monotonous and threatening form of equality. Indi-
viduality has been rendered obsolete by the new social order.

Clearly this portrayal suggests deep-seated American anxieties about
an alien and potentially threatening way of life. It also implies that the
bonds that hold the U.S. populace together are structured by their oppo-
sition to Communist societies. “We” Americans enjoy individual choice,
material prosperity, and an intimate, private family life. In large part
what defines us is our opposition to them. Regardless of the personal
differences and factional rivalries that pervade our society, Americans
share a fundamental set of assumptions that make life worth living. The
program suggests that “our people” share a deep bond of comradeship,
despite the fact that most have never met. It further implies our pro-
found difference from hundreds of millions of people we probably will
never directly encounter. Here again, however, these oppositions are
operating at a level of abstraction that is common throughout the Cold
War period.

What makes these programs even more specific to the New Frontier
era are the ways in which the criticisms of mass society behind the Iron
Curtain resonate with anxieties about mass society and consumer culture
in postwar America, for the images of monotonous equality and the ma-
nipulation of everyday life within China are not so different from the
characterizations of average Americans as mindlessly enamored by a
bland, middlebrow culture of consumption. Getting America moving
again meant not only rising to the Communist challenge but also rising
above the easy indulgences of a lifestyle that reduces everything—music,
television, food—to a banal and undifferentiated level of mediocrity.
Soon after the Kennedy administration took office, it became clear that
criticisms of television and advertising would be juxtaposed to New
Frontier pretensions to high culture and great ideas. The opposite of
mass society behind the Iron Curtain was not mass society throughout
the Free World but a2 more “enlightened” form of public culture and
politics. The documentaries of this era shared this agenda and therefore
suggest that their mission of enlightenment in the vast wasteland of tele-
vision is linked to a significant shift in the culture and politics of the
United States.
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In sum, documentaries from this period that focus on “pure” Commu-
nist states not only emphasize the effects of political extremism, but they
also suggest a set of oppositions against which the community of the Free
World is constructed. That the two sides are such polar opposites sug-
gests that, like earlier characterizations of the Mafia and of urban polit-
ical machines, Communism’s radical otherness is largely a construction
of the corporate liberal imagination. What is missing from the texts is a
sense of the complex internal dynamics and historical forces that shaped
Communist societies. Furthermore, the programs feature few, if any,
encounters with the everyday lives of people in these countries. Their
world is an abstract category rather than a collection of personal histo-
ries and lived experiences. The function of this category is to help con-
solidate and unify citizens of the United States behind a more activist
foreign policy.

Furthermore, the otherness of Communist societies is so profound
that the programs are pessimistic regarding possibilities for accommoda-
tion between East and West. They tend to obscure or overlook the ways
in which past U.S. leaders had found grounds for cooperation with the
governments of Joseph Stalin, Chou En-lai, and Ho Chi Minh. Nor is
there any suggestion that Nikita Khrushchev’s many conciliatory ges-
tures toward the United States were anything more than isolated acts of
diplomatic legerdemain. Conflict between the superpowers appears in-
evitable in these documentaries, suggesting that spheres of influence
must be sharply defined. The United States must take vigorous action to
defend the boundaries of the Free World rather than risk another
Munich. Indeed, comparisons to the British experience with Adolf
Hitler before World War II are not uncommon in these programs. The
programs posit an essential nature to “pure” Communism, one very
much like George Kennan’s famous Moscow cable that was appropriated
as the basis for U.S. postwar containment policy.?” Accordingly, Commu-
nism is, by its very nature, bellicose, expansionist, and undifferentiated.

The radical oppositions between East and West that these programs
suggest fit comfortably into the aggressive foreign policy agenda of the
New Frontier. They construct a clearly defined opponent with threaten-
ing characteristics, yet they also profile an opponent that is vulnerable
because of weaknesses in its very nature. Not unlike the propaganda
films of World War II, these documentaries seem to aim at inspiring a
mixture of alarm and self-assurance. That is, they construct an oppo-
nent that is threatening but not too threatening, an opponent that can be
subdued by a resolute Western alliance. It is not surprising that such a
pattern should reemerge in American media given that many of the pro-
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ducers and correspondents at the television networks entered the fields
of journalism and filmmaking during the Second World War.* Veterans
also occupied key positions in the Kennedy White House and at the State
Department.

As we shall see, however, such reductive and dichotomous oppositions
have limited application in the network documentaries of this period.
Although they explain the source of expansionist Communism as ema-
nating from the core countries, these oppositions fail to describe ade-
quately the focal terrain of struggle during this era, the vast and variegated
expanse of the Free World. Chapter 4 addresses what I refer to as docu-
mentaries of the middle ground. But for now, suffice it to say that one of
the key differences between these two sets of programs is the fact that
the clear oppositions that operate in the documentaries of the Commu-
nist other begin to break down when attention shifts to the middle ground.
In other words, the stereotypes of life behind the Iron Curtain were
functional largely because the flow of information was limited and little
filmed documentation existed to contradict the facile stereotypes of
Communist society. On the other hand, the trouble spots of the Free
World were open to the investigative ventures of the American net-
works, and this fostered far more complex and even contradictory rep-
resentations of the issues at stake in the Cold War. But before turning to
those programs, we should examine the political and economic climate
that encouraged all three major television networks to invest in the
global expansion of their television news-gathering operations.



Chapter Three
Going Global

In the summer of 1960, Sig Mickelson, the head of CBS News, met with
board chairman William Paley to discuss, among other things, the net-
work news budget. In personal notes drafted from that conversation,
Mickelson wrote, “[Paley] wondered whether Fred Friendly was over-
spending and I pointed out that generally the Friendly shows’ cost runs
somewhat below costs for a comparable Gitlin [NBC] program. . . . He
pointed out that 25 million dollars was a lot of money and hoped it was
being effectively spent.”" Indeed, twenty-five million dollars was a great
deal of money for a network to spend on news and public affairs in 1960,
and soon those expenditures would grow even larger as CBS and its
network competitors all expanded their “actuality programming” over
the next few years. It is furthermore remarkable that resources for doc-
umentary production were offered to people such as Fred Friendly and
Irving Gitlin with very few strings attached, for not only were CBS Re-
ports and NBC White Paper expensive, but at the time they returned little
in advertising revenues.

Why would the networks indulge their documentarists? As discussed
in chapter 1, prime-time documentary emerged as a major television
genre in response to an industry image crisis that grew out of public
debate over commercial television during late 1950s. This shared sense
of crisis among television executives was further exacerbated by the
threat of federal antitrust action against the networks. Documentary
therefore emerged as a prominent foil against charges of rampant com-
mercialism and oligopoly within the industry.?

Nevertheless, such an analysis fails to explain why documentary was
selected as the form of public service offered by the networks in their
hour of atonement. Why not an expansion of children’s programming,
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educational fare, or high cultural performance? Why not a reprise for
the anthology drama or the network symphony? Why not an expansion
of television’s potential to offer a national forum for public debate and
discussion? Or better yet, why not return a portion of network option
time to local broadcasters to be used for community programming? In
short, why network documentary? And more specifically, why documen-
tary about the struggle to secure the Free World from Communism?

Prime-time documentary became an important television genre at the
very moment that major U.S. corporations were rapidly expanding their
operations overseas. Television networks were no exception to this
trend. In response to the anticipated saturation of the domestic televi-
sion market, all three networks stepped up their involvement in foreign
markets. The networks therefore began to take exceptional interest in
global issues, and each network’s growing commitment to documentary
television must be considered in this light. Documentary not only
pleased government regulators and public officials, but it also helped to
make the case for U.S. action to defend these expanding operations.
Given such a context, network expenditures on documentary produc-
tion appear less as an extravagant form of atonement than as a sound
investment for media corporations that anticipated dramatic future
growth in markets throughout the Free World.

American Corporations Move Overseas

The most important change in the U.S. economy after World War 11 was
the internationalization of American corporate enterprise.® Between
1951 and 1961, United Nations statistics show that the United States
accounted for 80 percent of all private foreign investment. In fact, capi-
tal exports grew twice as fast as exports of American merchandise, and
by the early 1960s the United States had outstripped its European rivals
in the total amount of investment abroad.* The following list illustrates
the growth of U.S. direct private investment abroad from 1945 to 1965
(figures are in millions):®

1945  $8,369
1950 11,788
1955 19,395
1960 32,778

1965 49,217
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Pierre Jalee contends there were two distinct periods during this post-
war economic expansion. The first was an era of moderate growth in the
export of U.S. capital with much of it targeted for the European conti-
nent. The second period began in 1955 after the completion of Europe’s
economic recovery. At this point the expansion of capital exports be-
came more vigorous and was accompanied by an increasing emphasis on
the Third World. By the early 1960s, U.S. investors who already had
achieved dominant positions in the European and Latin American econ-
omies were rapidly expanding their influence in other parts of the world
as well. Between 1960 and 1965, U.S. private investment shot up 57
percent in Asia and 106 percent in Africa.® Furthermore, this growing
investment in overseas operations was accompanied by the international-
ization of American banks, which established branch operations in every
major world market.” During the early sixties, the foreign assets of these
banks rocketed from $3.5 billion to $52.6 billion.® As Harry Magdoff
argues, “the business economics behind the upsurge of foreign banking
fwas] similar to the motives behind the movement of industry abroad: a
relative shrinkage of business opportunities on the domestic front and
attractive profit opportunities overseas.” Indeed, overseas investment
looked increasingly attractive to business executives who voiced concern
about saturated domestic markets. For them, global business oppor-
tunities offered the prospect of expansion as well as a hedge against
reversals in the domestic economy.

Overseas markets also provided important resources for domestic op-
erations. As early as 1954 the Commission on Foreign Economic Policy
noted that new and sophisticated manufacturing processes enhanced
U.S. demand for raw materials such as tin, platinum, asbestos, chromite,
mica, manganese, and dozens of other metals and minerals. These re-
sources were particularly important to the defense industries, and one
presidential advisory board warned, “The loss of any of these materials,
through aggression, would be the equivalent of a grave military set-
back.”* Such developments had implications for the civilian economy as
well. A mineral such as mica—listed by the government as a strategic
material—was also used in a wide range of industrial and consumer
goods such as condensers, telephones, dynamos, and toasters." Thus,
during the postwar period, U.S. leaders realized that their country’s mil-
itary and economic power was becoming more and more dependent on
open access to other countries.

Accompanying this shift in the economy was a shift in American for-
eign policy. Prior to World War 11, global relations had been organized
into an imperial system that delineated exclusive spheres of economic
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and political control. Beginning with Roosevelt’s World War II diplo-
macy, U.S. policy makers persistently pressed for an orderly transition
from a regime of colonial empires to a free market global economy."* Yet
at the same time the United States sought to control the course of events
in the postcolonial world through foreign aid, the International Mone-
tary Fund, and the United Nations. These mechanisms, along with sub-
stantial amounts of private overseas investment, fostered a dominant
position for the United States. In essence, there was a transformation to
what Kwame Nkrumah described as neocolonialism, whereby the for-
mer colonies continued to serve the economic needs of the developed
world despite their hard-won political independence.” “When the Afri-
can and Asian states achieved their independence,” notes historian Ste-
phen Ambrose, “they found themselves in the same position as the Latin
American countries. Their economy remained extractive, their principal
sources of income were owned or controlled by the West, and their
masses continued to live in poverty.”"

By the end of the 1950s these conditions generated both resentment
and political turmoil in many parts of the so-called Free World. In an
effort to address these problems, President Kennedy contended that he
needed two things. First of all, he wanted to build up American nuclear
and conventional forces so as to enhance the U.S. government’s ability to
intervene in “trouble spots” around the globe. Accordingly, he sought
congressional approval to increase defense spending by more than 25
percent during his first two years in office."” Secondly, JFK wanted to
“lift the masses” of the Third World out of poverty so that they would no
longer be ripe for Communist insurgency. He wanted to encourage po-
litical reform and economic development at the local level in order to
undermine the appeal of more radical solutions. United States policy
makers therefore sought out indigenous liberals for leadership positions
in client states of the Free World and supported their governments with
American resources and expertise. The goal was to foster government
reforms and economic modernization without opening the door to Com-
munist insurgents.

In many ways, Vietnam was to be the working prototype for this blue-
print. Yet, according to historian Frederick Siegel, European allies were
shocked that the Kennedy administration chose Vietnam in view of the
fact that U.S. officials knew so little about the country. Siegel explains,
however:

The lawyer/social engineers of the Administration saw this lack of specific
knowledge about Vietnamese culture and history as an asset of sorts. Armed
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with abstract social science models about how economic and social develop-
ment takes place, they were anxious to impose their hothouse ideas on an
unwilling Vietnam. There was even an ironically idealist cast to this ignorance.
Americans, free of the caste snobbery which had hindered European attempts
to remake the lesser peoples of the world, were convinced that in their ideas
about the inevitable stages of economic growth, stages modeled on the Ameri-
can experience, they had the keys to producing a prosperous commercial
world free of Communist oppression.'®

In sum, it was the convergence of material, political, and strategic
interests that sponsored the application of a universal and supposedly
neutral social scientific method in South Vietnam and other “developing
countries.” It was this same convergence of interests that fostered an
expansionist foreign policy and promoted the concept of a Free World
as central to the national purpose. Television executives were not iso-
lated from these developments. They too were concerned about the sat-
uration of domestic markets and the uneven performance of the domestic
economy under the Eisenhower administration. They too sought to di-
versify their operations and tap the growth potential of overseas mar-
kets. As we shall see, television executives had good reason to promote
public concern about the future of the Free World.

The 1950s Television Economy

During the 1950s broadcasting experienced the same heady growth as
other segments of the national economy. The size of the audience con-
tinuously expanded throughout the decade, as did the expenditures of
television advertisers. Therefore the heavy initial investments in fixed
capital made by the networks during the early development of television
began to pay off by the mid-1950s as equipment costs began to level off
and advertising revenues continued to surge upward. By the end of the
decade, the industry’s revenue from advertising surpassed $1.5 billion
annually, nine times the figure for 1950.” A booming national economy
certainly contributed to this trend, but television also drew advertisers
away from other media, and by the middle of the decade television as-
sumed undisputed leadership as the most powerful national advertising
medium. Even the recession of 1957—1958 failed to stem the increasing
amounts that advertisers were spending on television, and a 1960 FCC
report showed that the average after-tax profit for the industry as a whole
stood at a robust 9 percent—considerably higher than autos, chemicals,
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or textiles. In fact, broadcasting’s profits were higher than those of al-
most any other industry group.”

Nevertheless, these impressive commercial gains concealed a growing
sense of uncertainty among broadcasters during the latter part of the
decade. In January 1958, NBC fired three top-level vice presidents, say-
ing it was looking to trim costs in the face of declining profits. CBS was
suffering a similar fate and reported a flock of sponsor cancellation no-
tices as advertisers complained about slack ratings.” CBS president
Frank Stanton told affiliate executives, “The year 1957 has reminded us
that the maintenance of the level of [network] profits is not automatic.”
He further pointed out, “It would take only a relatively small amount of
sponsorship loss to wipe out network profits entirely.”?

With viewing at its peak and advertising revenues on the rise despite a
national recession, what could be the basis for such a gloomy prognosis?
Stanton cited rising programming costs and potential antitrust action
from the Justice Department as the most pressing problems facing the
industry. Left unsaid, however, was an even greater concern, the emer-
gence of another powerful competitor. The trade newspaper Variety
commented, “The revolution, for that’s exactly what it amounts to, took
place in ’57 when the food spenders, the tobacco spenders, and the soap
spenders (the big three) took official cognizance of ABC as a network to
be treated on equal footing with the others.” Thus 1957 marked the
demise of the two-network economy that had dominated television since
its earliest days. Within that world CBS and NBC had thrived as two
great leviathans that generated ever increasing profits and could afford
to indulge in drama, symphony, and television spectaculars in addition
to cop shows, game shows, and westerns. There was room on the sched-
ule for marginally profitable yet “important” programming. There was
room for what industry leaders and government policy makers liked to
call “balance.” Yet there was little room for competitors within the con-
text of this television duopoly. Other media firms had tried to establish
national television networks during the early fifties but had failed largely
because they could not acquire affiliation contracts with viable local sta-
tions in key markets. It was primarily for this reason that the DuMont
network folded its operations in 1955.2 And American Broadcasting
Company, which was spun out of NBC in the wake of a 1943 antitrust
ruling, showed little promise of challenging its much more powerful
competitors during the early years of television.

The reason for ABC'’s disadvantaged status was simple. The FCC tele-
vision licensing procedures of the 1940s and early 1950s heavily favored
NBC and CBS in small markets. Thus, in many big cities, where the FCC
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granted three or four VHF allocations, ABC and DuMont were able to
achieve parity with their larger rivals. In locales with only one or two
VHF allocations, however, the weaker networks were effectively
squeezed out of the market. Their only alternative was to seek affiliation
with UHF stations. But this was an unsatisfying solution given the fact
that during the 1950s most television households did not own UHF re-
ceivers. As a result, ratings for UHF stations were usually dismal, and
this dragged down the national ratings figures for the smaller networks.
This in turn limited their attractiveness to major advertisers, who were
looking for national exposure for their products. Furthermore, it dis-
couraged program producers from pitching new projects to executives
at DuMont and ABC.

Curiously, it was an antitrust ruling in the film industry that ultimately
helped to pry open the television duopoly. In the late 1940s, when the
Supreme Court ordered Paramount Pictures to divest itself of its theater
chain, the newly organized Paramount Theatres corporation began
searching for a merger partner. Under the leadership of Leonard Gold-
enson, Paramount Theatres finally joined forces with ABC in 1953 and
set out to revitalize the network’s operations. Over the next five years
American Broadcasting—Paramount Theaters poured more than twenty
million dollars into program development, three times more than it
spent to upgrade facilities.”® Moreover, the shows it developed heralded
a new approach to network programming. “We believe television is a
habit medium,” said network president Oliver Treyz, and ABC there-
fore focused its attention on the habits of those who were most likely to
purchase the products advertised on television, young suburban fami-
lies.* Live variety, drama, and orchestral music programs—shows that
earned kudos from critics—all were expensive to produce and appealed
to older audiences. Instead, ABC zeroed in on the baby-boom families
with programs such as Maverick, The Rifleman, and Disneyland.” “People
like what we're giving them,” said Leonard Goldenson, chairman of
AB-PT. “First we build a habit factor, get them used to watching us, then
we can do something about upgrading the programming. We’re not in-
terested in the critics.”®

Since it could not generate a genuinely national audience, ABC aimed
for the demographic group with the greatest appeal to advertisers.
Moreover, these families primarily lived in the major metropolitan areas
where the network was likely to have a VHF affiliate. Not only did ABC
now have distinctive appeal with advertisers, but its strong ratings in
large cities helped overcome its weakness in smaller markets. By 1958
this commercial strategy was clearly working. ABC’s billings climbed 24
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percent that year, compared with 11.3 percent for NBC and only 3.6
percent for CBS.” Executives at the two major networks began to voice
concerns about a saturated marketplace as they cast a wary eye on their
new competitor. Television had entered 85.9 percent of all households
by 1959, and these executives worried that the number of viewers could
be expected to level off in the near future.?® With audience growth slow-
ing, television’s total advertising revenues were expected to follow suit.
Thus ABC’s rise to prominence came at a difficult time. A third national
network would foster a surplus of available advertising spots. With more
ad time chasing fewer dollars, network rates were expected to tumble as
a result of competitive bidding. There was concern that television’s era
of rapid growth had reached its culmination, that the industry had
reached “maturity.”®

In the face of this challenge, the two major networks paid greater
attention to the same sort of Hollywood telefilm projects that had proven
so successful at ABC. Moreover, they tapped some of the talent that
brought ABC such success. Robert Kintner, after being ousted as presi-
dent of ABC in 1956, took over at NBC television and responded to the
new competitive environment with programs such as Wagon Train and
the detective thriller Peter Gunn. James Aubrey, former ABC vice presi-
dent in charge of telefilm projects, moved to the top slot at CBS televi-
sion, and with him the network began to drift away from its previous
commitment to serving all segments of the viewing audience with a “bal-
anced schedule.” Instead, CBS placed greater emphasis on ratings as a
barometer of network achievement. By the end of the decade, all three
networks were being programmed by men who had worked under
Leonard Goldenson during the formative years at ABC, and evening
prime time began to reflect the intense competition for ratings and ad-
vertising.*

Government Regulation

In the midst of this transition to a three-network economy, the television
industry came under increasing pressure from government regulators.
Dean Roscoe Barrow of the University of Cincinnati Law School fired
the opening volley in 1957 with an FCC report that recommended cer-
tain network practices be prohibited on the grounds that they restrained
competition.* Specifically, Barrow zeroed in on the “option time” clauses
in network affiliation contracts that required local broadcasters to carry
as much as twelve hours of network programming during specific parts
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of the day. In recommending that the practice be prohibited, the Barrow
Report struck at the very heart of network power and profitability. With-
out option time, the networks argued, they could not guarantee national
exposure to their clients. Barrow’s recommendations therefore were re-
ceived by industry executives as an assault on the very foundations of
network broadcasting.* Although these recommendations were not im-
mediately implemented, the industry was clearly shaken, and option
time remained a controversial policy issue into the next decade. In 1959
the Justice Department filed a formal opinion that concurred with Bar-
row, finding option time to be a flat violation of antitrust laws, and
rumors persisted throughout the late fifties and early sixties that the
government would soon file suit against the networks.*

At the same time, federal legislators began to express concern about
the networks’ increasing emphasis on ratings and revenues to the exclu-
sion of other responsibilities inherent in broadcast trusteeship. In early
1959 Warren Magnuson, chairman of the Senate Commerce Committee,
called hearings to look into the influence of ratings on programming
decisions. Of particular concern to Magnuson were indications that the
networks were eliminating public service programming in order to re-
duce costs. Although network heads assured the senator it was not true,
Magnuson pointed out that he was not only concerned about cuts in the
production budgets of public service programs but also dismayed by the
tendency to place such programs in marginal time periods.* According
to Magnuson, commercial considerations seemed to be obstructing the
discussion of significant public issues.

This pressure to produce high ratings at most any cost reached its
peak during the quiz show scandals of the late 1950s. Producers of the
quiz programs, anxious to maximize audience draw, not only fed the
answers to selected contestants but provided acting lessons to partici-
pants in order to heighten the air of drama and suspense during the
broadcasts. When one of the top money winners, Charles Van Doren,
confessed before the House Legislative Oversight Committee on No-
vember 2, 1959, he drew more sympathy than scorn from the public,
however; it was widely assumed that he had been little more than a pawn
in the high-stakes struggle for ratings.”

Still, the scandal was seen as indicative of larger problems in the indus-
try and in society. In fact, the House subcommittee that heard Van
Doren’s testimony also probed graft and corruption charges lodged
against President Eisenhower’s chief assistant, Sherman Adams.* Later,
this same subcommittee probed charges regarding ex parte contacts be-
tween FCC chairman John Doerfer and influential broadcasting execu-
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tives. This web of immorality and deceit received lavish attention in the
press, and concern began to mount that government officials, partic-
ularly those at regulatory agencies, were not doing their jobs. United
States attorney general William P. Rogers publicly prodded the FCC to
be more vigilant in policing the broadcast industry. Furthermore, Oren
Harris, chairman of the House Legislative Oversight Committee, argued
that a lax regulatory atmosphere enhanced the influence of advertisers
at the expense of responsible broadcasters.”

It was at this point that the networks, under the guidance of FCC
chairman John Doerfer, first agreed to increase their commitment to
public service programming.” Yet the networks also sought to use this as
an opportunity to enhance their control of programming at the expense
of advertising agencies and sponsors that historically enjoyed significant
influence over program content. When the top network brass met se-
cretly at the St. Regis Hotel in December 1959, one of the major topics of
discussion was “ways in which to keep program responsibility entirely
within the networks and out of the hands of advertisers and busybodies.”*
In what broadcasters then perceived as an era of market maturity and
intensifying competition, the network heads were becoming ever more
sensitive to the issue of product control. Leonard Goldenson had built
his broadcasting empire by seizing complete control of ABC’s schedule
and fashioning it for the youthful, middle-class family. Other network
executives were not unaware of the advantages of such a strategy.

Therefore, behind the smokescreen of scandal reforms, Frank Stan-
ton sought to follow the lead of his competitor and turn the situation to
CBS'’s advantage. In addition to endorsing the Doerfer plan to increase
network documentary production, CBS set up an internal standards and
practices unit to study network operations and to safeguard against pro-
gramming abuses.* While all of this projected an air of good citizenship,
it also positioned CBS executives as the ultimate arbiters of all issues
related to programming.* Stanton’s actions set in place mechanisms de-
signed to head off another quiz scandal, but also, most pointedly, they
had the effect of trimming the influence of sponsors and advertising
agencies. The latter had been the primary producers of quiz show pro-
grams, and the network exploited this weakness. Testifying before the
FCC in February 1960, Stanton, with Goldenson’s support, pressed his
advantage. Both network chiefs advocated a “magazine concept” that
would give the networks absolute control over programming, restricting
client influence solely to the confines of the advertisements themselves.*
In response to an increasingly volatile television economy, the networks
were consolidating their grip on the evening schedule.
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At the same time, the major networks sought to extend their financial
investment in the programs they broadcast. The growing market for
daytime syndication of off-network reruns dramatically enhanced the
profitability of programs produced on film, and therefore the networks
began to press for production partnerships with the studios that sup-
plied their prime-time fare.* What is more, the networks expanded their
own production facilities in Los Angeles in order to produce a greater
share of prime-time telefilm.* The networks did not want to eliminate
independent producers for fear they would be accused of violating anti-
trust laws; however, they clearly understood the growing returns that
might be reaped from the syndication of network reruns.*

Another reason networks grew more interested in controlling pro-
gram production was that the cost of acquiring television shows was rap-
idly rising. In 1956 one hour of prime time cost the networks an average
of $70,000. By 1962 the figure had jumped to $110,000 per hour. When
combined with growing expenditures on news, this meant that between
1956 and 1961 overall production costs at NBC rose some 70 percent.
What was perhaps even more disconcerting was the fact that the net-
works’ share of industry profits during the same period had declined
from 23 to 14 percent.*

In 1961, despite the healthy overall state of the advertising economy,
television insiders were deeply concerned about the future prospects of
network television. “The old days of automatic expansion are over,” de-
clared Variety in a front-page article.*” In the spring of the same year,
both CBS and NBC announced major cutbacks in their administrative
and operations staffs. CBS eliminated more than one hundred jobs, at-
tributing most of the cutbacks to the declining amount of live television
production in New York. NBC made substantial cuts as well in what was
pegged as a major efficiency drive.*® Although the drop in live produc-
tion certainly contributed to these economy measures, it should also be
pointed out that both networks were fully aware of the fact that ABC
had enjoyed tremendous success over the past few years with an admin-
istrative and sales staff that was half the size of its larger rivals.” As a
result, the pressures to streamline operations may have been heightened
by concerns about the new competitor in a nearly saturated television
advertising market.”

In short, even though the television industry proved to be immensely
profitable during the late fifties and early sixties, network executives had
a number of reasons to feel uncertain about future performance. As a
result, all three networks sought to maintain a competitive position in
the Nielsen ratings, limit the effects of government regulation, and re-
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verse their declining share of industry profits. Toward these ends they
sought tighter control over the prime-time schedule and pursued a fi-
nancial interest in the programs they broadcast. They also set up their
own telefilm production and syndication operations, as well as expand-
ing their news divisions. When taken together, these actions had the ef-
fect of vertically integrating the operations of each network in a maturing
and increasingly competitive industry. They also increased the scope of
network influence over the cultural and informational spheres.” There-
fore, in 1963, when the national economy took off under the stimulative
economic policies of the Democratic administration, television was well
positioned for a period of continued profitability and expansion. But
during the six years prior to that time, network executives consistently
expressed uncertainty about the future prospects of domestic television.
It was this sense of uncertainty that drove the networks to vertically inte-
grate their operations and to seek diversified business opportunities.
This same impetus was also behind the rapid expansion of U.S. televi-
sion interests overseas.

The Attraction of Foreign Television Markets

The rapidly increasing size of overseas television markets certainly made
them attractive to American networks in search of new business oppor-
tunities. In 1961 the United States Information Agency (USIA) esti-
mated there were more than fifty-five million television sets in foreign
countries, an increase of 20 percent in the preceding year alone.*” Not
only was the worldwide audience for television growing, but many sta-
tions abroad were hungry for programming to fill their expanding
broadcast schedules. The same year the Television Program Export As-
sociation estimated thirty million dollars in overseas program sales by
American syndicators, and by 1964 the figure had more than doubled to
sixty-eight million dollars, with telefilm sales in eighty countries.” By the
middle of the decade, foreign markets accounted for 60 percent of total
syndication sales.* By that point industry analysts would point to over-
seas operations as “the difference between profit and loss for the entire
[syndication] industry.”* Furthermore, they projected that this revenue
stream would keep growing as television receiver sales continued to ex-
pand overseas and as developing countries grew more prosperous.
Foreign markets therefore appeared as an attractive complement to
the growing involvement of American television networks in the financ-
ing, production, and rerun syndication of prime-time programming.
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Television executives reasoned that the only costs associated with these
new overseas markets would be the costs of language translation and
distribution. Thus foreign sales seemed to provide a ready opportunity
to extend the profit margins on already existing telefilm programming.
By 1963 overseas syndication was so important to the industry that three
out of four prime-time programs were being syndicated abroad.*® Con-
sequently, all three networks showed growing interest in international
markets during the early 1960s.

ABC moved most aggressively overseas largely because of its disad-
vantaged status in the United States. Burdened with UHF affiliates in
many markets, ABC could do little more to improve its ratings without
federal action to enhance the status of these affiliates.” In the interna-
tional field, ABC was also operating at a disadvantage owing to the fact
that it was the last network to move off American soil. It found that
many lucrative markets, such as Europe, Canada, Australia, and Japan,
had already been commandeered by its network rivals. Although ABC
did not shrink from the competition in these countries, it did look to
newer, more speculative markets as offering greater growth potential.
ABC was therefore very active in Asia and the Middle East, but the
terrain where the network made its most ambitious effort was Latin
America.

When the USIA made its 1961 study of television around the world, it
estimated that Latin Americans owned 10 percent of the television sets
in the “non-Communist world.””® Not only was the use of television in-
creasing rapidly in the region, but so was foreign investment. Between
1950 and the mid-1960s, U.S. private investment in Latin America al-
most tripled to 11.5 billion dollars.*® American corporations were show-
ing confidence in the growth potential of the region, and television exec-
utives were clearly caught up in the enthusiasm arguing that Latin
America would reward farsighted investors. At the time, USIA officer
Wilson Dizard wrote, “Almost every major U.S. distributor is selling tele-
films at cut-rate prices in such countries against the day when these mar-
kets will become stronger.”®

One of the further attractions of this region was that, as opposed to
Asia or Africa, Latin America seemed more culturally homogeneous.
Therefore many syndicators reasoned that the greatest cost of foreign
syndication, language dubbing, could be spread across program sales
throughout the region and the multicountry market could be viewed as a
whole.®! Richard Dinsmore, vice president and sales manager of Desilu
Sales, Inc., one of the largest syndicators, explained: “Were I asked to
rank the foreign markets in order of dollar importance to U.S. distribu-
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tors, I would rate them more or less as follows: 1. England; 2. Canada; 3.
Japan; 4. Australia; 5. Italy. Latin America, as a unit, would rate second
or third, although individual country sales may not be as large as they
are in some of the other countries I have just listed.”®

Latin America therefore offered ABC a large and supposedly unified
market. In an effort to guarantee its competitive position and expand
its influence south of the border, ABC began to invest in television
stations and line up local affiliation contracts. By the end of 1962 the
network had invested more than ten million dollars in minority inter-
ests in twenty television stations abroad, representing close to 4 per-
cent of total corporate assets.®® By 1968 this would grow to more than
sixty-four stations in twenty-seven countries, with over half of them in
Latin America.*

Apparently, this strategy paid off. In 1963 ABC marketed its first mul-
tinational program package with the sale of more than five hundred
thousand dollars in Desilu programs to nine countries. It was the largest
single sale in Latin America to date. Donald Hine, programming man-
ager in charge of the sale, connected this success to ABC’s broader strat-
egy. Hine remarked, “This kind of centralized [sales] activity results in
greater efficiency for the producer, the distributor, and the stations.”*

ABC’s emphasis on efficiency and centralization also led the corpora-
tion to establish an integrated operation for the sale of transnational
advertising. Its first major overseas venture led to the formation of the
Central American Television Network (CATVN) in 1960 with affiliates
in El Salvador, Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, and Costa Rica.
Shortly thereafter it formed a companion network of South American
affiliates. Through these networks, ABC hoped to offer one-stop shop-
ping for American advertisers who wished to market their products
throughout the Western Hemisphere.

One of the most interesting aspects of ABC'’s strategy is how closely it
conforms to the larger contours of American corporate expansion dur-
ing the late 1950s and early 1960s. When announcing the formation of
CATVN, Donald Coyle, vice president of ABC’s international division,
Justified the initiative by proclaiming that the most profitable U.S. busi-
ness ventures in the future lay in overseas markets. Coyle based his as-
sessment on a number of factors. First of all, he pointed to “the
competitive squeeze on the domestic front brought about by high mar-
ket penetration which in some cases approach[ed] the saturation point.”
A second factor was the growing amount of international competition,
especially from rebounding European and Japanese manufacturers.
And the third, but most important, consideration was “overseas market
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growth, expanding industrial power, rising standards of living and in-
creased economic stability.”®

In this spiral of economic and social development, television clearly
had a role to play. Coyle argued, “It is highly desirable from the stand-
point of the economies of these countries themselves that television be
brought in—so it can fulfill its natural function as a giant pump fueling
the machine of consumer demand, stepping up the flow of goods and
services to keep living standards high and the economy expanding.” Per-
haps not surprisingly, Coyle’s analysis reads as if it were drafted by the
Ford Foundation or the Rockefeller Brothers’ Fund, and indeed it is
important to note that, like these major foundations, the boards of direc-
tors at all three networks were endowed with top executives from trans-
national banks, law firms, and corporations.”” Coyle’s argument, like the
think tank reports published in the late 1950s, rests on the assumption
that the U.S. corporations must aggressively pursue business oppor-
tunities around the globe both for the good of the American economy
and for the ultimate prosperity of peoples in less industrialized parts of
the globe. Wrote Coyle:

In El Salvador alone over 100 new industrial plants have been constructed in
the past five years. The untapped oil, lumber, iron and coal resources of Gua-
temala, Nicaragua, and Honduras are coming to life. New jobs are being cre-
ated, purchasing power is growing, the standard of living is rising. The five
Central American countries imported 125% more in 1957 than they did in
1950, and the volume is still increasing. In addition, population is growing ata
faster rate than any place else on earth. The demand for goods and services in
future years will be huge.

U.S. industry will be competing with the rest of the world in attempting to
fill that demand. To compete successfully it must use the most potent selling
force known—television, the medium for personal selling and personal com-
munication.®

Coyle therefore suggested that overseas markets offered a “win-
win” proposition. The introduction of American technology, business
techniques, and popular culture would spur development and earn the
allegiance of new trading partners. Furthermore, the introduction of
television would help to break down local and regional differences. ABC
chief Leonard Goldenson called CATVN “the first major move toward
the establishment of a common market of Central American countries.”®
Yet Goldenson was not alone in wishing this Latino common market
into existence. Such ambitions were an important part of American for-
eign policy during the postwar era. Unlike the earlier colonial period
when the relationship with distant territories was primarily extractive,
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U.S. policy now sought to erase trade barriers and colonial ties in order
to enhance local living standards and open new markets for interna-
tional commerce.

According to ABGC, television had the potential to play a decisive role
in all this. Since early radio days broadcast networking in the United
States was based on the notion of overcoming geographical and cultural
differences in an effort to forge national audiences and national con-
sumer markets. ABC’s Central American Television Network similarly
promised to transcend geographical and cultural barriers in an effort to
create regional audiences on a scale that would be attractive to multina-
tional corporate advertisers. In fact, with the prospect of satellite televi-
sion on the near horizon, Leonard Goldenson’s ambitions were more
than regional. “We’re getting ready for world-wide tv,” said the ABC
chief in defense of his aggressive overseas expansion campaign.” ABC
was clearly caught up in the project of constructing a culturally and eco-
nomically integrated Free World.

The importance of global markets was similarly emphasized at CBS in
a 1960 message to stockholders from Chairman William Paley and Pres-
ident Frank Stanton, who noted, “Of the eight CBS Divisions seven op-
erate internationally, and prospects for increased earning from these
overseas operations, particularly in television programming and phono-
graph records, are most promising.” The report further explained that
CBS telefilms were being distributed in forty countries and already
represented close to 15 percent of total syndication revenues.” And
three years later international sales in seventy countries generated rev-
enues that exceeded domestic sales for the first time.” Because of its
early involvement in the international marketing of telefilm, CBS was a
prominent figure in each of the major overseas markets, including Eu-
rope, Japan, and Australia. CBS also demonstrated thoroughgoing in-
terest in markets throughout the developing world, especially Latin
America. In Argentina a joint venture with producer Goar Mestre and a
group of local investors led to the establishment of a television station
and production facility on the outskirts of Buenos Aires, then the second
largest city in the Western Hemisphere. Within a year, PROARTEL was
producing twenty of the top thirty programs in the four-station market
and was announcing plans to move on to the second largest market in
Argentina, the city of Cérdoba.” Thus Mestre, with CBS backing, began
to set up a national Argentine network with emphasis on live, local pro-
gramming. Although ABC demanded that its Latin American affiliates
broadcast ABC telefilm during prime time, CBS pursued a more decen-
tralized strategy whereby local production was the driving force behind
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PROARTEL'’s success, and CBS telefilm was used to fill gaps in the
broadcast day. Media consultant Martin Codel summed up the differ-
ence between the two approaches by quoting Fernando Eleta, a Panama-

nian businessman then in the process of setting up his own station.
Wrote Codel:

FEleta makes no bones about his intense dislike for ABC. Don Coyle pressured
him hard, he said, but he doesn’t like ABC’s business methods or its programs.
Its thinking is inflexible, as he put it, entirely in an American groove and
altogether wrong for Panama and, for that matter, for Central America.

According to Eleta, ABC proceeds on the assumption that American-type
shows are basic to good programming and will always be popular down here.
.. . [Eleta] is convinced that Spanish-produced, Spanish-language shows, local
and indigenous, especially live musicals which are so popular in Mexico, Brazil
and Argentina, are the basic trend in TV in Latin America. He’s sure Azcar-
raga in Mexico and Mestre in Argentina are on the right track in producing
such shows live and on tape for syndication to all the Spanish-speaking
world.”

Eleta’s assessment cogently highlights the differences between the two
organizations. ABC set out to establish a network that would ensure de-
mand for ABC telefilm and provide one-stop shopping for transnational
advertisers. CBS, whose telefilm was already in high demand, showed
less interest in extensive station investments. Nor did it attempt to organ-
ize an integrated regional network. Nevertheless, it did continue to place
a great deal of emphasis on global program syndication, which, after all,
was the most profitable component of the global television market at the
time.” Therefore, even though some researchers have argued that CBS
did not expand overseas as aggressively as its smaller rival, international
operations at both networks generated a significant and growing share
of total revenues throughout the early 1960s.”

Yet no television network was more concerned about global markets
than NBC and its parent company, the Radio Corporation of America.
In 1963 RCA was proud to announce that it had 11,700 products and
services for sale or lease in 120 nations and territories. Employing close
to ninety thousand people, the communications giant pointed out that
more than 10 percent of its workforce was stationed abroad. The corpo-
ration’s activities ranged from satellite contracts with the Canadian gov-
ernment to picture tube plants in Europe. RCA had its finger in most
every pie. For example, in 1963 RCA Italiana doubled its sales of televi-
sion receivers, and, according to the corporate report, the future looked
even brighter. “When Europe adopts color television,” it noted, “RCA
can expect to be a major beneficiary.””
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Indeed, the Sarnoff empire manufactured and marketed a full range
of color television equipment, from receivers to transmitters to recently
introduced videotape recorders. And NBC, RCA’s broadcast subsidiary,
was most directly involved in the sale of network programming and sta-
tion management services. These management services were designed to
assist foreign governments and investors in establishing new television
stations. Such contracts included administrative, technical, and person-
nel services as well as management of station construction and the instal-
lation of equipment. The typical contract ran five years, with NBC showing
more interest in equipping and programming the station than owning it.
Such contracts could prove extremely lucrative, as became clear in 1964
when NBC signed a contract to set up a thirteen-station network for the
Saudi government. It was the biggest single American television contract
to date and posed little financial risk for the corporation.” By the
mid-1960s the “peacock network” was providing programming and
management services to three hundred stations in eighty countries.”
NBC’s scope of operations as well as its links to RCA made it the quintes-
sential multinational network.

Overall, the impact of these growing international operations should
not be underestimated. Although all three networks would later face
reversals abroad, the early part of the 1960s raised hopes for significant
future growth overseas. Corporate memoranda and trade publications
were almost rhapsodic in their prognoses regarding global television.
Indeed, Marshall McLuhan’s notion of a “global village” emerges at the
very moment that these networks began to expand overseas. Even
though the actual development of global television would not prove as
smooth and linear as the rhetoric imagined, there can be little doubt that
all three networks were positioning themselves to reap a growing bounty
in markets throughout the Free World.

Technologies of Global Communion

The commercial advantages of integrated world markets, however, were
only part of a larger picture. Because of the increasing popularity of TV
around the globe and in anticipation of the impending launch of the first
commercial communications satellite, many corporate leaders, such as
RCA chairman David Sarnoff, envisioned television as ushering a new
epoch in human history as well. In a 1961 speech at the University of
Detroit, Sarnoff predicted:
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Ten years hence—if vigorous foreign growth continues—there will be TV
stations in virtually every nation on earth telecasting to some two hundred
million receivers. An audience of a billion people might then be watching the
same program at the same time, with simultaneous translation techniques
making it understandable to all. In a world where nearly half of the popula-
tion is illiterate, no other means of mass communication could equal televi-
sion’s reach and impact on the human mind.*

Many government policy makers apparently agreed with Sarnoff’s prog-
nosis. In his first speech to broadcast executives, FCC chairman Newton
Minow remarked, “No one knows how long it will be until a broadcast
from a studio in New York will be viewed in India as well as in Indiana,
will be seen in the Congo as well as Chicago. But surely as we are meeting
here today, that day will come—and once again our world will shrink.”®!
Thus global television promised not only to speed communication and
expand the range of diffusion, but it would also foster the spread of
democratic and dialogic politics. Just as regional trading pacts such as
the European Common Market enhanced the free flow of goods, televi-
sion would make possible, according to Minow, an “uncommon market
for the free exchange of ideas.” Such an exchange was important be-
cause of its utopian appeal and because policy makers contended that
better communication would lead to better understanding—not simply
among nations but among peoples of the world. Discussion, compro-
mise, and democratic process are at the core of this vision.

Yet this rhetoric also was shaped by liberal notions of noblesse oblige.
It was not simply a matter of dialogue among equals but also a matter of
educating the poor and the ignorant in distant parts of the globe and of
opening their eyes to the possibilities of the modern world, for the dawn-
ing of the age of global television also was the era of the Peace Corps and
of rapidly escalating development aid to Third World countries. Thus
the reason to enhance communications was both to deliver information
and to alter the worldview of people in premodern societies. According
to communications researcher Daniel Lerner, development could only
take place if such individuals could envision themselves as part of a
larger national and global community.** Consequently, television was a
crucial medium that would help illiterate populations see beyond the
boundaries of tribe, custom, and tradition. Moreover, it was suggested
that television could cultivate the aspirations and expectations of mo-
dernity.

Richard N. Gardner, deputy assistant secretary of state, who at the
time was deeply involved in planning the United Nations satellite pro-
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Criticism of American Television in Overseas Markets

Despite this enthusiasm, the overseas operations of the three U.S. net-
works were received with ambivalence in many foreign countries. Al-
though American leadership in programming and technical services was
widely acknowledged, it proved to be an unwelcome influence in many
locales. Hollywood telefilm represented 80 percent of all global syndica-
tion sales in 1962, and many of these deals included action/adventure
programming, which, although popular with foreign audiences, also
opened the door to criticism by indigenous programming competitors
and local social critics.*® American producers were characterized as hav-
ing a near monopoly on “blood, murder, mayhem, and sex.”™ As early as
1960 many governments began to consider import quotas, and by the
following year restrictive legislation was pending in England, Mexico,
Australia, Brazil, and Argentina.* In Mexico the government did in fact
impose restrictions on certain action formats, using fines and license rev-
ocation as punitive measures. At the very moment that American tele-
film exports were expanding, the networks were facing stiff criticism
abroad as well as at home.* Indeed, during the debate over U.S. exports,
the Mexican government cited Newton Minow’s “vast wasteland” speech
to bolster its position.*

Reacting to this pressure abroad, the networks pointed with pride to
the growing number of documentary offerings in their telefilm catalogs.
The genre therefore was not only a foil against domestic criticisms but
also proved useful overseas, where it enjoyed a high level of prestige. In
countries where television was recently introduced, documentary made
it possible for government officials and broadcast executives to tout the
wonders of the medium as an educational device. Consequently, many
station managers began to shop for a “balanced” package of program
imports, especially broadcasters located in countries where it was neces-
sary to justify television as a complement to development.**

Network syndicators therefore were well aware of the documentary’s
allure. Both CBS and NBC boasted in 1960 that their catalogs of public
affairs programming distinguished them from other telefilm distribu-
tors, and ABC responded that it too would soon be moving in a similar
direction. All three pointed proudly to their achievements in documen-
tary in order to deflect criticism of controversial entertainment series.”
Thus a significant and growing international demand for public affairs
programming was emerging, as reflected by the fact that NBC and CBS
grossed more than a million dollars in such sales during 1961.** And
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while global sales of documentary would continue to grow throughout
the early sixties, sheer dollar volume does not begin to suggest the cul-
tural significance of such programming. These documentaries not only
operated as a foil against television critics, but they also offered domestic
and international audiences access to a future vision of liberal democ-
racy and economic prosperity throughout the Free World. Time after
time the programs made the case for programmatic reform and mod-
ernization as opposed to violent and chaotic revolution. This vision, car-
ried via television, was seen as an increasingly fundamental part of the
ideological struggle against Communism. Wrote ABC'’s Leonard Gold-
enson: “In Cuba we have seen how the battle for democracy can be lost.
We are in grave danger of losing it in many countries of Latin America,
Asia, and Africa. We must get our message of democracy to the uncom-
mitted countries as soon as possible, then let them see us as we are, not as
the Russians paint us to be.”

The Imagined Community of the Free World

Goldenson’s plan for global TV reminds us that the late 1950s and early
1960s were a time of growing unease among U.S. corporate and political
leaders regarding political changes in the Third World. Particularly wor-
risome was the fact that independence movements in postcolonial locales
often coupled nationalist sentiment with socialist reforms and a non-
aligned foreign policy. By the end of the fifties a consensus emerged
within corporate and foreign policy circles that such movements posed a
threat to U.S. interests and therefore necessitated a military buildup and
an activist policy of social and economic intervention abroad. It was ar-
gued that the United States needed to play a more vigorous role to foster
the integration of the Free World behind American leadership. This
consensus was embodied in the Kennedy campaign platform and in the
policies of the new administration. In fact, the substance of the new pres-
ident’s entire inaugural address was devoted to foreign policy issues and
U.S. global leadership.

The cultural dimension of this campaign deserves careful attention,
for leaders such as John Kennedy and ABC’s Leonard Goldenson be-
lieved that television would play a significant role in this global struggle.
Yet this notion regarding the powerful effects of television was largely
based on hunches and assumptions of the era. Recent scholarship has
more systematically begun to analyze the complex relationship between
mass media and the construction of political affinities across vast ex-
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panses of space. By turning our attention to some of this work we can
begin to understand why U.S. leaders felt television would play an im-
portant role in securing the boundaries of the Free World.

Our review begins with the literature regarding the role mass media
have played in the construction of modern nation-states. Numerous
scholars have shown that nation-states are a fairly recent phenomenon
designed to integrate economic, political, and cultural activities within
clearly defined geographical boundaries. Prior to the late eighteenth
century, states were defined by centers; borders were porous and indis-
tinct; and the exercise of power involved a series of alliances between
military and aristocratic leaders.* This began to change with the Ameri-
can and French revolutions.”® Not only was divine rule displaced, but
these new states were envisioned as voluntary political associations in
which sovereignty ultimately resided with the people. Yet these new na-
tions did not emerge from a “natural” association of individuals who
shared a single language, culture, or ethnic identity. At the time of the
French Revolution, for example, less than half of the new nation’s popu-
lation spoke what would come to be characterized as “proper” French.
Thus one of the significant characteristics of these revolutions was that
they sought to integrate various cultural and linguistic groups who were
geographically dispersed into a voluntary political association. It was ar-
gued at the time that nation building was beneficial both politically and
economically, thereby linking the processes of industrialization, mod-
ernization, and geographical integration.

Benedict Anderson contends that these developments were accom-
panied by a change in consciousness as well. Previously, the average
person’s loyalties were mostly local, whereas loyalty to the modern na-
tion-state was not so much a matter of face-to-face affinity as it was an
imagined relationship. “It is imagined,” writes Anderson, “because the
members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fel-
low-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each
lives the image of their communion.”” Such popular imaginings were
made possible by the rapid expansion of print capitalism during the
eighteenth and nineteenth century and especially by the growth of the
newspaper industry. Newspapers were important because they stand-
ardized language and implied a community of address among individ-
uals who were otherwise anonymous to one another. Furthermore, with
the development of telegraphy and news wire services, information
throughout the nation was standardized and prioritized according to
what were presumed to be the shared interests of the readers.

On the other hand, some modern nation-states evolved not as the
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product of popular will but as an elite reaction against popular agitation
by regional groups within the borders of existing empires. Here, ruling
aristocratic or dynastic elements tapped one variant of the many differ-
ent nationalisms within their realm of influence and promoted it
throughout the empire as serving the collective good. Hugh Seton-Wat-
son has characterized this policy as “official nationalism,” and nine-
teenth-century Russia provides one example of this strategy at work. In
response to emerging nationalist movements in the Ukraine, Finland,
Russia, and the Baltic states, Czar Alexander 111 took a number of steps
to shore up his regime and integrate his empire. First, he enforced Rus-
sian as the official language throughout his realm for the purposes of
education and administration. Secondly, the czar sought to integrate ad-
ministrative functions of the government. Thirdly, he nurtured educa-
tion, modernization, and mass communications. And finally, his regime
promoted symbols of Russian nationalism in an attempt to win popular
allegiance to a unified nation-state. All this was done as a way to head off
regional forms of nationalism within the empire.®

During the early 1960s, the foreign policy of the New Frontier can
best be understood as somewhat analogous to this policy of Russification.
Just as the Russian czar reacted to popular uprisings within his geo-
graphical sphere of influence, so did the U.S. foreign policy establish-
ment react to what was referred to as the growing number of “brushfire
wars” in the Third World. Of key concern was the prospect that these
struggles might ultimately lead to the establishment of governments that
might position themselves outside the realm of U.S. leadership, outside
the Free World alliance.

Like the nineteenth-century czarist policy of Russification, one of the
major objectives of the New Frontier was to contain political unrest
across a vast geographical expanse and to project the image of the Amer-
ican nation as serving the collective welfare within the community of the
Free World. Just as the Russian leadership sought to coopt local nation-
alisms that arose in Georgia, the Ukraine, and the Baltic states during
the nineteenth century, so too, did U.S. policy makers envision a re-
sponse to “unrest” in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and the Middle
East that would position these emerging nationalisms within the fold of
an American-led Free World.

Yet unlike the imperial regime in Russia or the colonial project of
Great Britain, the United States needed to promote the image of a popu-
lar, nonauthoritarian leadership within its geographical realm of influ-
ence. Ever since the administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt, U.S. policy
had been explicitly committed to the decolonization of Asia and Africa,
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and this commitment restrained the U.S. government from pursuing
geographical integration through the exercise of raw imperial power.
Instead, the postwar empire of the United States had to be predicated on
a respect for popular and national sovereignty. Rather than official na-
tionalism, this policy might best be characterized as a form of official
internationalism. And unlike earlier empires that had been bound to-
gether by strategic forms of point-to-point communications (e.g., tele-
graphy and wireless) and by the cooperation (or subjugation) of local
elites, this American empire would require a form of communication
that could win the “hearts and minds” of average citizens throughout the
Free World. Just as the newspaper made the modern nation-state a via-
ble unit, television promised to solidify the Free World. It is in this con-
text that we can begin to understand how the utopian discourse of global
television articulated the material interests and aspirations of govern-
ment officials, corporate leaders, and broadcasting executives. And
more specifically, it helps us understand why many government and
broadcast executives considered documentary to be one of the most
promising ways to use television to bring together the community of the
Free World.

Technologies of Strategic Advantage

Within the inner circle of the Kennedy White House, this fascination
with television’s strategic potential stemmed in part from JFK’s success-
ful presidential campaign. Once he was in office, it was further stimu-
lated by the surprisingly strong ratings of the president’s live press
conferences. Indeed, Kennedy himself became fond of referring to tele-
vision as his favorite propaganda weapon.® Moreover, the promise of
international television further enhanced the stature of the medium in
the eyes of the administration. In February 1962 Jacqueline Kennedy’s
television tour of the White House proved to be the highest-rated pro-
gram of the season; more important, it was estimated that global syndi-
cation of the program—facilitated by the networks and the United
States Information Agency—brought the total audience to several hun-
dred million."” The president therefore was quite conscious of televi-
sion’s power to project images across national boundaries and of the
administration’s power to influence those images.

Nor was the president alone in making this assessment. In the spring
of 1962, Tedson Meyers, administrative assistant to FCC chairman New-
ton Minow, penned a report that was the product of consultations with
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top officials at the White House, State Department, Central Intelligence
Agency, U.S. Information Agency, U.S. Aid for International Develop-
ment, National Association of Broadcasters, Ford Foundation, and Eu-
ropean Broadcasting Union. The report introduces itself by noting,
“The Kennedy Administration holds office at the precise moment when
the United States can begin to exploit the potential power of interna-
tional television and radio broadcasting in our national interest.”' It
then goes on to advocate a centralized body within the State Department
or White House that would coordinate international broadcasting policy
in order to (1) assist in the development of foreign broadcast systems so
all countries of the Free World could be linked into the U.S. global com-
munications network, (2) encourage American investment in communi-
cations projects overseas, (3) ensure access to foreign markets for U.S.
programming, (4) stimulate the production of American programming
that serves foreign policy objectives, and (5) establish government crite-
ria for the content of programs targeted for international distribution.

Shortly after the report reached the White House, it was leaked to the
press. Whether it was leaked as a trial balloon is unclear, but it generated
swift and impassioned protest from network executives concerned about
government involvement in program production and distribution.'® Al-
ready sensitive to existing pressures for programming reform, broadcas-
ters expressed concern about the possibilities of explicit government
censorship. As a result, the White House publicly distanced itself from
Meyers’s recommendations. Nevertheless, the report seems to provide a
summary of the administration’s strategic interests in global television.'*
As correspondent Robert Lewis Shayon noted a year before the Meyers
report was drafted, “In the global chess game that we and the Russians
are playing there are many pieces, and international TV is clearly one of
them.”'®

On one level, this chess game involved candid use of global broadcast-
ing for propaganda purposes. This was largely the domain of Radio
Free Europe, the Voice of America, and the USIA.'® Such overseas in-
formation activities had increased only incrementally during the
Eisenhower years. When JFK took office, however, he not only named a
prominent television newscaster to head the USIA—Edward R. Mur-
row—but he increased the budget dramatically, almost doubling it
within two years to $217 million.'” Despite the increase, USIA resources
were still reportedly stretched to the limit given the agency’s broad man-
date to promote U.S. ideology throughout the globe. Indeed, one high-
level analysis of world opinion contended that the Cold War concerns of
the administration were not shared by many citizens of the Free World.
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“People in developing areas do not express deep concern for democracy
and such abstractions as free speech and personal independence. Avoid-
ing Communism usually is considered of little importance in under-
developed nations, in comparison with the great importance attributed
to it in the United States,” concluded the report.'”® Such findings led
USIA director Murrow to arrange a meeting between the president and
leaders of the three networks, hoping he could encourage closer cooper-
ation between broadcasters and government. Murrow was particularly
interested in network documentaries, and in a memo to the president he
wrote, “This Agency does not have the capability in terms of money or
manpower to produce a significant number of television documentaries.
This means we must follow the route of acquisition, adaptation, and dis-
tribution, and this, in turn, means we must acquire secondary rights to
the maximum number of features and documentaries prepared and
produced by the three American television networks.”'® Murrow there-
fore sought, and received, permission from the networks to distribute
documentaries that promoted American interests in countries where the
-networks were unlikely to sell them in syndication. In this way, network
executives explicitly cooperated with government efforts to use televi-
sion documentary to promote a vision of the Free World that was conso-
nant with U.S. policy.

On another level, however, television’s role in the global chess game
with the Soviet Union involved the private, commercial activities of
broadcasters as they moved into overseas markets. Despite the fact that
the administration officially distanced itself from the intrusive recom-
mendations of the Meyers Report, government regulators such as New-
ton Minow continued to prod industry leaders to be sensitive to the
political implications of their television exports. Said Minow:

Your country will look to you to exercise your trust with responsibility. We will
look to you to be concerned not only with commercial check and balance
sheets, but also with democratic checks and balances; not only with avoiding
red ink, but also with preventing red dictatorship.

Your government will not and cannot monitor or censor your world pro-
grams—either the programs you send or the programs you receive and show
to America. That’s going to be the job of your conscience and your character.
The penalty for irresponsibility will be more serious for the nation than the
revocation of a station license. If this is too much responsibility for you, you
should not be involved in international television.!"®

Besides such explicit public advocacy, Minow also used more informal
channels to advocate a linkage between public service broadcasting and
the national interest. In correspondence and conversation he empha-
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sized that television’s informational capability would play a key role in
combating Communist propaganda. Network executives clearly took no-
tice and responded to these cues by touting their growing news and pub-
lic affairs operations.'

In part, Minow suggested that broadcasters should help to project a
positive image of the American nation, an image of model democracy
that operated through enlightened reflection and debate. He also indi-
cated that broadcasters should take it upon themselves to project the
image of the other, the monolithic Communist threat, and finally that
broadcasters should pay attention to the important struggles taking
place along the boundaries of the Free World.

Without establishing a specific mechanism for government censor-
ship, Minow’s rhetoric promoted public service programming that
would serve America’s foreign policy interests—this despite a period of
sluggish advertising sales at all three networks."” The chairman there-
fore did not exercise his authority through explicit rules or economic
sanctions. Rather, it was the discourse of global television that suggested
the parameters for corporate behavior, parameters that made it difficult
for broadcasters to focus on profitability while ignoring the ideological
implications of network programming.

This is the context that shaped government oversight of the broad-
casting industry during the early 1960s."* When Minow criticized the
performance of commercial television, he was not simply referring to
the medium’s failure to deliver high cultural fare. He also was arguing
that television did not do enough to keep citizens informed of America’s
global interests and of the threats posed by monolithic Communism.
Moreover, he was concerned that commercial television programming
projected the wrong image of the United States in overseas markets. In
his renowned “vast wasteland” speech Minow showed an acute aware-
ness of the political implications of global television. He pondered:
“What will the people of other countries think of us when they see our
Western badmen and good men punching each other in the jaw in be-
tween the shooting? What will the Latin American or African child learn
of America from our great communications industry? We cannot permit
television in its present form to be our voice overseas.”""

Therefore, the New Frontier vision of broadcast reform was not sim-
ply one of Camelot, quality television, and democratic process; it was also
a vision of global struggle against a Communist threat, for the discourse
of international television embodied strategic considerations as much as
democratic idealism. Changes in the U.S. economy and in foreign policy
during the 1950s, along with the continuing decolonization of the Third
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World, generated a crisis for American leaders. By the end of the dec-
ade, the United States was at the zenith of its postwar power, but it was
also struggling to integrate and defend a vast geographical area of influ-
ence. Moreover, it was struggling for the allegiance of diverse peoples
within the Free World. This attempt to integrate, defend, and mobilize
popular support across international boundaries can best be understood
by placing it in a wider historical context that pays attention to the rela-
tionship between mass communications and the construction of “imag-
ined communities.” The Kennedy administration therefore confronted
a challenge that was very much like the one that confronted leaders of
imperial regimes during the nation-building era of the nineteenth cen-
tury. And like the leaders of that earlier time, the administration sought
to use new communication technologies to integrate its sphere of strate-
gic influence. Yet the circumstances that confronted the U.S. govern-
ment during the postcolonial era were very different from those that
confronted earlier empires. The discourse of global television reflects
this, and it suggests that the new medium had a distinctive role to play.
There are four reasons why the technology of global television may have
appeared so promising to American policy makers and network execu-
tives.

First of all, television—as a means of visual communication—prom-
ised to mobilize popular allegiance to the Free World among both liter-
ate and nonliterate citizens. Such popular allegiance seemed important
in the postcolonial world because alliances with local elites no longer
were sufficient owing to the fact that most nationalist movements in the
Third World had been predicated on the concept of popular sover-
eignty.

Secondly, global television fostered the image of democratic dialogue,
and this was an important feature of U.S. efforts to distinguish the Free
World from the Communist world. That is, the supposed difference be-
tween East and West rested on the free flow of information and ideas.
Therefore, it was not appropriate for the United States simply to exer-
cise raw imperial power as the European states had done during the
colonial era; rather, it had to promote images of democratic choice and
popular U.S. leadership.

Thirdly, global television, like the newspaper of the nineteenth cen-
tury, implied a community of address and a clocked consumption of
information and images. It would foster both temporal and spatial inte-
gration of populations throughout the Free World. Yet unlike the news-
paper, television promised to bring people together across boundaries of
the modern nation-state on a regular basis.
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Finally, international television promised to bring a regular flow of
information about the outside world into the United States. The me-
dium might help American citizens to see themselves as part of a global
community and as playing a leadership role in the Free World. Such a
sense of community was essential if the U.S. government was going to
undertake a massive increase in military and foreign aid programs.

Documentary therefore was considered an especially important televi-
sion genre because of its ability to enlighten and inform. It would not
only counter Soviet propaganda but would foster an imagined comrade-
ship among citizens of the Free World. Its detailed examinations of so-
cial and political issues would offer an explicit vision of the values,
attitudes, and ideals that motivated the New Frontier. As the executive
producers of NBC White Paper and CBS Reports explained at the begin-
ning of chapter 2, documentary promised to portray both the problems
and possibilities that confronted citizens throughout the Free World at
the dawn of a new decade.



Chapter Four

Documentaries of the
Middle Ground

Although the documentaries discussed in chapter 2 might have encour-
aged viewers to support a more aggressive U.S. military posture, the
point of these documentaries was not to mobilize Americans for an all-
out war with the Soviet Union. Nor were they designed to foster a frantic
search for Communist infiltration of the American homeland. Unlike
Frank Capra’s Why We Fight series during World War 11 or the paranoid
feature films of the McCarthy era, the documentaries of the New Fron-
tier were primarily an effort to focus attention on the middle ground
between the two superpowers, for there lay the great amorphous fron-
tier of the so-called Free World. Although the boundaries of the Com-
munist sphere were conspicuously marked by the Iron Curtain, the
allegiances of countries such as India, Panama, and even France were
much more uncertain and therefore the object of intense concern for
U.S. corporations, network broadcasters, and the Kennedy administra-
tion. This vast terrain was also incredibly diverse in its many languages,
cultures, and politics. Consequently, documentaries from this era
seemed to ask: How would one recognize the boundaries of the Free
World? What holds it together? And why is it worth defending? Such
questions needed to be answered in order to legitimize the admin-
istration’s proposed expansion of military and foreign aid programs.
Furthermore, as mentioned in chapter 3, these are the same sorts of
fundamental questions that mass media have historically addressed in
their attempts to construct and sustain modern political affinities among
large, diverse populations. Benedict Anderson has pointed out, for ex-
ample, that during the nation-building era of the nineteenth century,
newspapers played a vital role in constructing popular images of the
nation and of national empire.' Now, in the age of television, the major
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U.S. networks invested a tremendous amount of effort to foster an imag-
ined community of the Free World.

This, of course, was a complicated task. Unlike the programs dis-
cussed in chapter 2, the documentaries of the middle ground had to
negotiate ideas and images that did not fall into the easy categories of
East and West. For example, the programs had to explain the relation-
ship between the purported equality of Free World member states and
U.S. pretensions to global leadership, for American postwar policy ex-
plicitly advocated the elimination of colonialism, the promotion of free
trade, and the installation of democratic governments throughout the
globe. The programs therefore had to distinguish leadership from im-
perial dominance. Moreover, given the presumption of equality and
community, they had to explain economic, political, and cultural differ-
ences as significant but not so significant as to threaten the coherence of
the Free World. Accordingly, programs such as CBS Reports profiled
“The Freedom Explosion” in Africa as Nigerians voted in their first pop-
ular elections.? Meanwhile, on ABC, John Masters traveled “Back to
Bhowani” to explore the changes in Pakistan since independence and to
reflect on the mixed legacy of imperial British rule.® Thus one of the key
missions of documentary was to consider the tumultuous and distinctive
changes occurring in countries throughout the globe but then to recu-
perate these differences within the framework of community. How
well was each nation progressing toward the collective vision of mod-
ern democracy and free trade? What dangers and obstacles stood in
the way? What could the United States do to encourage stable, systematic
progress?

Another way in which documentaries managed diversity was to sug-
gest that one of the fundamental bonds that linked the nations of the
Free World was the external threat posed by monolithic Communism. In
this respect unity was constituted by 2 common enemy, and therefore
the programs repeatedly foregrounded the prospects of Communist in-
fluence or infiltration. Each documentary took the issues confronting a
specific nation and raised them to a level of abstraction that positioned
the country within the context of superpower struggle. The country ei-
ther fell in one camp or the other. It was either 2 member of our com-
munity or a pawn of monolithic Communism.

Historian William Chafe offers a useful way of understanding this
process of abstraction by suggesting that it has always been difficult for
American presidents to rally public support for foreign policy initiatives
that are candidly self-serving. As a result, presidential administrations
have repeatedly elevated specific economic and strategic concerns to a
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moral plane by suggesting that the issue at hand has universal implica-
tions.* Thus Woodrow Wilson sought to make the world safe for democ-
racy; Franklin Delano Roosevelt drafted the Adantic Charter; and of
course the early trajectory of America’s Cold War policy coalesced
around the Truman Doctrine. In each case the argument for a more
aggressive foreign policy was constructed as a moral struggle between
forces of good and evil rather than as a self-interested struggle for
geopolitical power. This phenomenon certainly permeates the docu-
mentaries of the New Frontier, which repeatedly characterize political
contestation in other countries as a form of instability or “unrest” that
inevitably opens the door to infiltration from the malignant forces of
Communist expansionism. One of the primary missions of the docu-
mentarist, then, was to mark the boundaries of the Free World by prob-
ing for traces of Communist influence.

This chapter begins by examining documentaries that portray coun-
tries suffering from underdevelopment and political unrest. In these
programs we shall see how the nations of the Free World are charac-
terized as sharing certain aspirations. It is suggested, for example, that
all countries, despite their cultural differences, go through similar stages
of economic and social development. Ultimately, the nations of the Free
World will grow closer as programmatic social and economic reforms
make underdeveloped states more like their modern industrial counter-
parts. At the early stages, however, this progress is threatened by outside
agitators, and these documentaries carefully probe for indications that
the natural process of development is being disrupted by Communist
infiltrators.

"The second set of programs analyzed in this chapter focuses on soci-
eties in which infiltration has led to insurrection. Here the Communist
challenge is made explicit as documentarists probe for signs of outside
influence. The programs assume the peremptory right of network news
organizations to investigate local revolutions for signs of Communist in-
volvement and to advocate U.S. intervention should such indications ap-
pear. Moreover, they suggest that the nature of conflict on these
battlegrounds between East and West requires new strategies, specifi-
cally the application of social scientific expertise.

In sum, both sets of documentaries deal with two key concerns: What
makes them like us? And what factors might make them susceptible to
Communist influence? The programs suggest that all citizens of the Free
World share aspirations for modernity and democracy. What threatens
these goals are traditional vested interests that resist needed reforms and
thereby open the door to infiltration by Communist subversives. Why
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then do our fellow citizens of the Free World fall prey to the deceptive
appeals of such subversive forces? Because they are either untutored or
too poor to recognize their long-term interests. As in the first two chap-
ters, we shall see the liberal imagination at work as these programs con-
vey a profound distrust of the gullible masses and suggest that their
salvation ultimately rests with education, reform, and expert leadership.

Reform and Development

The dynamics of social change and superpower struggle play a forma-
tive role in the CBS Reports documentary “Brazil: The Rude Awaken-
ing.”® By way of introduction, correspondent Eric Severeid narrates a
montage of newsreel footage with the following commentary: “The
United States became conscious of Cuba when a man with a beard seized
power three years ago. We became conscious of Brazil when a man with
a mustache quit power two months ago. Cuba is gone. As Brazil goes, so
goes South America.” This opening formulation is accompanied by em-
blematic shots of Castro passionately delivering a speech to adoring
crowds, and by comparison we then are shown shots of the Brazilian
leader, dressed in a business suit, speaking to the media in an executive
office setting, the radical versus the moderate. Cuba is gone. Brazil may
go. Quadros is like a leader of the Free World, and yet his country is
teetering “on the verge.”

We are accordingly informed that Brazil is about to “explode” unless
reforms are instituted and the Communists kept at bay. Daniel Quadros,
“the white knight of honest government,” shocked his constituency
when he resigned after only seven months in office. He had been an
active reformer domestically and a nonaligned figure in international
circles. “They called Quadros the only alternative to Communism,”
notes Severeid, and yet he resigned from office citing frustration with
the forces of reaction—foreign and domestic—that continued to oppose
reform.

Upon resigning, Quadros did not elaborate specifically on these forces
of reaction. Therefore the documentary sets out to explore the problems
that drove him from office. It explains first that Quadros’s predecessors
had saddled him with high government debt and an inflationary econ-
omy. But even worse, Quadros confronted a country divided between
north and south.

In the south of Brazil, says Severeid, is Sdo Paulo, the “engine” of the
Brazilian economy. “The real importance of Sdo Paulo,” he notes, “is its
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huge middle class. . . the backbone of 2 modern consumer economy.” To
the north is rural Brazil, which is exploited by the south. It “stokes the
engine” of this modern economy with raw materials and mineral re-
sources, yet it receives little in return. As we watch black folk dancers,
Severeid informs us that the contrast is dramatic: “In the northeast the
poor seek food and some surcease from this life’s misery in their ancient
African religious rites. In the south [cut to televised classical dance per-
formance], the rich seek distractions. Debutantes perform classic Por-
tuguese dances as a highly skilled hobby.” The gulf between north and
south is the gulf between black and white, between primitive and mod-
ern, between tribal and classical. Severeid comments on this division
when he rhapsodizes, “Sao Paulo, pride of Brazil, envy of Brazil, and
stranger to Brazil; closer in spirit to New York or Paris or Rome than to
Recife, Bahia, or Fortaleza.”

In comparison with Sao Paulo, the north is a land of poverty, feudal-
ism, and sugar plantations. We are told that 2 percent of the people own
50 percent of the land and that human hands are cheaper than tractors.
Slavery was abolished in Brazil long ago, but workers remain on the land
as little more than serfs. The labor is hard; the diets are poor; and the
life span is a little more than thirty years. Severeid profiles a family, and
we learn that their daily earnings are thirty cents. Three days’ pay will
buy two pounds of meat. In an interview with the plantation owner, he
tells us his employees are poor because they do not work hard and they
do not save their money. If he paid them more, they would work even
less.

Commenting on this state of affairs, Severeid concludes, “In to-
day’s world, Brazil cannot endure half modern and half feudal.” This
apparent appropriation of Abraham Lincoln’s aphorism regarding the
antebellum United States is not unintentional. The documentary has
constructed the plantation economy of northeastern Brazil as a sort of
modern-day version of the Confederacy. And perhaps no less intention-
ally, the documentary then turns to the urban plight of those who have
left the plantations; many poor blacks have flocked to the cities of Brazil
in search of a better life, and their plight may serve as a cautionary alle-
gory for the United States, which has experienced a similar migration.
Rising expectations and urban poverty make for an explosive mix, we
are told. In Brazil, as in the United States at this time, black urban com-
munities are often described in documentaries as pockets of potential
unrest. Also as in the United States, the documentary tells us that lib-
eral pressures for reform in Brazil are being resisted by the forces of
reaction.
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In Brazil, says Severeid, the question is whether these developments
will lead to civil war. Says the governor of one Brazilian state, “It’s very
hard to speak about freedom and choice, of Christian civilization, to
people who do not have water in their homes and schools for their chil-
dren and hospitals for their sick people.” As we survey the miserable
conditions of a Brazilian slum, Severeid adds, “It is also very hard to
speak to people in such condition about democracy, individual rights,
and the dangers of Communism. Where poverty grows, the influence of
Castro and Communism grows in proportion. [Cut to shot of urban
graffiti.] It is written on the walls, ‘Long live Cuba! Long live Fidel!’”
Thus feudalism, underdevelopment, exploitation, tribalism, and urban
migration have generated a boiling cauldron of popular unrest. This
dark side of Brazil is a land of mystery, violence, and passion. Chris-
tianity and democracy have no meaning here. What does have meaning
is the passionate politics of Fidel. Standing in front of a map of Brazil,
Severeid directly addresses the viewer with the crux of the issue: “Brazil
has become a propaganda battleground. Castro’s Cuba has polarized the
struggle for the soul of Brazil. Should Brazil go his way with the prom-
ise, or illusion, of quick results, or continue the slow way of democratic
reform while life for a good many millions gets worse? How we handle
Cuba itself will have a good deal to do with the outcome.”

Severeid comes down squarely on the side of progressive, incremental
reform as the only means of meeting the Communist challenge. Yet he is
cautious regarding the role that the United States should play. He notes
Brazilian resistance to America’s involvement in its economy and its poli-
tics. There have been criticisms in the past, says Severeid. Furthermore,
in a series of interviews, Brazilian politicians assure us that their country
wishes to pursue an independent course, outside the camps of the major
superpowers. Nevertheless, in the last interview of the program, a for-
mer American ambassador to Brazil says the United States should go
ahead with a major aid package for Brazil, but it also should be made
clear that the United States will only give aid to those political leaders
who “stick with us.” In closing, Severeid comments: “We can help Brazil,
but we have neither the power nor the right to make it over. Nor has
Russia the power to make it over her way. Brazil is for Brazilians. God,
and under her new policies, the U.S. government, helps those who help
themselves.”

Thus the program presents a confusing set of propositions. The
viewer is asked to care about Brazil because it is a potential member of
the Free World. Moreover, it shares certain features that make it similar
to the United States: a capitalist economy, an elected form of govern-






Documentaries of the Middle Ground 101

should the crisis worsen, local sovereignty might have to be subordinated
to the larger interests of the Free World.

Similar tensions are at work in Robert Drew’s “Yanki No!” which was
produced for ABC’s Bell and Howell Close-Up!® The documentary begins
at a meeting of the Organization of American States (OAS) in Costa Rica,
where, amid heated debate, the United States is insisting on the passage
of a resolution condemning China and Cuba. As the Venezuelan dele-
gate, Foreign Minister Arcaya, walks out in protest, the camera follows
him on his return trip to Caracas to find out why the Venezuelans would
resist American leadership on this issue. Shot in cinema verité style, the
program pursues grassroots documentation of the Communist appeal in
Latin America. At breakfast the morning after his return, Arcaya tells
the documentary crew that if they wish to understand why the U.S. posi-
tion in Latin America is being undermined, they must visit the slums of
Caracas.

On the ensuing tour of the city, the camera tilts down from the mod-
ern high-rises of Caracas to a street-level view of the slums. A hand-held
camera trudges through back alleys of a shantytown while the narrator
comments on the plight of local inhabitants in a neighborhood with “no
streets, no addresses, no mailboxes. . . . No letter could reach them; they
don’t exist.” The documentary then brings some of the nameless faces of
poverty to life by telling the story of the Manzanilla family. In a shanty
constructed of scavenged materials, the husband, Gabriel, tells of his
fruitless search for work over the past five months. He also tells of a
former employer who refuses to make good on the back pay that is still
owed to Gabriel. As we watch the family members going about their
household chores, we sense their feelings of entrapment and hopeless-
ness. These sentiments are further accentuated by a rainstorm that
comes dripping through their roof and sends a torrent of floodwater
down the streets of their neighborhood. From these scenes of urban
despair we cut back to Arcaya’s apartment, where his son, de Gracio, is
animatedly debating the problems of Latin America with his college
friends. They conclude that such conditions will change only if there is a
revolution.

Yet revolutionary politics has been staunchly resisted by American for-
eign policy, and the documentary offers a short historical recitation of
U.S. support for military dictatorships throughout Latin America. It
concludes that the failure of past U.S. policy has been made only too
clear by the Cuban revolution. Thus the first part of the documentary’s
analysis centers not on a knee-jerk hostility toward Communism but on a
cool critique of the poverty that robs individuals of their identities and
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the military dictatorships that resist needed reforms. By comparison,
Cuba has offered these people hope, but now the program turns to ex-
pose this hope as ideologically based, as false consciousness. The viewer
is taken on a tour of Cuba in order to understand the attractions and
deceptions of life under Fidel Castro’s regime.

We travel first to a small fishing village where Jesus Morero, his wife,
seven children, and his mother-in-law are moving from a grass shack to a
modern house. As we follow the family’s progress on moving day, the
narrator tells us that “Jesus is being collectivized. He is losing his free-
dom.” However, we also are informed that Jesus sees things differently.
He says his life is improving and he does not see the need for democratic
elections in light of the popular actions being taken by Fidel. In fact, one
might observe that Jesus is voluntarily relinquishing the political free-
dom he never had in exchange for the basic material necessities the revo-
lution is providing. We watch as his children joyously explore their first
encounter with indoor, running tap water. In tight close-up we see their
hands at play under the running faucet. Moreover, their enthusiasm for
the new home is emphasized as the camera follows them marching from
room to room rhythmically clapping their hands and chanting, “Cuba si,
Yanki no.”

Here the ideological mission of the network documentary confronts a
serious challenge, for the photographic images of Cuba refuse to slip
politely into the clearly defined oppositions outlined in chapter 2. In
fact, the intimate portrayal of Jesus, shot according to the conventions of
Hollywood narrative, invites the viewer to identify with a Cuban family
that has declared its loyalty to Castro. In its effort to investigate the
source of Castro’s support, this scene paints a sympathetic picture of
Jesus and makes one wonder if his allegiance to Fidel is perhaps the best
and most logical choice he has. On the other hand, the voice-over narra-
tion, written under the personal direction of ABC chairman Leonard
Goldenson, attempts to contain this revolutionary enthusiasm by argu-
ing that Jesus has been tricked into giving up his freedom. Like his chil-
dren, he has fallen prey to the charisma of Fidel and the ideological
agenda of monolithic Communism.

This moment of narrative rupture is emblematic of one of the funda-
mental tensions at work in all the documentaries of the middle ground.
Here the spoken narration and the visual documentation, the abstract
and the specific, the global and the local all collide in a telling manner.
This is a documentary that was personally commissioned by ABC chief
Leonard Goldenson and that was intended to document the growing
threat of Communism in the very countries where ABC was rapidly in-
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creasing its financial investment. As we have seen in chapter 3, Golden-
son’s ambitions were similar to those of other network broadcasters as
well as many other U.S. firms. Moreover, his ambitions for global televi-
sion were consonant with the interests of an incoming presidential ad-
ministration that was wrestling with the defense of its far-flung interests.
Thus it is not surprising that Goldenson should become personally in-
volved in the subject. Nor is it surprising that he took a business trip to
Latin America in 1960 in order to survey investment options and that
while touring the area, he cabled the documentary producers with spe-
cific suggestions for the program.” What is surprising, however, is the
deeply contradictory nature of the outcome. The first half of the docu-
mentary not only paints sympathetic portraits of the dispossessed, but it
also questions the wisdom of previous U.S. foreign policy. It shows the
misery that has been fostered by a system of exploitation and military
dictatorship that had been propped up by Yanki sponsorship. On what
grounds, then, should the United States legitimately intervene at this
current moment of crisis?

The answer becomes apparent as the latter part of the program turns
away from this grassroots documentation of Castro’s support and fo-
cuses instead on a climactic rally in Havana, featuring Fidel “at his messi-
anic best.” Here we observe Castro’s manipulative, charismatic powers
at work; we encounter the face of Communist manipulation and the re-
sulting gullibility of the untutored masses. For example, we see rally or-
ganizers aboard a parked truck handing out signs printed with political
slogans to enthusiastic participants. The camera singles out a young
woman in the crowd. And when she spots the camera, she smiles broadly
and crows in English, “This is a Cuban girl speaking that represents the
feelings of the people of Cuba that we love Fidel because he’s our leader
for always. Please tell this to the United States, please, please.” Yet this
seemingly spontaneous affirmation is positioned in the context of a
highly organized rally in which even the slogans on the signs have been
prefabricated by the Communist leadership. Therefore her affirmation
cannot be read as sincere. Rather, it must be seen as part of the orches-
trated delirium that is characteristic of Communist politics.

As the camera moves freely about the rally, it offers sweeping vistas of
the gigantic assembly as well as tight close-ups of participants with their
eyes riveted on Fidel. We are told that Castro turns to this popular
assembly for his political legitimacy. Rather than practicing the art of
electoral politics, he practices the politics of popular unrest. He is a
“messiah” promising to raise the poor and the oppressed from obscurity
by giving them what those in the shanties of Caracas can only dream of:
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he offers them hope; he offers them a home; he offers them an identity.
But the documentary prefers that we see these as false promises, for the
politics of the mob are the politics of the anonymous, irrational masses.
Castro’s political style is robbing them of their individual integrity.

As we watch Fidel passionately speak of empowering blacks, Indians,
women, the aged, and the poor, the crowd goes wild. This frenzy of
popular politics is repeatedly punctuated by close-up and extreme close-
up shots of Castro as he denounces the OAS meeting in Costa Rica and
the declaration of San José. He calls the document a pretense for further
Yanki imperialism in the Western Hemisphere and counters that Cuba is
charting an independent course. Castro proclaims, “We have done away
with the yes men and learned to say no!” The crowd’s thunderous re-
sponse—“Cuba si, Yanki no!”—marks the rally as both threatening to
the United States and antithetical to modern democratic practices. Here
the delirious crowd sharply contrasts with the image of individual citi-
zens making reflective political choices in the privacy of the voting booth.
Castro’s power is therefore positioned as illegitimate, and the crowd ap-
pears deluded. As with the documentaries discussed in chapter 2, the
crowd is portrayed as an excessive incarnation of mass society: faceless,
passionate, and protean. Castro’s Communism, like all Communism, is
threatening because it poses a challenge to the delicate system of checks
and balances inherent in Western politics and replaces representative
government with charismatic leadership.

These are the stakes in countries along the frontiers of the Free
World. Although the local, historical context may render social unrest
intelligible, the politics of revolution are characterized as a breeding
ground for Communism. The local and the specific are thereby elevated
to a level of abstraction that positions them within the context of super-
power struggle. The legitimacy of U.S. intervention overseas therefore
turns on the presence of Communist subversives and the resulting ma-
nipulation of those whose fundamental aspirations for prosperity and
freedom are no different than those of other citizens of the Free World.
The documentary, then, acknowledges the importance of local contexts
and of specific national interests, but it also repositions them within the
geopolitical ambitions of the United States. Like the nineteenth-century
imperial strategies discussed in chapter 3, these documentaries propose
that local nationalisms should be subsumed within the American project
of the Free World. And this proposition hinges in large part on the doc-
umented presence of the Communist threat.

Consequently, one of the key concerns of these programs is to under-
stand the techniques by which Communists infiltrate societies along the
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frontiers of the Free World. Where are the first inroads made? How do
Communists sidetrack the “normal” course of economic and social devel-
opment? One of the few documentaries from this period that actually
portray a Communist organization in action is an ABC Close-Up! episode
called “Remarkable Comrades.” At the time of its 1961 broadcast, Amer-
ican foreign policy makers were deeply concerned about Italy because it
then had one of the largest Communist parties in the Free World and
because one in four Italians cast their ballots for “the hammer and
sickle.” In a letter to McGeorge Bundy, President Kennedy’s adviser for
national security affairs, ABC producer John Secondari explained why
he recommended the program: “We believe this [documentary offers]
the most complete look inside a Communist Party ever presented on
American television. As such, we think this program can make a signifi-
cant contribution to public awareness of Communist strategy in the non-
Communist world and ways to combat it.”

The documentary opens with conventional political speeches at a mas-
sive Communist Party rally, but it also surveys the carnivalesque atmos-
phere surrounding the rally, complete with food, song, and celebration.
These contrasting images set up the “contradiction” around which the
program revolves, that is, the popular appeal of the Communist Party
among diverse segments of the Italian population, the party within the
party. The opening scene concludes with the singing of the Interna-
tionale during which the camera cuts between panoramic crowd shots of
the flag-waving masses and more intimate portrait shots of individual
participants. Meanwhile, the narrator comments: “One wonders how
many of these sturdy comrades at other times sang other political
hymns. How many of them were devoted fascists? In this crowd you can
find all sorts of political backgrounds: the innocent, the disillusioned,
and the firm believer.”

As with the documentaries regarding pure Communist states, an anal-
ogy is drawn here between fascism and Communism. Furthermore, the
concept of the gullible masses establishes an important explanatory strat-
egy for the rest of the program. Although not physically coerced, the
masses appear susceptible to manipulation, and an Italian journalist
then informs us that 90 percent of party members know nothing of in-
ternational Communism. Rather, they are attracted by the everyday
power the party wields in Italian government and business.

The camera then travels to the northern part of the country, the “red
belt,” and profiles a peasant family whose material well-being has im-
proved remarkably under the guardianship of the party. As the camera
follows Josira Verabizi riding her bicycle home from a day’s labor in the
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fields, the narrator remarks that, “paradoxically,” life has never been
better for her. She has a bike, modern conveniences, and she no longer
lives in the barracks where she raised six children in a single room. Her
modern apartment building was constructed by the government in re-
sponse to pressure from the Communist Party. As she begins to prepare
dinner in her modern kitchen, the narrator comments:

Josira is full of seeming contradictions. She thinks Mussolini was a great man.
She is against religion, but she believes in God. Her family [cut to the dinner
table] consists of three generations of Communists. And as they eat, they talk
of the class struggle, the need for revolt, the sort of talk one might hear in
Moscow or Peiping. Yet their cooking is the best and richest in Italy. Their
appetites appear to be satisfied.

The paradox presented by the Italian Communist is that she is mate-
rially well off. Josira is not the desperate émigré huddled in the slums of
a major urban center, nor is she the starving plantation serf. Rather, she
lives a modest but picturesque life in a small town in the Italian country-
side. The legacy of servitude she inherited has ended, and yet she wants
more.

Therefore, the attraction of the Italian Communist Party is that it can
provide more than a modern apartment and a bicycle. Next we visit a
Communist clubhouse where “a comrade need hear little doctrine” but
may enjoy all the facilities of a neighborhood tavern. Then we are off to
a co-op store stocked with goods produced by more than two thousand
cooperatives throughout Italy. The narrator informs us that the Com-
munists own some of the biggest businesses in the country, providing
everything from olive oil to grave plots.

Still there is more. As we return to the rally, the narrator remarks that
the party’s most notable asset is that “it has, for a Communist organiza-
tion, a sense of humor and fun.” Here the documentary rapidly inter-
cuts shots of propaganda posters with wine, song, lotteries, fireworks,
and even “a merry-go-round with a hammer and a sickle on it.” There is
something for everyone, even weekly dance parties for the fashionably
dressed teenagers. While watching them jitterbug, we are told there is
nothing drab about these Communists, for “one thing is clear, the girls
would rather look like Jackie Kennedy than Nina Khrushchev. This
alone makes them remarkable comrades.” These scenes obviously do not
project the stereotype of brainwashed automatons or half-starved slum
dwellers. Italian Communists appear to share many of the same tastes as
citizens of other modern countries. We soon learn, however, that they
are susceptible to subversive influences emanating from a highly central-
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ized and purposeful party apparatus. In the city of Bologna, we visit,
according to the narrator,

the most important Communist leadership school this side of the Iron Cur-
tain. School is permanently in session. [The curriculum] is intended to train
them in doctrine. It also affords the faculty a chance to determine which ones
have outstanding capacities for party work. Discipline is strict. Young men and
women are kept apart. Discussion ranges all topics and facets of doctrine. For
instance here is young Communist reaction to the question, how can we over-
come the prejudices against us? {One student] says, most people are well dis-
posed, but some people just will not see the truth. This other one adds, we
must try in every way to involve Catholic organizations in our peace move-
ment.

Two things mark this scene at the leadership school as particularly im-
portant. First of all, it is constructed with the same Hollywood editing
grammar as the rest of the program; however, the effect here is quite
different.'” We see an establishing shot of the school, a master shot of the
classroom, and close-ups of the teacher and students. Yet the film then
moves very quickly from close-up to extreme close-up, a framing that is
usually associated with moments of passion or villainy in Hollywood
style. At the same time, the inflection of the narrator’s baritone becomes
toreboding and intense. This scene is therefore unlike earlier segments
in which party members and activities were framed at a more respectful
distance while accompanied by upbeat acoustic guitar and a more
sprightly voice-over narration.

As these formal elements change, so too does the content of the narra-
tive. These do not seem to be “remarkable comrades”; instead they ap-
pear to be Stalinist infiltrators. They coldly calculate the tactics by which
they will dupe the masses, and they strategically assess the merits of pen-
etrating other organizations. They are disciplined, celibate, and, by im-
plication, linked to a global, monolithic conspiracy. They must study the
doctrine of Marxism and adhere to the strictures of an inflexible hier-
archy. Although the scene is relatively short, it attempts to corral the
preceding, largely positive images of Italian Communism within the ab-
stract dichotomies of superpower struggle. This scene crystallizes the
nature of the Communist threat in Italy, something that has been ambig-
uous up to this point. Those party members who joined for mundane
and even logical reasons are now repositioned as gullible to subversive
influences. The Communist Party “delivers the goods” to its members
because the party wants something in return: power and control.

The ideological work done by this scene can be highlighted by consid-
ering how the producer might have treated similar footage filmed at a
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Catholic seminary instead of the school in Bologna. Since the church is
cast as an important alternative to Communism in this documentary,
images of Catholic schooling would no doubt be given an entirely dif-
ferent inflection despite a comparable emphasis on celibacy, discipline,
doctrine, and hierarchy. In other words, young men studying for the
priesthood would be characterized not as infiltrators but as servants of a
higher calling who abstain from earthly pleasures in order to bring the
truth of Catholic doctrine to other people. The activities of the semi-
narians therefore would have benign, if not salutary, implications for
Italian society, since the church is characterized as the defender of West-
ern, democratic values.

The ideological assumptions in “Remarkable Comrades” are further
accentuated by the fact that the program valorizes the Catholic Church
as the best hope for stemming the increasing power of the Communist
Party. Yet what the documentary ignores is that the history of Italian
politics up to that point had not been manipulated by the Communist
Party so much as it had been subject to the intrigues of the Catholic
Church (an organization that, in fact, had ties to fascist regimes before
and during World War II). Thus, in its attempt to position Italian politics
within the context of East-West struggle, the program transforms the
church into the primary bulwark defending democracy. At the same
time, it ironically associates the Communist Party with the fascist legacy
in Italy.

As such, the documentary strives to transcend the historically specific
in order to describe Italian politics as an abstract moral struggle between
democratic government and external forces of subversion. Recalling
William Chafe’s observation about the American public’s reluctance to
support self-interested foreign interventions, one can see this documen-
tary elevating the situation in Italy to a Manichaean clash between uni-
versal forces of good and evil. Moreover, this attempt to abstract the
issue to a higher plane is powerfully enhanced by the program’s pre-
tensions to objectivity. The documentary journalist, as a disinterested
professional, takes the viewer to Italy to see Communist infiltration first-
hand. Like a virus that can be observed under a microscope or a reces-
sion that can be tracked by economic indicators, Communist infiltration
in Italy is characterized as a social fact removed from ideological consid-
erations. Journalistic objectivity and filmic realism are invoked so as to
present Communism as a cancerous growth that invariably calls for dras-
tic 1ntervention.

Still, this preferred closure is a tenuous one, for these very same con-
ventions of documentary objectivity and realism also undermine the sta-
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bility of the text. Journalistic norms required that the ABC crew travel to
Italy and gather “actuality” in order to substantiate the program’s asser-
tions. Unlike Frank Capra’s World War II film propaganda, this footage
could not be shot on a studio back lot. Consequently, “Remarkable Com-
rades” does an extensive empirical profile of the Communist Party,
much of which comes across as evenhanded, if not sympathetic. There is
a tension structured into the text by the “actualities” that show the party
has developed strategies that effectively address social and economic
needs among the Italian working class. In fact, the Communists have
instituted the very reforms that other documentaries have argued are
necessary in order to prevent political unrest.

At this point “Remarkable Comrades” turns southward to Sicily, the
stronghold of the Christian Democratic Party and the church. Paradox-
ically, Sicily is the poorest region of Italy, and yet this is where the Com-
munists are weakest and the church strongest. While observing a float of
the Virgin Mary portered through the streets of a Sicilian village, the
narrator comments, “On shoulders such as these stands the anti-Com-
munist Italian government. It is these people who give most of that 52
percent of the vote that keeps it in power.”

Here again the documentary evidence generates contradictory mean-
ings and tensions. The poor of Sicily are characterized as least suscep-
tible to the attractions of Communism; at the same time, their opposition
stems from their emotional embrace of the church. Thus “old religious
rituals” here become the foundation of “centrist” politics."" Here super-
stition is uncomfortably yoked to the rational project of Free World de-
mocracy. The church and the village social structure provide a support
system and a surveillance system that defend against the influences of
Communism.

Fears that this support system is disintegrating under the pressures of
modern life become the concluding theme of this program. The docu-
mentary closes by following the progress of a young Sicilian headed to
the northern industrial cities of Italy in search of work. As we see him
bidding farewell to his family and crowding into a trainload of “others
like him,” we are told that these transplanted Sicilians are “the chief
target of the Communists.” We see young men, families, and children
racing northward into the embrace of the Communists. Niccolo is met at
the station by another Sicilian émigré who whisks him off to the Commu-
nist club. Explains the narrator: “These are islands of warmth for the
southerner. Here he can talk and hear his own dialect. Here he can find
what he badly needs: the lesson of experience in others, advice, even
leadership. The sort of help he might have received from his parish
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priest at home. For the southerner can bring his family with him, but his
priest stays at home.” Thus in mass society, in which the individual feels
increasingly anonymous, the party is providing the cultural and political
network that positions him in relation to others. Once again, New Fron-
tier discourse must strain to mediate contradictory documentary evi-
dence, for it is the industrialization of the Free World that is breaking
the bonds of identity and tradition in order to produce material prosper-
ity and emotional poverty. Meanwhile it is the Communist Party that
offers the individual a sense of identity and participation. In order to
manage this seeming paradox, the narrator once again marshals images
of subversion and infiltration. Things are not as they appear, the narra-
tor explains. The social embrace of the Communist Party is superficial
and insincere. Behind the facade, the party leadership is working to ex-
ploit the needs of the individual.

In the program’s concluding scene we watch a procession of peace
demonstrators marching into the hills outside an Italian city as the nar-
rator informs us that the Communists have infiltrated this peace net-
work and are attempting to turn it to their own advantage. Although we
cannot pick out the Communists among the demonstrators and al-
though there seems to be nothing amiss, the scene embodies the clan-
destine nature of the Communist threat in Italy, for here again, the
aspirations for fulfillment of basic human needs are turned to the advan-
tage of the party. The narrator concludes:

There are lessons to be learned in Italy: that prosperity doesn’t necessarily
defeat Communism; that an increased standard of living creates demands for
still more; and that Communism is prepared to exploit dissatisfaction; that
economics are not enough. Yet if the Communists have succeeded in Italy,
they have also failed. They have not convinced the majority of Italians. They
have not won Italy. They probably never will. For in these hills is the birth-
place of Western man. Here were written the first laws. Here man achieved
peaks of thought and expression seldom ever equaled. Here was the Renais-
sance. All these things are in every Italian, even in the Italian Communist.
Perhaps it is what makes him so remarkable a comrade.

In essence, if there is hope for the Free World alliance in Italy, it is
hope that is based on this legacy of Renaissance rationalism and republi-
can Roman law. The Communists may infiltrate and exploit, but the best
hope for freedom is based on liberal principles. Like the countries of the
Third World, Italy must hold fast to these if it is to ward off the threat of
Communist subversion, for deep within, each individual harbors similar
aspirations, and each society will inevitably develop in response to these
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needs unless that process of change is derailed or skewed by Communist
infiltrators.

Armed Conflict

Although popular political unrest, as described in the preceding section,
was common throughout the Free World, “brushfire wars” were the ex-
clusive province of the “underdeveloped” nations of the Western alli-
ance. In these countries many years of smoldering unrest finally had
exploded into an armed conflagration. Since Communist involvement
was always suspected, finding the source of the spark was as important as
containing the spread of the flames. Accordingly, the departure point
for programs such as NBC’s “Angola: Journey to a War” was to inquire
first about the prospect of Communist influence.

The program opens with a shot of a missionary sitting on a riverbank
talking with a reporter about the system of labor exploitation in Angola.
The setting is tranquil and pastoral. Yet this equanimity is disturbed not
only by the missionary’s graphic description of exploitation but by the
quiet intrusion of a black man paddling a white passenger downstream
in the background of the frame. As the missionary continues to speak,
the camera follows the canoe as it slips off into the distance. Like the
documentaries discussed earlier, the image reminds us of the recurring
aphorism that Communism is most attractive to those who live in soci-
eties that have resisted political reform and economic modernization.

Angola is therefore a logical candidate for political unrest; indeed, the
Portuguese colonizers claim that they are battling rebels who are in-
spired by and equipped by Communist subversives. On the other hand,
indigenous rebel leaders claim the issue is not Communism but colonial-
ism. Angola is one of the few remaining colonies in Africa, and many
nations, including the United States, have sided against a recalcitrant
Portuguese regime that even refuses to allow a United Nations fact-find-
ing mission inside the country. As unrest throughout the country has
mounted, the Portuguese have kept strict control over the flow of infor-
mation. Therefore, the audience “hook” for this program is to offer the
viewer a privileged view of a conflict that may have serious repercussions
for the Free World. Indeed, NBC touts the value of the documentary at
the very outset by showing footage of its reporters testifying before a
United Nations tribunal about the conditions they found during their
travels on both sides of the battle lines. Their expertise and empirical
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changed.” Much cheering, smiling, and hand shaking then ensues.
Americans seem to have a special status among the villagers, represent-
ing both political freedom and modern prosperity. “Charley and I found
ourselves unwillingly becoming doctors,” narrates Young. “Although we
never had any previous training for the job, people looked to us to per-
form miracles. Almost everyone seemed to have some kind of illness.”
Thus the villagers in this documentary seem to share the fundamental
aspirations of all citizens of the Free World, and Americans appear to be
at the pinnacle of modern development.

From the other side of the battle lines, Robert McCormick reports
from Luanda as one of the first foreign correspondents allowed in by the
Portuguese. In the capital city, images of war are displaced by signs of
economic growth, prosperity, and racial harmony. Broad modern boule-
vards bustle with auto and bus traffic. The city of Luanda comes across
as a familiar, Western landscape in the heart of Africa. This orderly
island of progress, according to McCormick, is built on a stable founda-
tion provided by the Portuguese military. He suggests that the presence
of the military helps to mediate among contending forces in what could
be a volatile situation. Surveying the military presence in some detail,
McCormick accompanies Portuguese soldiers into the bush as they at-
tempt to flush out rebel forces. Yet McCormick’s sympathetic portrayal
of the colonizers is afforded considerably less airtime, and we return
behind rebel lines for concluding scenes in the villages of the guerrillas.
Here Young observes teenagers drilling for battle and describes the dev-
astation of local agriculture. Escorted back to the border, he bids fare-
well to a group of rebels only to learn later that their village was destroyed
the next day by Portuguese forces. “It’s hard to understand,” he reflects,
“how good can come out of such evil.”

Having looked at both sides and established the facts, the documen-
tary comes to the conclusion that this is indeed an internal civil war and
not a part of the superpower struggle. Although the program discour-
ages U.S. involvement, it nevertheless legitimizes American inspection of
local conflicts throughout the Free World. It further reserves America’s
right to intervene should Soviet involvement be detected. Thus super-
power struggle remains the fundamental framework for documentary
investigation despite the fact that this particular program does not pro-
mote the notion of American intervention. At the same time, on a less
explicit level, the documentary also suggests a number of other conclu-
sions.

First of all, it rejects colonial notions of progress in the Third World.
The Portuguese are wrong because they are colonizers who have not
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afforded the Angolans political and economic free choice. They have
stifled the natural process of development by frustrating economic and
political reforms. Therefore, we should conclude that colonialism is a
fundamental violation of the principles of the Free World—despite the
fact that Luanda seems more like a modern Western society than the
villages of the hinterlands. This apparent contradiction is based on
the supposition that, given the chance, the villagers would aspire to the
very same goals and lifestyles as other citizens of the Free World.

Second, the documentary suggests the legitimacy of American televi-
sion networks operating as surveillance or intelligence operations to fer-
ret out the facts about potential Communist infiltration of societies
around the globe. In fact, NBC promoted this documentary as a sort of
de facto substitute for a United Nations fact-finding mission. Thus it is
suggested that journalistic method can uncover objective facts and pro-
duce a comparable analysis to that which might have been produced by a
multinational panel of United Nations investigators. Cultural and polit-
ical bias can be contained by scientifically founded procedures.

This faith in economic development and impartial social science also
pervades another network documentary of this era, CBS Reports’ “Viet-
nam: The Deadly Decision.””” Produced shortly after the coup that
toppled South Vietnamese president Ngo Dingh Diem, the program ex-
amines the political instability of a key ally in Southeast Asia. The open-
ing montage features combat footage while voice-over narration talks
about an ugly war on the other side of the world. The program then cuts
back to the United States, where Senator Wayne Morse declares that
Vietnam is not worth the blood of a single American boy. This is juxta-
posed with a young woman in Saigon saying she hopes the war gets over
as soon as possible, “one way or another.” This seeming ambivalence on
both sides of the Pacific is then recuperated by the master discourse of
the Free World as Madame Nhu, the sister of Vietnam’s recently assassi-
nated president, warns that Vietnam will decide the outcome of the third
world war. “Tiny little holes can sink a big vessel,” she warns. Like the
other documentaries of the middle ground, this opening montage sug-
gests that local knowledge is a form of ignorance that may ultimately be
fatal, for the destiny of all free citizens is inextricably bound together
across vast expanses of the globe. We should care about Vietnam as we
should care about Latin America, Italy, or Angola.

Following this opening montage, Charles Collingwood informs us that
South Vietnam is now staging its first “free” presidential election in
years. On the campaign trail the camera records American secretary of
defense Robert McNamara stumping with General Khan, the military
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leader who seized power in the chaos that followed the assassination of
Diem. McNamara, now serving under Lyndon Johnson, pledges military
and economic support to Khan should he win the election. Then, in a
classic gesture of American politics, he clasps and raises Khan’s hand in
an exultant victory salute. At the same time, McNamara chants, “Viet-
nam, mu nam,” while the crowd responds with wild enthusiasm.

It would be easy to read this scene as a celebration of democratic proc-
ess. Here we see Khan engaging in the familiar practices of campaign
politics, and we might interpret McNamara’s visit as nothing more than a
senior political figure campaigning on behalf of a local candidate. Yet
this same set of images also raises contradictory questions. Why should
an American official campaign in a foreign election as if he were stump-
ing for a local candidate? And why is he clasping hands with a military
figure who seized power in a most undemocratic fashion? In fact, what
distinguishes Khan from Castro?

Turning to early newsreel footage and historical analysis, the first part
of the documentary attempts to negotiate such contradictions. In this
footage, Vietnam is represented as a complex environment in which the
only constant is the threat of Communist infiltration. The United States
inherited the situation from the French, and like the French it now
maintains control over much of the country through modern weapons
and airpower. But the Vietcong, with backing from Eastern bloc allies,
have developed guerrilla warfare techniques that make it difficult to sta-
bilize the country. They have “mastered the art of disappearing,” we are
told, a reference that resurrects the motif of Communist infiltration.
Collingwood explains to the viewer that “the United States got into
South Vietnam through the best of motives,” but with each crisis it has
grown more deeply encumbered. For a while President Diem seemed to
provide necessary leadership so that South Vietnam could make it on its
own. But Diem’s popularity sagged and with it the prospects for holding
the line against Communism. In an interview, McNamara says that un-
like Diem, Khan has potential as a strong leader who can turn back the
tide of Communist infiltration and subversion.

Yet leaders of democratic societies can only be as strong as the support
of their followers, so midway through the program we are transported
to the countryside, the Mekong Delta, where CBS correspondent Peter
Kalisher interviews an American military adviser. While the duo is stroll-
ing through a hamlet and mingling with local residents, the adviser ex-
plains the strategic importance of winning over the villagers. He says this
is largely a matter of appearing as a strongman who is going to provide
protection. Furthermore, he claims it is a matter of learning their lan-
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guage, drinking tea with them, and sharing watermelons. “It’s gonna be
the man who can give them the most, or show them that he can support
them better, that will win their confidence and win their support. As you
know, it’s the man who can get the support of this farmer who will even-
tually win this war.” Thus the villagers appear as friendly but uncertain
about their political allegiances. The major question this documentary
probes is whether the South Vietnamese people have the will or the de-
sire to fight off the aggression of the Vietcong, for the enemy’s ability to
disappear hinges on the support or indifference of these very villagers.
Speaking in direct address, correspondent Kalisher says the United
States has written a blank check for the Vietnamese, but it takes desire to
win, and they have yet to demonstrate such desire. “The countryside is
out of tune with the cities, the population with the government,” he says.
Therefore Washington has decided, according to Kalisher, that General
Khan “is our only chance.”

Returning to Collingwood, the documentary then turns to those mod-
ern techniques that might reconfigure the attitudes of Vietnamese cit-
izens. He contends that social scientific expertise is playing a more
prominent role in this war than in any other war to date, shaping the
psychological, social, and economic forces at work in Vietnam. As in
other documentaries discussed in this chapter, the masses are charac-
terized as malleable, ignorant, and in need. It is important to fight not
just the Vietcong but also the social conditions and political naiveté that
sustain their insurrection. For example, the camera takes us to a prison
camp where inmates are being taught new job skills in the hope they will
not go back to the Vietcong after they are released. Thus modern reha-
bilitation programs attempt to remake the individual according to polit-
ical imperatives.

The documentary also describes how the technologies of surveillance
are being applied in a war zone with no recognizable battlefronts and
against an enemy who often is not in uniform. On a visit to the Mekong
Delta, we learn the government controls only 15 percent of this crucial
agricultural region, the “rice bowl” of Vietnam. Here the fear of infiltra-
tion is palpable. Enemy explosives can strike anywhere, anytime. As a
result, the United States has encouraged the government to relocate vil-
lagers to “strategic hamlets” with controllable perimeters, hamlets that
look somewhat like prison camps. We are told, however, that this ra-
tional solution is being resisted by a people whose backward cultural
disposition makes them cling to their traditional family homes. Like
other moments of this documentary, the program struggles to reconcile
the pragmatic actions of U.S. officials with principles of liberty and
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human dignity that serve as foundational distinctions between East and
West.

Indeed, the program itself comments on these contradictions in a
concluding roundtable discussion among CBS correspondents in which
Peter Kalisher characterizes American ambitions most bluntly: “Our po-
sition here is we don’t want South Vietnam. Cold-bloodedly, we don’t
care what happens here so long as the Communists don’t get it and with
it Southeast Asia. Now the way to get that is by increasing the living
standard of the people. But that I think perhaps is secondary. What we
want to do is deny this to the Communists.”

In a nation where people are uncertain about their political affinities,
U.S. policy makers are employing social scientific expertise in order to
remake the popular ambitions of the South Vietnamese. This is done not
because of a commitment to the Vietnamese people but because of a U.S.
commitment to fight monolithic Communism wherever it threatens to
expand its sphere of influence. Unlike Italy, where Western traditions
provide a bulwark against Communism, Vietnam must be modernized
and Westernized if it is not to fall into the Communist camp. The key
obstacle confronting policy makers is that the otherness of the Viet-
namese people—their traditions (the women do not dress like Jackie
Kennedy), their suspicions (they do not trust social engineers), and their
unpredictable political allegiances (all they want is protection by a
strongman)—requires that they be remade into modern citizens of the
Free World. We are told that Vietnam is the laboratory for developing
new techniques for fighting Communist inroads in the Third World. Yet
the irony is that “our” noble ends have justified the strategic use of sur-
veillance and control techniques similar to those used behind the Iron
Curtain. In South Vietnam, the individual has been rendered the subject
of foreign, centralized power. Furthermore, the economy is propped up
by subsidies and favoritism. Here, on one of the key battlegrounds of the
Free World, the principles of democratic politics and free-market eco-
nomics have been severely compromised. Although clearly supportive of
U.S. global leadership, the program’s narrative framework struggles to
mediate and contain the contradictions suggested by the documentary
evidence.

Insum, documentaries of the middle ground confronted a complex
set of tasks. First, they had to examine the conditions that marked a
particular country as a society in crisis and therefore worthy of the
viewer’s attention. Next, these documentaries had to reconcile the “for-
eignness” of each specific society—its difference—with the similarities
among countries within the community of the Free World. Thus the
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otherness of these societies had to be recognized but distinguished from
the radical otherness of countries behind the Iron Curtain. In order to
care about foreign allies, the viewer had to feel somehow connected to
the fate of citizens throughout the Free World.

This aspect of New Frontier documentaries reminds us of sociologist
Philip Schlesinger’s contention that national cultures are ongoing sites of
contestation over the boundaries that define the nation itself. A process
of inclusion/exclusion is therefore constantly at work in modern cultural
texts and artifacts." His argument can logically be extended to explain
the ways in which network documentaries attempted to define the com-
munity of the Free World during the post-Sputnik era. These programs
repeatedly move back and forth between concrete particularities and
global abstractions in an effort to map the boundaries of community and
the geography of superpower struggle. As we have seen, the fit between
these various levels of analysis was often unstable, if not contradictory.
Consequently, the methodology of empirical documentation often
clashed with the interpretive abstractions of New Frontier international-
ism. This conflict can be understood as a tension between the real and
the ideal as well as between the local and the global. But as we shall
observe in succeeding chapters, it was also a product of conflicts between
the political agenda of the New Frontier and the institutional practices of
television news.



Chapter Frve

Television News
Comes of Age

In March 1959 a special committee of top CBS executives issued a report to
the board of directors regarding the network’s public image. In light of
numerous federal investigations into broadcast industry practices, the com-
mittee concluded, “CBS should undertake a strong and continuing pub-
lic relations campaign with one general objective: to counteract and, if
possible, to overcome the impression that its management does not care
enough about any of its responsibilities except making a profit.”* This cam-
paign was designed to influence television critics, regulators, and the gen-
eral public at a time when the industry was undergoing the image crisis
described in chapters 1 and 3.

Chief among the committee’s recommendations was a shift to the “maga-
zine” concept of advertising, which would allow the network to assume
greater control over program content and scheduling. Such control, it was
reasoned, would allow the network to balance its commercial and public
service responsibilities more effectively. As part of its public service efforts,
the report also recommended a new series of program offerings by “one of
CBS'’s most valuable public relations assets,” the news division.? Most prom-
inently, it advised the network to develop a flagship news program sched-
uled for midweek during evening prime time. Initially, the program was to
be produced on a monthly basis with the intention that it become a weekly
venture as soon as possible. This strategy was designed to counter public
criticism  that informational programming was relegated to the cultural
ghetto of Sunday afternoons, but just as important, it was aimed at restor-
ing “the unchallenged initiative and leadership of CBS News in the televi-
sion news field.”

In the hallways of the network, the committee report marked the first
official acknowledgment that a prime-time documentary series bearing the
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network moniker would become the centerpiece of CBS’s renewed com-
mitment to public service.* It was hoped that the column inches of news-
print devoted to the new program might serve as an antidote to daily press
coverage of everything from radio payola to network antitrust complaints.
The report expressed a deep concern about the industry’s image crisis
coming from the very highest levels of the network hierarchy and made it
apparent that CBS Reports was the child of corporate planning from its very
inception.®

Clearly, then, CBS had good reason to turn to its news division at this
particular moment both because of the industry image crisis and because of
its expanding business interests overseas. Yet we still must consider the
intervening institutional forces that mediated the relationship between po-
litical economy and cultural artifact. I do not wish to suggest that these
programs were merely a reflection of elite interests. Nor do I wish to
argue that a conspiratorial cohort of corporate leaders issued marching
orders to the news managers of the major networks. Rather, we must
understand why broadcast executives and news workers saw the escala-
tion of network documentary production as working in their particular
interest and therefore sought to articulate their objectives with the proj-
ect of the New Frontier.

The first part of this chapter therefore examines the forces at work
within each network news division. The late 1950s and early 1960s were a
period of rapid growth in television news, and we will explore the role that
documentary played in this transition. Our analysis will then turn to the
peculiar status of the network documentary itself. In an era that valorized
science and expertise, documentary was the product of television’s pro-
fessionals. This is what made it so attractive to network executives, gov-
ernment officials, and television critics. But what was the nature of this
professionalism? And why did network news workers presume the exclu-
sive right to analyze the great issues confronting the Free World? The latter
part of this chapter examines the conventions of documentary journalism
as described by those who produced, those who commissioned, and those
who criticized the programs. This discourse reveals profound contradic-
tions between the genre’s aspiration to be methodologically objective yet
thoroughly committed to the Cold War agenda of the New Frontier.

CBS News

Corporate commitment to CBS Reports emerged at a moment of crisis for
the network. Clearly there were problems with the quiz scandals and



122 Redeeming the Wasteland

government inquiries, but there was also intense conflict between top
management and the network’s leading reporter, Edward R. Murrow.
The cancellation of See It Now in 1958, television’s most widely respected
news program, had generated a wave of criticism in the press and among
influential Washingtonians. Even worse, Murrow publicly and pointedly
lashed out at network policy in a speech to television executives the fol-
lowing October. Arguing that the medium had sacrificed the public in-
terest for corporate profit, Murrow claimed that the American people
were poorly informed and generally unprepared to deal with the chal-
lenges confronting the nation. Although it is impossible to gauge the
effect of the speech, it was cited often by other critics of television and
was reprinted in TV Guide.® Murrow’s accusations angered top network
officials, and within a year America’s most respected newscaster took a
“sabbatical” from CBS while the rumor mill ground away with tales of
retaliation and intrigue.

If the Murrow incident is any indication, the general morale of the
CBS news division was suffering. The problem was compounded by
CBS’s noticeable slippage in the field of broadcast news. NBC had cap-
italized on its strong showing at the 1956 political conventions by fash-
ioning a nightly news program around the anchors of its convention
coverage, Chet Huntley and David Brinkley. With press attention and
ratings momentum on its side, NBC was methodically chipping away at
the Tiffany network’s vaunted news leadership.

There were other morale problems as well. CBS unquestionably had
the strongest stable of network correspondents in the business, among
them Howard K. Smith, Charles Collingwood, Walter Cronkite, Charles
Kuralt, David Schoenbrun, and Daniel Schorr. Its production staff was
similarly endowed with the talents of Fred Friendly, Irving Gitlin, Al
Wasserman, Don Hewitt, Fred Freed, Avram Westin, Robert North-
shield, and Perry Wolff. In sum, CBS News harbored a remarkable col-
lection of both talent and ego. Sol Taishoff, owner of Broadcasting
magazine, privately referred to CBS news workers as “the toughest
stable of prima donnas in the business.”” In a similar vein, management
consultants hired by CBS noted the often tense and uncooperative at-
mosphere among the staff.?

Both talented and competitive, these news workers found few outlets
for their abilities within the television medium. Most were primarily
working in radio, and as the prominence of network radio was eclipsed
by television, their status within CBS seemed to decline as well. Years of
corporate attentiveness to the commercial development of television had
focused on entertainment, and by the late 1950s television news re-
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mained little more than a broadcast bulletin service. “Serious news” was
to be found only occasionally on network television and then only in the
cultural ghetto of Sunday afternoon.

Restless for change, the news department became the source of inter-
nal dissension within the network organization. “Unquestionably,” wrote
the CBS special committee, “the ideas which many of our articulate
critics form about CBS and about broadcasting are based in part on con-
versations with, and statements and speeches by, our newsmen, and to
some extent producers and directors.”” Whenever the network found
itself under public attack for its lackluster “public service” performance,
it could count on little allegiance from within. Commenting on one case
of damaging information leaked to a newspaper reporter, CBS news
chief Sig Mickelson wrote in a memo to Frank Stanton that “someone
from within the organization [had] been fanning the flames.”*°

Therefore the network’s decision to explore new options for news and
information programming must be seen as a response to internal as well
as external pressures. News workers were taking advantage of the net-
work’s vulnerability to advance their own cause. And CBS executives
hoped to address this discontent with their plans for expanded docu-
mentary programming. Instead of a warmed-over version of Edward R.
Murrow’s See It Now, it is significant that CBS brass envisioned a pro-
gram that would showcase the abundance of talent within the news divi-
sion in a national, prime-time format. Both Mickelson and Stanton made
it clear that the new series might include the participation of Murrow,
but the program was primarily intended to open opportunities for other
news workers as well. This was not to be Murrow’s program; rather, it
was designed as a showcase for the brightest talents within the news divi-
sion."

Pressure to expand news hours on the television schedule came from
other sources as well. CBS originally had built its broadcast news reputa-
tion on international coverage, most specifically the war in Europe dur-
ing the 1930s and 1940s. In the television era, news executives hoped to
maintain their reputation for global coverage. In 1959 CBS News fol-
lowed President Eisenhower to New Delhi for what it claimed was the
first American television coverage of breaking news from Asia. Later
that year, CBS stockholders were informed of the television network’s
commitment to “bring world-wide events into the American home.”"

This, however, required more than a short-term reallocation of re-
sources. Times had changed. Radio news gathering had been based
on the premise of live coverage and personal initiative. By deploying a
single reporter to the scene of an unfolding news event, the networks
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required little more than a phone call in order to receive and retransmit
information, description, and analysis.

Television news gathering was an entirely different affair. Now net-
work coverage required the deployment of entire crews and thousands
of pounds of equipment in order to report from remote locations. Live
television coverage was clearly the most labor and capital intensive, but
even short film reports for the evening news required extensive logistical
planning. Moreover, television demanded the standardization of such
collective labor. This involved more than editorial control over the spo-
ken word; it also demanded the development of visual conventions of
representation. Boundaries for news photography had to be established
so as to eliminate the idiosyncratic. For television news film to look
“real,” it had to be highly conventionalized in a manner that deem-
phasized the constructed nature of the visual image. News film from one
crew had to be shot so that it could be edited together with footage shot
by other crews. Furthermore, network news organizations had to syn-
chronize the shipment, processing, and editing of news film. Film that
was shot during the day had to be ready for broadcast before its news
value expired at midnight. Thus the visual dimension of broadcast news
gathering imposed a whole new set of logistical and economic demands
on the networks. In 1956 a CBS management consultant recommended
that the network establish quantitative measures of performance, imple-
ment quality control checks, and apply the “production methods and
philosophies of Hollywood.”"* Both CBS and NBC had been slowly mov-
ing in this direction since the early 1950s." But both moved slowly be-
cause the costs were high, and it became clear that a limited number of
television news programs could not justify the tremendous investment
necessary to set up such an international news-gathering operation.'s

Yet as CBS’s growing news film operation gathered momentum in the
late 1950s, it began to move the news division toward a more formal and
hierarchical structure. The cumbersome organizational logistics of visual
news were replacing the more loosely structured relationships that ob-
tained during the days of radio reporting. The “Murrow boys,” who
achieved their fame reporting from the far-flung hot spots of the Second
World War, often operated in a relatively independent fashion, and
their news analyses were marginally influenced by the editorial oversight
of superiors. In fact, most of the time their reports were broadcast live in
their entirety. On the other hand, television news placed a premium on
standardized, prerecorded, and edited material. Television news organi-
zations therefore required tighter management controls in order to fa-
cilitate the integration of their increasingly global operations.
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The mission of the network news operation was changing as well.
News always had been financed at CBS as sustaining programming.
That is, the budget for the news division was based on a percentage of
the overall operating budget of the network. News generated some reve-
nues on its own, but the overall income from commercial programming
was used, in part, to subsidize the public information mission of the news
division. In 1958 CBS shifted the designation of news from a “staff oper-
ation” to an “operating division.” With this change came the presump-
tion that news would be judged like any other operating division. That
is, news now was expected to generate a positive cash flow.'

With these developments in mind, CBS news management sought to
utilize its news-gathering potential most efficiently. In a presentation to
network executives in 1960, news chief Sig Mickelson reasoned that
since the news-gathering infrastructure represented a relatively fixed
cost, an increasing use of those facilities by more news programs could
reduce the fixed cost per show. Mickelson pointed out that more than a
third of his division’s budget was devoted to infrastructure. Thus, he
argued that an expanded schedule of news and documentary program-
ming would be a more efficient utilization of these fixed costs.”” In other
words, the intensive investment required by international news coverage
demanded that the costs be spread across a greater number of program-
ming hours in order to recoup a greater share of fixed costs. It might
have been logical to expand the nightly newscast, yet local affiliates ob-
jected to network attempts to expand further the significant amount of
airtime they already controlled. Consequently, the networks did not
move to a half-hour news program until 1963. Another option would
have been to expand the number of news hours during off-peak periods
in the schedule. And yet, such a strategy would not bring in the sorts of
revenues that the news division needed in order to operate in the black.
As a result, the best alternative seemed to be an expansion of news pro-
grams during prime evening hours.

While CBS apparently adopted this logic, Mickelson was not the one to
implement it. As if to emphasize the network’s commitment to reor-
ganizing the news division and making it more competitive, Mickelson
was fired reportedly because of sagging ratings. Fingers were pointed
primarily at the 1960 presidential campaign coverage, in which CBS
took a drubbing from NBC. Top brass at CBS allegedly were disturbed
by the continuing slide of the news division’s reputation. Shortly af-
ter the election, Mickelson was replaced by Richard Salant, who moved
over from his post as corporate vice president for legislative and politi-
cal affairs. The number two slot in news went to Blair Clark. Unlike
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Mickelson, neither Salant nor Clark had any television news experience;
both were outsiders. Perhaps it was reasoned that their detachment from
the egos and infighting of the news division would be an asset. But Sa-
lant’s close ties to Capitol Hill did not go unnoticed, nor did the fact that
Clark was reputed to be a friend of FCC chairman Newton Minow’s and
a Harvard classmate of JFK’s."* Many attributed these appointments to
increasing regulatory oversight, but it is just as important to note that
both men were well connected to Washington news sources at a time
when network news was growing more competitive. With both prestige
and profitability of the news division at stake, CBS may have been seek-
ing to improve its access to government news makers.

Moreover, at the time of the shake-up, it was reported in the trade
press that Paley and Stanton were on the “warpath” over ratings and
earnings. They not only wanted news, they wanted “numbers.” Accord-
ing to widely circulating rumors, they even considered putting the news
division under the purview of James Aubrey Jr., president of the tele-
vision network. Aubrey was known for his insensitivity to matters of
content or “quality,” and his fixation on ratings and profitability was leg-
endary. According to accounts in the trade press, Paley and Stanton
balked at the appointment of Aubrey only because it would create or-
ganizational problems. Reportedly, it would have been difficult to place
the news division, which served both television and radio, under the
direction of the television network’s president.”” Nevertheless, CBS
brass made it clear that they would not tolerate the recent slide in news
ratings.

As they began to revamp the news division, one of the things that
worried top executives at CBS was the stuffy image of its reporters. In a
comparative analysis commissioned by the network, researchers found
that audience respondents in key consumer groups were attracted to the
more spritely pacing and irreverent commentary offered in the Huntley-
Brinkley Report. They also related their perception that NBC had a more
extensive news-gathering operation because of the greater number of
remote reports, both live and on film.* Thus, for GBS to reverse such
perceptions and regain its news leadership would require a major retool-
ing of both news programming and news-gathering operations. As part
of the organizational shake-up, CBS established regional news bureaus
across the country, more than doubled its news budget, and expanded
the hours of nighttime news and public affairs by 40 percent.?!

The flagship of this network effort, however, was to be the prestigious
CBS Reports series. Despite indications that its convention coverage and
its nightly news were lacking, there was no doubt that CBS held the high
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ground in documentary. Thus the commitment to CBS Reports involved
more than a response to public criticism, government regulation, or net-
work expansion overseas. It also was part of a larger network strategy to
improve staff morale, expand television news coverage, and make effec-
tive use of excess production capacity in the news and public affairs divi-
sion. Furthermore, the network pinned its hopes on the possibility that
documentary could develop as a money-making genre with broad audi-
ence appeal.

NBC News

NBC’s emerging claim to news leadership grew out of its 1956 conven-
tion coverage featuring Chet Huntley and David Brinkley. Capitalizing
on the popularity of the anchor team, the network fashioned a nightly
news program that steadily grew in ratings and sponsor appeal during
the latter part of the 1950s.” This same duo improved on its convention
performance in 1960, when NBC attracted more than half the audience
for the Republican and Democratic conventions. Such an accomplish-
ment was, in the words of NBC chairman Robert Sarnotf and NBC pres-
ident Robert Kintner, “unmistakable proof of the emergence of NBC
News as broadcasting’s foremost news organization.”

Building on this momentum, NBC set out to increase the number of
public affairs offerings and announced a special series of documentaries
featuring solo performances by Huntley and Brinkley.* Not satisfied to
challenge CBS solely in the domain of breaking news coverage, NBC
news now was expanding on all fronts. By 1961 NBC announced that
advertising time for all of its informational programming, including
documentary, was sold out for the upcoming season. It now claimed to
be number one in sponsor appeal, and that same season revenues were
projected to reach $28.6 million, putting the news division several mil-
lion dollars in the black.”? This announcement was a marked departure
from the sustaining tradition of network news organizations. And just as
surprising, NBC management made it clear that its horizon of expecta-
tions was still growing. Profits from the news operation were to be
plowed back into further expansion, especially in the areas of news inter-
pretation and analysis.®® Such a remarkable transition in such a short
span of time bears careful consideration. The ratings success of the
Huntley-Brinkley anchor team clearly justified a major commitment to
live news coverage and regular nightly news programming. But why
would the network make such an expansive commitment to documen-
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tary production when it was nightly news that was generating all the
excitement?

First of all, NBC’s claim to news leadership was more than a prestige
issue. Network executives argued that news leadership had the poten-
tial to calm restless station managers who were growing impatient with
the lackluster ratings performance of NBC’s entertainment program-
ming. As we have seen in chapter 3, this was not a minor considera-
tion. By the late 1950s, ABC was challenging the ratings dominance of
the two leading networks in the area of entertainment programming.
Overall, NBC was more susceptible to this challenge, since it consis-
tently ran second behind CBS in the national Nielsens. Furthermore,
NBC felt pressured by ABC’s campaign to lure VHF affiliates away
from the peacock network in markets where ABC either had no affili-
ate or an underperforming UHF affiliate. Some NBC affiliates were
intrigued by such enticements, since ABC could demonstrate that the
performance of its entertainment programming often outstripped
NBC in major metropolitan markets where the two networks com-
peted on equal terms. A loss of even a few key affiliates could seriously
hamper NBC’s national ratings while significantly enhancing the for-
tunes of its competitor.

NBC responded to this challenge by distinguishing itself as a network
with “balanced” programming and a tradition of significant public serv-
ice. In a keynote speech at an affiliates’ convention, NBC chairman Rob-
ert Sarnoff dismissively referred to ABC as a “narrow gauge” network
with little to offer beyond its action/adventure fare.?” The architect of
NBC’s counteroffensive was network president Robert Kintner, an exec-
utive whose thinking about television news would be an important force
from the late 1950s through the mid-1960s. Although Kintner was truly
a “news junkie” who assiduously advanced the cause of informational
programming, he was no stranger to the commercial imperatives of net-
work programming. Kintner’s first commitment at NBC was not in the
area of news but in the realm of prime-time entertainment. Here he was
known as an aggressive programmer who was profoundly aware of the
commercial implications of his every maneuver. This awareness grew
from Kintner’s earlier experiences as president of ABC when the net-
work first hatched its plans to develop a steady schedule of action/adven-
ture telefilm. Despite the commercial success of that strategy, Kintner
left the network in 1956 as the result of an internal feud with chairman
Leonard Goldenson.” Kintner’s departure quickly attracted the atten-
tion of both NBC’s Robert Sarnoff and CBS’s Frank Stanton. With offers
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from each, Kintner opted for NBC, according to one confidant, because
“he reasoned that CBS had too much executive bench strength and that
there was more opportunity at NBC for a new pitcher.”?

The opportunities at NBC were accompanied by a host of problems,
however. Most prominent, the network’s entertainment programming
was not competitive with front-running CBS. Thus Kintner assiduously
applied his action/adventure strategy to program development, a strat-
egy that led to a parade of such profit makers as Wagon Train and Bo-
nanza at the expense of programs such as Omnibus and Wide World. Such
maneuvers earned Kintner the enmity of critics who referred to him as a
“skillful and relentless peddler.” Indeed, the new NBC television presi-
dent was characterized as something of a lowbrow who was known to
chide his fellow executives by carping, “[T]he trouble with you guys is
you don’t watch television.”!

Kintner, on the other hand, was a compulsive television viewer. In
fact, he made a reputation for himself within the industry for having
three television sets running simultaneously in his office throughout the
workday.”* Furthermore, he claimed to watch every program on a com-
petitor’s schedule at least once each season.*® Reportedly the same was
true for Lucky, Kintner’s collie and viewing companion during the boss’s
evening regimen. In fact, it was a standing joke among NBC executives
to ask what Lucky thought of the program schedule the night before.
Whatever canine wisdom they may have divined from such repartee, it
took little imagination to decipher Kintner’s thinking. “We’re looking for
shows we can sell,” Kintner would snarl unabashedly.*

Yet it was this same “relentless peddler” who exploited the commercial
potential offered by the 1956 Huntley-Brinkley convention coverage.
While NBC was dishing up new action/adventure entertainment, it also
was revamping its news operation. Wrote Jack Gould:

The good night kids [Huntley and Brinkley] came along when he needed
them most. NBC was nursing a lackluster theatrical image, so Mr. Kintner
directed attention to news and public affairs, gave [news vice president Wil-
liam] McAndrew more authority than any other network news head and es-
tablished corporate morale that permeated all phases of NBC. In television, it
may stand as the most striking instance of what can happen in the medium
when the top officer has a sense of passionate commitment and uses his
power. It’s the occasional thing.*

While Gould may have been right that Kintner exploited his advantage
in news, it is not clear that Kintner’s “passionate commitment” would
have been so torrid without the ratings to back it up. Nevertheless, Kint-
ner seemed to understand enough about both the entertainment and
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news aspects of the medium in order to make his formula work. No
other network president at the time had such a keen grasp of the news
industry as did the NBC chieftain.

This awareness grew out of Kintner’s career path, which began with a
stint as a newspaper reporter and nationally syndicated columnist dur-
ing the 1920s and 1930s. He also coauthored two best-selling books with
Joseph Alsop, one of which was named Washington White Paper. After
serving in the War Department Bureau of Public Relations, Kintner
changed tracks by joining ABC in 1944 as vice president for program-
ming, public relations, and advertising. He was named network presi-
dent in 1949, making him a broadcast executive whose experience
bridged the worlds of news, public relations, and broadcast entertain-
ment.”* But in his scramble to the top of the television trade, Kintner
never lost his reputed passion for news. Fred Freed, one of NBC’s top
documentary producers, later lauded Kintner for the extensive re-
sources he made available to his documentary producers, but Freed also
cited the intangible moral support that Kintner lavished on his news
employees.” Kintner paid attention, said Freed:

The great thing about Bob Kintner was that he watched every documentary
program that went on the air. And he told you about every program and
whether he liked it or not. He didn’t wait until the show was reviewed by Jack
Gould in the Times to tell you. One of his eccentricities was about the supers
that go up on the screen at the bottom of the pictures, telling who the people
are. He called them “labels.” He wanted them up over everybody. Any pro-
ducer sitting in the studio as his show went on the air could count on calls from
Bob Kintner growling, “Where the hell are the labels?”

Although NBC’s news division made most of its money from its
nightly news program, Kintner’s appetite for different news formats and
expanded coverage was not quickly satiated. During this period of rapid
growth in television news, NBC management displayed an enthusiasm
for informational programming that was unequaled. With the news divi-
sion’s lock on advertiser commitments and its positive cash flow, there
seemed no sure bets as to what the future might hold, and Kintner
wanted to secure a competitive position for NBC in a period of rapid
growth. Thus the development of documentary had to do with an over-
all network strategy that was tied in with issues of prestige, program-
ming strategy, affiliate loyalties, and a competitive battle for position in
the growing arena of television news.

As a result, whenever Kintner talked about the future of television
news, he traversed the discourses both of the marketplace and of liberal
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politics. Even though he was “looking for programs he could sell,” Kint-
ner also emphasized his commitment to enlighten the body politic. Here
the documentary was considered of prime importance, for Kintner, an
ardent Democrat who later left NBC in 1966 to join LB]’s White House
staff, never lost faith in what he saw as the documentary’s potential.
“While I am opposed to editorializing on a network basis,” he said, “I am
convinced there must be more and more intelligent interpretation, for
which a news department must take responsibility, so that complex local,
national and international events may be better communicated to the
public.”*

Therefore, in its commitment to build on the momentum of Huntley-
Brinkley, NBC management sought to beef up the production staff of its
documentary unit. Conscious of morale problems at CBS, Kintner set
out to lure away some of his competitors’ most talented news workers.
The two documentary producers with the hottest reputations in the in-
dustry at this time were Irving Gitlin and Fred Friendly. Their competi-
tion for resources and recognition at CBS spanned the decade of the
1950s and came to a head in 1959 when the network announced its CBS
Reports series. According to David Yellin, Gitlin had made it widely
known for some time that he wanted to produce a series like Reports, and
it was assumed by “nearly everyone, including Friendly and especially
Gitlin,” that Gitlin would be put in charge of the new program.* More-
over, Gitlin had just been named head of creative projects at CBS News
with supervisory control over programs such as The 20th Century and
Face the Nation. His staff of producers included Burton Benjamin, Perry
Wolft, Albert Wasserman, and Fred Freed. It seemed a logical choice to
offer Gitlin the program, since his star seemed to be rising at the very
moment that the Murrow-Friendly team was clashing with network man-
agement. Therefore, when the job was offered to Friendly, Gitlin re-
portedly “took it quite personally.” He quit CBS within a year and
quickly was scooped up by Kintner, who made it clear that NBC wanted
to compete with CBS head to head in the area of documentary and pub-
lic affairs.®

Gitlin soon was joined by a number of CBS news staffers who saw
greater opportunities at NBC as well. Among those making the jump
were Wasserman and Freed, both of whom signed on as documentary
producers.* Thus Kintner had a direct hand in marshaling the talent
and logistical support for a flagship documentary series that would bear
a title apparently derived from the book he coauthored with Joseph Al-
sop: NBC White Paper. Like its competitor, this new documentary series
was not a simple response to the industry image crisis or to RCA’s corpo-
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rate expansion overseas. Rather, its birth was also the product of a com-
plex set of internal dynamics at NBC.

ABC News

By the mid-1950s, both NBC and CBS had committed themselves to a
gradual buildup of their television news operations, and the growth of
these news organizations escalated rapidly at the end of the decade
owing to a convergence of factors. Meanwhile, at ABC the situation was
considerably different. News had been a very low priority throughout
the 1950s because of the relatively uncompetitive status of the network’s
entertainment programming. After taking over ABC in 1953, Leonard
Goldenson spent most of his time attending to the development of the
network’s prime-time schedule. Here he showed less concern about “bal-
ance” than he did about ratings. It was not until late 1959, amidst
charges of rampant commercialism, that Goldenson committed ABC to
a substantial increase in the area of informational programming.” Yet
the resources that were allocated were so meager that one year later
ABC Neuws still had only one-fifth as many staffers and one-half as much
public affairs programming as its competitors. In fact, during the 1959~
1960 season, ABC offered little more than a Sunday schedule of talking
heads and an occasional documentary.*

Although Goldenson announced his intention to commit greater re-
sources to the news division, the network’s sluggish beginning may have
been linked to his search for new leadership in the news division. John
Daly, then vice president for news, was, like Robert Kintner, a holdover
from ABC’s previous ownership under Edward Noble. But unlike Kint-
ner, who left in 1956, Daly held on to his post until the end of 1960. As
for Goldenson, he seemed content to ignore the news division while fo-
cusing his attention on the entertainment schedule. By the end of the
decade, however, this strategy was no longer viable, and the power
struggle between Goldenson and Daly came to a head.

Controversy over the future of the ABC documentary unit was widely
credited as the final straw that hastened Daly’s departure. According to
newspaper accounts, Daly had been a longtime advocate of “serious”
informational programming and was known as a jealous defender of his
departmental prerogatives as well. When Goldenson announced in 1960
that ABC was turning to an independent producer in order to purchase
a documentary for network prime time, Daly protested that production
of such “actuality” programming should exclusively fall under the pur-
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view of his division. He contended that only network news professionals
could assure a fair and balanced treatment of contemporary social is-
sues. When Goldenson refused to relent, Daly resigned.

There are also indications, however, that Daly may have chosen to
resign over this matter of “principle” rather than accept his ouster at the
hands of Goldenson.* Apparently, the ABC chairman quietly had been
courting Daly’s replacement for several months. His top choice was
James Hagerty, then press secretary to President Dwight Eisenhower.
Hagerty had started his career in the media as a stringer for the New York
Times while enrolled as a history student at Columbia University. Always
known for his conservative politics, Hagerty would later describe his
early years of news reporting as having been spent opposing the “liberal
and radical movement of the mid-30s.” After leaving the newspaper
trade, Hagerty rose to prominence as Governor Thomas Dewey’s press
secretary. Later, when Dewey gave up his presidential ambitions, Hag-
erty jumped on the Eisenhower bandwagon in 1952 and rode it all the
way to Pennsylvania Avenue.

The father of two sons, both of whom became officers in the U.S.
Marines, Hagerty was an unabashed patriot with explicit faith in Ameri-
can global leadership. Within Eisenhower’s White House hierarchy, he
was widely considered the third most important staffer, behind Sherman
Adams and John Foster Dulles. It was Hagerty who was responsible for
orchestrating White House news coverage so as to promote the interests
of Eisenhower’s foreign policy. Known as a master of “news manage-
ment,” he was roundly criticized by his detractors for “manipulating” the
media.” Hagerty’s deft touch with the media in conjunction with his
wealth of Washington connections clearly made him attractive to a televi-
sion network that needed to appease regulators and repair its public
image. At the same time, Hagerty’s connections could provide the ABC
news division with access to important news makers, for like Kintner and
Salant, Hagerty had an entrée to the cloakrooms on Capitol Hill.

Goldenson’s courtship of Hagerty made it clear that ABC was no
longer going to be satisfied with a second-string news operation. If the
network was going to invest the necessary resources to build an interna-
tional news-gathering operation, Goldenson wanted a potential profit
return. Although ABC’s revenues had risen dramatically as a result of its
entertainment programming, it could not afford to finance expensive
news programming on a sustaining basis. At a press conference an-
nouncing Hagerty’s appointment, ratings and sponsorship were clearly
on Goldenson’s mind: “It is our intention to make the news and public
affairs department competitive . . . whatever that takes.”*
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At first glance it seemed that Goldenson’s remarks were framed in
terms of his two network competitors. But in the months following
Hagerty’s appointment, it became clear that Goldenson envisioned his
competition in global as well as national terms. As a result, Hagerty was
an appealing candidate for the top slot at ABC News not only because of
his Washington connections but also because of his access to power bro-
kers in capitals around the world. He was characterized as a man who
could open markets as well as doors. Indeed, newspaper accounts at the
time noted that the former press secretary turned aside an offer to run
Coca Cola’s international marketing operations in order to take on his
new responsibilities at ABC.*” From the very outset, the international
aspect of Hagerty’s new job was a key priority for him. Time and again,
he predicted worldwide TV in five to ten years via satellite and said this
was the principal reason he signed on with ABC.*® Hagerty also claimed
that in the near future the most valuable television reporters would
speak several languages and announced that ABC was willing to finance
language study for interested news workers.* Furthermore, he made it
clear that ABC News coverage would pay special attention to Latin
America, an area of strategic importance to the United States but also a
key element of ABC’s overseas expansion strategy.* Five months after
taking the job, Hagerty held a joint news conference with Leonard Gold-
enson at which they announced an annual increase in the news and pub-
lic affairs budget of some 67 percent. Noting the link between ABC’s
growing news operation and its recent investment in nineteen television
stations in foreign markets, ABC chairman Goldenson unequivocally
told reporters, “We’re getting ready for world-wide TV.”®

This was the climate in which news became a priority at ABC, and
between 1959 and 1961 the network news and public affairs budget
more than doubled to $7.63 million.”* Department growth continued
into 1962 along with prophetic pronouncements by the ABC news chief.
“Television news,” said Hagerty, “as is true of the entire TV industry, is
on the brink of scientific progress so startling it will pale by comparison
most advancements to date. In about five years, earth encircling commu-
nication satellites will bring world-wide television to reality.” Hagerty
left little doubt that his plans for the news operation were tightly inte-
grated with the larger ambitions of the ABC network. As Variety's
George Rosen put it, “[Hagerty] has been building ABC’s news opera-
tion to meaningful levels of vigor on an expanded worldwide basis, as
boss Leonard Goldenson has spearheaded the drive to acquire strategic
positions of minority ownership in foreign tv stations.”*

Although Hagerty expressed his ambitions in terms of market compe-
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tition, he also characterized them in terms of journalistic professional-
ism. At the same time he promoted global expansion, he also expended a
tremendous amount of time and energy refiguring the image of ABC
News from a ragtag band of “also rans” to a first-rate television news-
gathering operation. And the emphasis here was on news rather than
television. As Hagerty bolstered the staffing of the network’s corre-
spondent corps, he openly favored print journalists over “handsome
faces and well-modulated voices.” Similarly, he stressed the importance
of interpretive skills as opposed to a simple recitation of people, places,
and events.” In testimony before the Federal Communications Commis-
sion in 1962, Hagerty claimed to have transformed ABC News into a
professional, independent corps of journalists.

The underlying goal is to present to the American people an ever increasing
flow of information and to assist them in understanding better the human
events of our times. In pursuit of that goal, we report the news whenever it
happens anywhere in the world. We report the hard news of what happened,
but we do not fear—indeed we feel we have an obligation—to present the
hows and whys of news occurrences through informed analytical and inter-
pretive reporting by experienced members of our news staff and by outside
experts who have intimate knowledge of their fields. . . . We are not partisans;
we are newsmen practicing our profession, doing our best to bring the truth to
our listeners and viewers.*

Thus the interpretive and the analytical were characterized by Hag-
erty as an important mission of television news, and during the early
1960s this mission was most prominently delegated to the prime-time
documentary, such as ABC’s Bell and Howell Close-Up! series. These pro-
grams seemed the most likely site for such overtly interpretive work,
since evening newscasts of fifteen minutes allowed little time for com-
mentary or analysis and Sunday interview programs, such as Meet the
Press, largely provided a forum for the views of government officials. By
comparison, it was assumed that a thirty- to sixty-minute documentary
had the leisure and the resources to produce in-depth analysis of impor-
tant public issues. And here, ABC, like the other networks, staked a tre-
mendous amount of time and energy during the early 1960s.

Editorial Control

All three networks, then, expanded their documentary efforts dramati-
cally, broadcasting close to four hundred documentaries in 1962 alone.
Independent producers also began to produce many documentaries
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during this period, yet few of them would ever be broadcast on network
television.” The reasons behind this prohibition are centrally connected
to questions of journalistic professionalism. By way of introduction to
these issues, it is instructive to consider the experiences of two of the
most prolific and influential independent documentary producers of the
period, David Wolper and Robert Drew.

Wolper was more than a nonfiction filmmaker; he was an entrepre-
neur who ran a large, independent production house that produced
eight documentaries for the 1961-1962 season alone.*® Furthermore,
Wolper’s “Race into Space” (which was produced on film) became the
first TV program nominated for an Academy Award, and it drew praise
from various critics, among them Jack Gould, who lauded the program
for its professionalism.* Yet even though it was hailed by critics and by
the Hollywood community, the program was rejected for broadcast by
all three networks, and Wolper was forced to syndicate the program
independently.

The networks might have justified their decision for commercial rea-
sons, arguing that the deal did not make economic sense. Or they might
have said it was based on their desire to defend themselves from poten-
tial lawsuits that might result from the broadcast of third-party docu-
mentaries. Yet neither of these lines of reasoning played a significant
role in the controversy that ensued. The debate did not revolve around
questions of business judgment, nor was it a matter of safeguarding the
airwaves from scandalous behavior. Rather, the networks claimed exclu-
sive prerogative to control access to the public airwaves based on the
professional judgment of their news personnel. One’s right to speak about
public issues on television, they argued, should best be regulated by net-
work news professionals.

This debate over access to the public airwaves has troubled commer-
cial broadcasters since the early days of radio in the 1920s. During that
time, government regulators chose to organize the radio spectrum as
discrete parcels of property that would be entrusted to private interests
so that they might develop airwaves both for the public good and for the
welfare of their investors. Yet it was the latter group that took control of
the nascent medium, and the industry matured under the control of an
alliance of broadcasters, manufacturers, and advertisers. As a result,
broadcast programming—during both the radio and television eras—
developed largely according to principles of the marketplace, and access
to the airwaves was largely a matter of commercial viability. Yet legally
the airwaves still belonged to the public, and critics of the medium peri-
odically would complain that broadcast audiences were not being served,
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that the industry only thought of audiences as groups of consumers and
paid little attention to their needs as citizens.

Government regulators at the Federal Communications Commission
occasionally criticized broadcasters along similar lines. In a series of rul-
ings that became known as the Fairness Doctrine, the FCC encouraged
broadcasters to provide a forum for the discussion of important public
issues from diverse perspectives. Regulators emphasized the audience’s
“right to know,” but at the same time, the FCC failed repeatedly in its
efforts to establish a clear-cut set of standards for determining who
should have the right to speak about public issues over the airwaves.®

As network documentaries grew in prominence, this very issue be-
came a significant concern. Who should have the right to speak? To
whom? And about what? When the networks rejected the Wolper docu-
mentary about the space race, their decision was based neither on deter-
minations of quality nor on commercial viability. Rather, it was a question
of professionalism. As ABC vice president John Daly wrote in March
1960, “The standards of production and presentation which apply to a
professional network news department would not necessarily apply to,
for instance, an independent Hollywood producer [such as Wolper).”!
Despite this seemingly unambiguous declaration, the issue was far from
settled, especially at ABC.

Only months later, unbeknownst to Daly, network chieftain Leonard
Goldenson tapped the services of independent documentarist Robert
Drew, contracting him to produce a documentary about the Communist
threat in Latin America. When Daly found out, he was reportedly livid
and tendered his resignation from ABC with a dramatic flourish. Al-
though the resignation received quite a bit of coverage in the news-
papers, some argued that the real reason for Daly’s departure was that
he found out Goldenson was aiming to replace him with James Hagerty.
Still, it is significant that Daly chose to cloak himself in the mantle of
news professionalism as he exited the network. He argued that only net-
work news workers were qualified to select and present public issues in a
balanced and responsible manner.* Moreover, Daly’s appeal to principle
was supported by news executives at both CBS and NBC, who, in com-
menting on Daly’s resignation, said it was necessary for news profes-
sionals to maintain complete editorial control over the content of all
informational programming.®

At NBC, Robert Kintner declared that all documentaries were to be
produced by the network or under network supervision from beginning
to end. He claimed the network could best discharge its public respon-
sibilities by entrusting the analysis of important social issues “to its own
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staff of professional broadcast newsmen who [were] disciplined to NBC’s
standards of fairness, balance, and the application of conscientious news
Jjudgment; and who [were] directly accountable to the management of
the NBC News Department.”®

Despite such sentiments, ABC’s Goldenson went ahead with the Drew
project and broadcast “Yanki No!” in December 1960. Goldenson justi-
fied the decision by claiming ABC had indeed maintained editorial con-
trol from the very outset. Yet control over the documentary was in the
hands of neither Daly nor other news professionals. Rather, it was in the
hands of top management. Leonard Goldenson, then in the midst of
planning the international expansion of his network, claimed personal
credit for conceiving the project and commissioning the production
crew. Once Drew accepted, ABC executives maintained close involve-
ment throughout. Variety wrote, “Goldenson is reportedly active in scru-
tinizing both topic and product by the outside producer—frequently
suggesting, accepting and rejecting material.” In fact, Goldenson cabled
suggestions for the program to Drew while on a tour of fourteen Latin
American markets where ABC was pursuing its expansion plans. He
even took personal care to oversee both the scripting and editing of the
program.” As we saw in chapter 4, the final product was deeply contra-
dictory, with narration and actuality film footage often generating
opposing sets of meanings. The narrator cautions against the charis-
matic attractions of Fidel, while the film footage documents the rapid
progress made by peasants after the revolution. Throughout the pro-
gram, one senses the heavy hand of ABC management molding the doc-
umentary to make the case for a more active foreign policy to take on the
challenge from Fidel and make Latin American markets safe for Ameri-
can free enterprise.®

In many ways, “Yanki No!” proved to be the limit case of network
documentary, both because of the controversy about independent pro-
duction and because of network management’s direct intervention in the
program itself. “Yanki No!” stretched the boundaries of news profes-
sionalism. Nevertheless, critics hailed the program’s visual appeal and
commented extensively on its cinema verité style.”” It was argued that
Drew’s work broke dramatically with the conventions of network docu-
mentary up to that time, conventions based on the written word and the
talking head. Although some reviewers expressed reservations about the
“impassioned” or “emotional” appeal of the program, most saw it as a
welcome departure from the norm.*® Marie Torre of the New York Herald
Tribune wrote, “Perhaps the other networks would do well this morning
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to reopen the question of whether public affairs presentations should be
kept under the sole purview of the network itself.”*

Such reconsideration never came to pass, however. Rather than seeing
ABC as a trendsetter, executives at other networks saw it as something of
an aberration, a product of ABC’s unique circumstances. As pointed out
earlier, the establishment of a global news-gathering operation was both
expensive and time consuming, and many saw that ABC’s tiny staff was
at a distinct disadvantage during this era of rapid growth.” For that rea-
son, competing news organizations may have muted their criticism as
ABC commissioned documentaries by Drew and Wolper on several oc-
casions over the next few years. Yet once James Hagerty came on board
in early 1961, ABC’s policy started to move in the same direction as the
other networks. This change probably resulted from three things. First,
Hagerty’s stature became intertwined with the fortunes of the news divi-
sion. For Goldenson to go around him to commission independent pro-
ductions or for Goldenson to protest that the division was incapable of
producing significant work would have been contradictory. ABC had
gone to great lengths to recruit Hagerty and was therefore committed to
enhancing the status of the news department. Second, as the network
committed more resources to news, the department became more de-
pendent on commercial sponsors. In order to attract these sponsors,
ABC had to tout the quality and professionalism of its news staff. Finally,
the network confronted severe recruitment problems. If James Hagerty
was to entice talented news workers to join ABC, he would have to guar-
antee them the status and autonomy that was comparable to what they
enjoyed with other news organizations. This was no small consideration.

At the time, the demand for qualified television news employees was
far outstripping supply, and as expansion plans at all three networks
picked up, the demand for correspondents and documentary producers
exploded. Even before ABC entered the competition, Variety noted,
“There just aren’t enough good men around toiling in the pubaffairs
vineyards and it’s not exactly a secret that a Sig Mickelson or a Bill
McAndrews have to beg, borrow or steal to fill the shortages and gaps in
the ‘real world’ kingdoms they operate at CBS and NBC.”" Conse-
quently, contracts of reporters as well as producers grew more generous
as the networks competed for their services.” Not only were they now in
demand, but they also were considered the elite corps of broadcast news
professionals, those to whom the networks would entrust the right to
inquire, to document, and to interpret. But what did it mean to refer to
these network employees as professionals?

Richard Salant, the new president of CBS News, probably described
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the core of this professional identity in early 1961 when defending the
network against criticism lodged by the American Medical Association
regarding a CBS Reports documentary, “The Business of Health.” Salant
claimed that the network stood by the program as the “product of expe-
rienced and professional journalists.” These employees spent an entire
year researching the medical industry, analyzing the evidence, and edit-
ing the film. He endorsed their efforts, claiming that, much like an um-
pire at a baseball game, the television documentarist must render “his
close and objective decisions” without regard to personal preference or
the special pleadings of the opposing sides.”

In essence, the broadcaster’s right to interpret and represent issues of
societal concern was based on a professional code of objectivity. Al-
though today the concept is treated with greater skepticism, in the early
1960s the term was widely used by journalists and seems to have been
considered much less problematic. Moreover, this faith in objectivity was
linked to the resurgent enthusiasm for scientific method and profes-
sional expertise in the post-Sputnik era. As a result, the concept deserves
careful consideration if we are to understand the meanings that these
documentaries circulated, for objectivity, the core of documentary meth-
odology, generated a whole array of audience expectations and extratex-
tual meanings. It also imposed a set of demands on the news workers
themselves. Producers were expected to devote a substantial amount of
time to research and to be less driven by the conventions of deadline
Jjournalism. Documentarists were also expected to search beyond the
world of press conferences and official sources, to capture first-person
accounts of the impact of major social issues. As we saw in chapter 4,
these notions of professionalism sometimes resulted in documentaries
that conflicted with the agenda of groups that initially promoted the
expansion of the genre. Government and corporate leaders, as well as
top network officials, all saw documentary as playing an instrumental
role in the education and motivation of viewers throughout the Free
World. All assumed that the outcomes of such journalistic endeavors
would be relatively unambiguous.

This contradiction between documentary objectivity and interna-
tionalist activism manifests itself in many of the programs from this pe-
riod, especially those that focused on political unrest along the frontiers
of the Free World. But this tension between objectivity and activism is
not unique to the early sixties and should be placed in a larger historical
context. The rest of this chapter traces the development of American
notions of journalistic professionalism and relates them to the television
documentary of the early 1960s.
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The Discourse of Objectivity

The concept of objectivity in news reporting first emerged in the United
States in connection with the development of a penny press in the first
half of the nineteenth century. Scholars have noted that the sale of news-
papers to a growing middle class required that journalistic accounts not
be tied to the particular interests of specific groups but to the greater
public interest.” Consequently, market considerations played a forma-
tive role in creating an independent press tradition in the United States.

Dan Schiller further points out that notions of an independent press
were intertwined with a growing societal fascination with positivism and
science. By suggesting that journalism was in some sense scientific, one
implied not only that newspapers should be autonomous but that re-
porters should operate according to a particular methodology. If they
did so, human beings might be able to discern the essential mechanisms
by which society functioned. It was for precisely this reason that pub-
lisher James Gordon Bennett proudly boasted allegiance to “truth, pub-
lic faith, and science” on the masthead of his popular New York Herald.™
Yet Bennett’s understanding of science, like that of others during this
period, probably focused on the principles of description and categor-
ization. Facts were collected and placed in categories in the hope that
such procedures would reveal natural laws at work. Scientific method
was less a matter of hypothesis and experimentation than an attempt to
gather together a collection of facts that might reveal a natural order.

However, the collection of facts often rendered inadequate explana-
tions. Facts did not always seem to speak for themselves, and by the latter
part of the century, as the writings of Darwin and Spencer began to
capture the public imagination, attention shifted from the collection of
facts to the connection of facts. There emerged a new emphasis on the
theorization of relationships and the testing of hypotheses. Thus an ob-
jective methodology became more important than ever before.” This
was not only true in the laboratory but, by the turn of the century, in
other areas as well, among them the field of journalism.”

Ironically, journalism was also growing more politically committed at
the very same moment. Herbert Gans contends that many of the leading
figures in the Progressive movement were journalists who obscured the
partisan nature of their politics by articulating it to core notions of sci-
ence and expertise. They promoted notions of professionalism and
expertise as the means to investigate and eradicate societal ills.”® The
newspaper was to play a crucial role in both educating the public and
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invoking its support for reform. As Robert Wiebe points out, the Pro-
gressive was skeptical about the untutored wisdom of the people. But by
disseminating the insights gained through expert analysis, the Pro-
gressive demonstrated faith in the infinite educability of the citizen.”

Moreover, this mission to investigate, to expose, and to enlighten had
an international dimension as well. Wiebe contends that the Progressive
campaign, which began at the local level, shifted to the national level and
culminated in a campaign to “make the world safe for democracy.”
United States participation in World War I was, for many Progressives, a
logical outgrowth of their political beliefs.* If anything, the war laid bare
the irrational nature of events leading up to the conflict and beckoned
the introduction of expertise and democratic choice into the affairs
among nations.

It was in this context that American journalism fostered an objective
methodology that could get at the truth and activate reform. However,
these two principles coexisted in an uneasy relationship. One implied a
reverence for the objective and the empirically specific, whereas the
other promoted advocacy and universalism. This is precisely the recur-
ring tension that we observed in so many network documentaries of the
middle ground. Thus it is important to recall that the foundations of
journalistic practice were rooted in both a method and a movement. Al-
though we shall explore this tension more completely in the next part of
this chapter, it should be noted that method was usually given priority.
American journalists have tended to see themselves less often as political
advocates than as professional practitioners.’ According to Michael
Schudson, this was especially true during the period of the network doc-
umentary boom.

By the 1960s, both critics of the press and its defenders took objectivity to be

the emblem of American journalism, an improvement over a past of “sensa-

tionalism” and a contrast to the party papers of Europe. Whether regarded as

the fatal flaw or the supreme virtue of the American press, all agreed that the

idea of objectivity was at the heart of what journalism has meant in this coun-

try.®

Therefore, when television documentary emerged as part of the pro-
fessional news-reporting mission of the major networks, it was greatly
influenced by print journalism’s concept of objectivity. In essence, this
concept suggested that facts could be separated from values; findings
could be independently validated; and personal preferences could be
marginalized.”

These seem to be the principles that guided television critic Marie
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Torre when she reviewed “Trujillo: Portrait of a Dictator,” a production
of CBS Reports broadcast in March 1960: “Reporter Bill Leonard, who
spent two months on the Caribbean island, tackled the story with a prob-
ing eye, an open mind, and an economy of words. That is, questions
were posed more often than opinions were formulated. . . . The result
was an objective study of the Dominican Republic and the man who runs
it.”* Torre’s review treats the program as an empirically based analysis
that is free of personal prejudice in its methodology and style of presen-
tation. This, however, does not completely foreclose the possibility that
Leonard would formulate opinions. Indeed, Leonard chose the term
dictator to describe an American ally, the leader of the Dominican Repub-
lic. He therefore unambiguously drew a conclusion about the political
propriety of Trujillo’s regime. Nevertheless, his conclusion was a by-
product of objective inquiry.

Bill Leonard, who later became head of CBS News, seemed to share
Torre’s assessment of objectivity. Both made the assumption that there is
something “out there” in society that the documentary can represent in a
faithful manner. They contended that truth can coexist with opinion
and truth can coexist with art. But, said Leonard, truth must be domi-
nant in the final product:

Producing a documentary is a complicated business. . . . [The producer is]
somebody you’ve got to trust. He’s got to care about the truth; he’s got to care
about the truth much more than he cares about the art. More about the truth
than what looks pretty. He must be willing to ruin films, ruin stories, not re-
arrange them or throw them out, because he cares that much about truth. He
must be willing to have things a little duller than he’d like them to be because
that’s the way they are. The trick, of course, is not to have things dull and yet
still be right and still make it honest journalism. And that’s not always easy.*

Both Leonard and Torre therefore held fast to the notion of objec-
tivity despite their awareness of the perils posed by interpretation and
artistic representation. In the tradition of Edward R. Murrow, both as-
sumed that television documentary could offer a mirrorlike reflection of
social reality.®

'To some extent this notion marked a distinction between television
documentary and the documentary film tradition, which included the
inspirational efforts of John Grierson, the controversial “re-creations” of
the March of Time, and the propaganda films of the Second World War.
Indeed, producer Albert Wasserman claimed that the network docu-
mentarists of the television era set out to develop a journalistic genre that
was distinctive from the cinematic heritage of documentary.
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"The whole history of the documentary film, which of course precedes televi-
sion, was to a great extent a history of social indignation, allowing people who
made films to express points of view about which the film maker felt strongly.
With the evolution of the television documentary that is no longer appropri-
ate. It is not appropriate for a television network to take a partisan position
and to seem to be trying to force on an audience a predetermined editorial
point of view.¥

According to Wasserman, the television era imposed new and distinc-
tive responsibilities. Documentary journalists represented their em-
ployers, who were in turn trustees of the public airwaves, a position that
granted them enormous power. Yet that power was to be tempered by
professional restraint, for it was feared that, without the canon of objec-
tivity, documentary was indistinguishable from propaganda.®® Conse-
quently, this boundary between truth and falsehood was marked by the
professional values and attitudes that were internalized by network news
employees. As correspondent Howard K. Smith put it: “The [documen-
tary] program should follow no line, liberal or conservative, except a
rational one. It should be objective in that each issue must be judged on
its own merits and without preconception. . . . But no rules can be writ-
ten about this. The reporter must be trusted for his training and record,
or else dispensed with.”®

Although such a conception of objectivity seems unambiguous and
firmly grounded in a professional tradition, it would in practice prove to
be much more complicated. Documentaries that tackled difficult social
issues often generated controversies and complaints. Documentarists
drew conclusions, which is exactly what critics such as Walter Lippmann
thought they should do. Lippmann, whose career spanned the Pro-
gressive Era and the New Frontier, was especially revered among net-
work news workers.” He repeatedly touted the importance of journalistic
objectivity, yet he also promoted the importance of interpretation.
These conflicting elements proved to be particularly troublesome within
the context of network television.

The Discourse of Interpretation

One of Walter Lippmann’s focal concerns throughout his career was to
emphasize the importance of journalistic analysis. Beginning in the
1920s, Lippmann argued that uncovering the facts simply was not
enough, because the flood of information and misinformation that con-
fronts the modern citizen makes it difficult to draw sound conclusions
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from unprocessed facts. Lippmann was concerned that, confronted by a
deluge of information, the “masses” would fall back on “prejudices” and
“primitive instincts.”' He therefore contended that journalists could not
simply uncover the facts and present them for public consideration.
Rather, the modern era demanded that journalists exercise “trained in-
telligence,” that they gather and organize the right facts according to a
methodology unencumbered by partisan pleadings or prejudice. The
modern era demanded that news workers interpret facts in order to as-
sess their relevance and assign them significance.” Thus Lippmann’s
ideas elevated journalistic practice to a level of expertise that entailed
analysis, interpretation, and education of the public at large.

The application of such expertise may have seemed especially impor-
tant to the television documentarists of this era. Following the Second
World War, news topics grew increasingly complicated as the United
States assumed a role of global leadership and as Americans witnessed
the rise of the national security state. This period also was marked by a
trend toward centralization of federal executive power and an increas-
ing effort by the national government to manage the flow of news and
information. Indeed, James Reston is credited with coining the term
news management in 1955 in order to describe the policies of President
Eisenhower’s press secretary, James Hagerty. Reston and other journal-
ists began to express concern about their own role in the staged news
event and to grow worried about the manipulation of information by
government officials seeking to invoke the unwitting collusion of the
news media.”

This concern about news management echoed criticisms raised with
regard to press coverage during the McCarthy period as well. Writing
thirty-five years after McCarthy’s witch-hunt, Robert A. Hackett con-
tends that the senator’s tactics had a profound effect on journalistic
practice: “[There] is a tension between impartially reporting contradic-
tory truth-claims by high-status sources, on the one hand, and independ-
ently determining the validity of such truth-claims, on the other. The
media’s uncritical amplification of Senator Joe McCarthy’s unfounded
accusations made journalists aware of this tension, and now the concept
of objectivity is sometimes taken to include interpretive and analytical
reporting.” Indeed, during the post-McCarthy period, references to
the senator became a common trope employed by journalists in defense
of their interpretive responsibilities. Within the television medium itself,
the Murrow-Friendly See It Now programs about McCarthy were widely
hailed for demonstrating the potential of television journalism to oper-
ate as an antidote to the forces of demagoguery.”
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As a result, many journalists and critics suggested that documentary
deserved a special status in television news. Given its interpretive poten-
tial, documentary could protect the medium from its own superficiality
and defend the profession from the manipulations of demagogic public
officials. The documentary could bring the most sophisticated forms of
journalistic technique into the domain of television news. Moreover, it
could boost the morale and prestige of television news workers, who
were often looked down on by print journalists. The documentary genre
seemed to promise so much. Upon his appointment as executive pro-
ducer of the new CBS Reports series, Fred Friendly declared the series
would “provide interpretation, background and understanding at a time
when comprehension [was] falling behind the onrush of events.” The
other networks assigned this interpretive responsibility to their docu-
mentary units as well. Analysis, according to Irving Gitlin at NBC, was
put in the hands of “trained and trusted” staffers.” These were to be
television’s public servants.

Although these documentarists, like their predecessors in print, were
skeptical about the untutored wisdom of the masses, their primary mis-
sion was to educate the public, both at home and around the globe.
Uninformed public opinion posed two potential problems for society
during the modern era. One was noted by Irving Gitlin: “Our problem is
that so much is going on [in the world] that the man in the street gets the
feeling that it’s too complicated and so he withdraws.”® On the other
hand, those who did not withdraw could be subject to demagoguery and
manipulation. As Edward R. Murrow wrote regarding government cen-
sorship of reporting from China during the 1950s, “A leadership re-
sponsible only to an uninformed, or partially informed, electorate can
bring nothing but disaster to our world.”” The network documentarist
therefore had an obligation to truth but also a responsibility to share that
truth, to educate. As reporter Howard K. Smith commented, “I have
long been interested in educational television because I believe that the
nation that wins the Cold War will be the best educated nation.”'* Ac-
cordingly, the public must be educated but educated with a purpose.

This tension between the collection of facts and the connection of facts
has nowhere been subject to more controversy and debate than with the
network television documentary. And as a result, no television genre has
ever exerted more contradictory pressures on network executives. In the
face of FCC inquiries, public outcry, and organized pressure groups, the
executive’s only defense of a documentary was to valorize the profes-
sionalism of the network’s news employees. One might point to the facts,
but in the end it was the conclusions, the analysis, that often generated
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the greatest controversy. And these conclusions, whether justifiable or
not, could make life unpleasant for those executives who were expected
to respond to public critics and disgruntled advertisers.

As a result, network management kept a close eye on the documentary
units, never willing to grant them the full autonomy that documentarists
so richly desired. As for the news workers, they jealously defended their
expertise. Fred Freed recounted one such instance when he and Irving
Gitlin were prescreening a documentary for a dozen NBC executives.
The program was about the Berlin situation in 1961. Recalled Freed:

At the end of it, the lights came on and nobody said anything. Everybody was
waiting for [network president Robert] Kintner. Then he growled, “I think it’s
okay.” Then everybody else agreed that it was fine, some even said it was very
fine. Everybody congratulated Gitlin. Then somebody said something about
he didn’t think that the Berlin situation was quite like that. And Gitlin turned
on him very sharply and said, “You have absolutely no knowledge about that.
You have no expertise and we do, and it’s not a subject which you should
discuss.” Kintner nodded. And that ended that."”

Although in this instance the debate was foreshortened, such claims to
expertise were tenuous and constantly had to be reasserted by news
workers. Given the network’s desire to avoid controversy and the docu-
mentarist’s inability to draw undisputed conclusions, the only salient de-
fense was the claim of expertise. However, the professional tradition on
which this claim was built was itself contradictory. Documentarists relied
on facts, and yet they manipulated the facts in order to draw conclu-
sions. They were unbiased, and yet they promoted a broadly defined
political agenda. They were disinterested, and yet they sought to edu-
cate, convert, and reform public sentiment. And in the end, the contra-
diction that would prove most troublesome was that documentarists
were professionals, and yet they were not autonomous. Therefore, at the
very moment the major networks were avidly investing in the develop-
ment of their documentary units, they began to wrestle with the compli-
cated claims of the genre’s professionals. The resulting indeterminacy of
this debate also affected the programs themselves.

Some critics say the documentaries of this era were timid and cautious.
Certainly, one of the reasons that foreign policy topics were so popular
was that these programs’ analyses were rarely subject to challenge. Com-
munists and foreigners were specifically denied standing before the FCC
and therefore could not file “legitimate” complaints or demand compa-
rable coverage for their particular point of view. As a result, the docu-
mentary could find refuge in the consensus politics of anti-Communism.
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Such criticisms, however, tend to overlook the fact that despite the
intense pressure sometimes brought to bear on the genre, it never could
completely jettison its complicated journalistic heritage. As we have seen
in chapter 4, the documentaries of the middle ground often engendered
contradictory meanings. In their search for empirical documentation,
network news producers regularly undermined the simple dichotomies
of superpower struggle. Indeed, documentaries on Latin America
frequently created sympathetic portraits of potential and actual Com-
munists. Documentaries on Vietnam questioned the wisdom of U.S.
counterinsurgency techniques and presented troubling images of Amer-
ica’s client “democracy” in Southeast Asia. On the domestic front, the
discourse of documentary professionalism made a number of controver-
sial issues similarly irresistible. The networks produced programs on
birth control, automation in the workplace, and cigarette smoking (tele-
vision’s number one advertiser at the time). They even took on the
touchy subject of television ratings. Although none of these efforts
produced fundamentally radical critiques of the status quo, they do
point to the fact that even though the genre may have been constrained
by powerful economic and institutional forces, the programs were far
less predictable than one might imagine. In good measure such out-
comes were due to the contradictory heritage of journalistic profession-
alism. And while this heritage gave rise to ideological gaps and ruptures
within the documentaries of the middle ground, it created even bigger
problems in programs about the homefront.



Chapter Sux

Documentaries of the
Home Front

Although superpower struggle was undoubtedly the most pervasive sin-
gle concern in television documentary during the early 1960s, domestic
issues were not overlooked. As pointed out in chapter 2, the flagship
documentary series of each network took on a wide range of issues from
civil rights to cigarettes, from poverty to presidential politics. Each of
these topics reflected pressing social needs, but for the purposes of this
study what is most interesting is the way in which domestic issues were
often linked to foreign policy concerns. Indeed, many of these domestic
topics when taken up by network documentarists played an important
role in marking distinctions between East and West and in promoting
the urgency of competition with the Communist other. They suggested
ways in which the concept of the Free World might be constituted at
home as well as abroad. For example, programs about race generally
contended that discrimination was a problem not only because it gener-
ated domestic unrest but because it projected a negative image of the
very country that presumed to lead the Free World. Other issues such as
space exploration were positioned within a wider global context as well.
These documentaries often urged public concern not simply because of
the scientific challenges that lay ahead but because the United States
needed to maintain its image as the global leader in science and technol-
ogy. Other nations could not be expected to rally to the cause of the Free
World if the United States was faltering in areas of strategic interest.
The ideological work of these documentaries was therefore to circulate a
vision of America that secured its preeminent role in the Free World
community.

On the other hand, these concerns also imposed certain logical imper-
atives on the ways in which network documentary dealt with domestic
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issues. That is, institutional racism had to be challenged if the United
States was to promote its affinity with African states, and due process
had to be upheld if the United States was to distinguish itself from au-
thoritarian styles of government behind the Iron Curtain. Furthermore,
home front documentaries—like the documentaries of the middle
ground—had to wrestle with diverse and often conflicting evidence,
thereby engendering alternative and even oppositional meanings. Part
of this was due to the nature of the filmic evidence that was gathered, but
it also was a product of the internal institutional forces described in
chapter 5. Network news workers took pride in their professionalism
and reputed autonomy. They were optimistic that a public enlightened
by unbiased information and expert commentary could muster the nec-
essary willpower to take on the great issues confronting the Free World.
Moreover, these news workers were highly competitive, vying to be the
first one to bring a unique issue or perspective to the airwaves. Although
they undoubtedly were influenced by the broader agenda of corporate
and government leaders, they also found it necessary to account for op-
positional viewpoints, thereby bringing images and ideas to prime-time
television that were disturbing and even disruptive to the ideological
project of the New Frontier.

The significance of these tensions helps to explain why an instrumen-
talist argument—that documentaries reflected the dominance of power-
ful interests—needs to be tempered by analysis that takes into account
multiple levels of practice. It is indeed true that the converging interests
of business leaders, politicians, social critics, and network executives all
played a central role in promoting the documentary as a Cold War edu-
cation project, but none could determine the explicit outcomes of the
programs without jeopardizing their legitimacy. That is, because of doc-
umentary’s peculiar status within network organizations and within the
larger public debate over television, the genre could only fulfill its mis-
sion so long as it maintained its aura of dispassionate, professional ex-
pertise. As we have seen in the preceding chapter, such professionalism
was dearly cherished by network news workers, who aspired to join some
of their print counterparts by producing sober analysis rather than su-
perficial news spots. They aspired to explain and interpret a vast range
of social experience within the framework of New Frontier ideology. In
so doing, they encountered complexities that engendered tensions and
contradictions within the texts themselves.

The first part of this chapter examines programs about U.S. space
exploration efforts. As we shall see, network documentarists enthusi-
astically promoted such efforts as a key component of the Cold War, but
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at the same time they had to deal with widespread public ambivalence
about the wonders of modern science. This uncertainty is also manifest
in documentaries about automation, the focus of the second section. Not
only did the wonders of technology generate an employment crisis, but
they also encouraged a passive, “push-button” lifestyle that was report-
edly robbing the nation of the physical vigor needed to meet the Soviet
challenge. Finally, the third section of this chapter looks at documen-
taries about the underside of the American dream. Throughout the
1950s documentary images of poverty and racism rarely, if ever, dis-
rupted prime time’s celebration of middle-class consumerism. Yet some
of the most compelling documentaries of this New Frontier era fix an
intense gaze on the inequities of the American system.

The Space Race

The CBS Reports series showed an early fascination with space research
and exploration. The series premiered in October 1959 with “Biography
of a Missile” and followed up with three more space documentaries dur-
ing its first two seasons.' Commissioned in the wake of the Soviet Sputnik
launch, “Biography” details the step-by-step planning, construction, and
launch of an American missile. Here expertise and precision are en-
gaged in the struggle to meet the Communist challenge. Yet the pro-
gram’s acknowledgment of Soviet preeminence in the aerospace field
generates some confusion, for if the Russian people are blinded by ideol-
ogy and subjected to coercive controls, how have they managed to pro-
duce such sophisticated scientific knowledge? This confusion is further
compounded by the fact that the scientists who head up the American
space effort honed their expertise in the Nazi rocket program during
the Second World War. The documentary navigates these contradictions
by largely ignoring Soviet successes and by casting former Nazi scientists
in a rehabilitated and democratic light. The implication is that scientists
are not really political and that totalitarian forms of government have
little effect on actual research. A personable Werner Van Braun com-
ments on the egalitarian nature of his U.S. research team by noting, “I
think nothing hurts team effort and any greater development effort
than this, you might call it, ‘pappy knows best’ attitude on the part of the
top management.” Braun continues, “Pappy just doesn’t know best. He
gets the best answers when he asks the man who has to do the job.”
Later, during the countdown, correspondent Edward R. Murrow com-
ments on the tight discipline in the launch area, but one of the German
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scientists revises this assessment by commenting that discipline among
the staff is voluntary. Despite this democratic point of view, the U.S.
scientists nevertheless fail to launch the missile at the climax of the pro-
gram. Murrow visits the crash site to survey the charred and twisted
wreckage, commenting in a direct address to the audience:

The disappointment is not the loss of money, the twisted metal or the man
hours involved. It is rather the fact that, had it succeeded, it would have
pushed back the frontier of man’s knowledge just a little. That payload would
have been one of the reaching fingertips of science that would have brought to
man a little bit of knowledge that he never before had. So this is the end of this
particular project. There will be another and when it is done we will hope to
report it to you.

Murrow’s eulogy is interesting for its celebration of “pure” science. Miss-
ing is any trace of politics or strategic concern. Gone is any recognition
of the purpose behind government funding of the project or of military
cooperation with the documentary crew. Instead, Murrow obscures the
contradiction between politically motivated research and the concept of
pure science. In the end, the failed launch attempt is a setback for the
process of free inquiry, and it is therefore interesting to compare Mur-
row’s commentary with the highly politicized meanings associated with
the Sputnik launch only two years earlier.

Even more intriguing are the tensions generated by the documentary
investigation itself. Certainly this documentary was intended as part of
the public education campaign envisioned by national leaders and social
critics as discussed in chapter 1. Indeed, one of those critics, Edward R.
Murrow, is the reporter of record, and he unambiguously grounds the
rationale for the rocket research as part of the Cold War. Yet in the act of
documenting this urgent project, he must navigate a set of troubling
issues, among them the relationship between science and authoritarian
regimes, the central role of Nazi scientists in the American space pro-
gram, and the failure of an expensive government project. It is in fact
the very act of empirical documentation that generates an excess of
meanings and tensions in the text. Had CBS not brought the U.S. rocket
research into the living rooms of millions of Americans, these ambi-
guities would not have been so widely circulated. In an apparent attempt
to address these excesses, the CBS crew returned a couple of months
later to film a successful launch and tack that on as an addendum before
the show was broadcast. Nevertheless, these anxieties about the super-
power space race permeate other CBS documentaries as well.

Three months later, at the beginning of January 1960, another CBS
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Reports documentary inquires, “The Space Lag: Can Democracy Com-
pete?”* The title itself is obviously an allusion to charges by Democrats,
especially presidential candidate John Kennedy, that a strategic missile
gap existed between the United States and the Soviet Union. Corre-
spondent Howard K. Smith in his introduction echoes these concerns:

Two years ago, on October the 4th, 1957, our nation suffered a setback in
space called Sputnik. A stunned, flabbergasted America promised to catch up.
We have not. . . . Let it be stated from the outset that this program is not meant
to be entertainment. It is a serious program about how a democracy makes
decisions in the space age. Much of it is complicated and some of it is upset-
ting. We do not have the ability or the desire to make this program otherwise.
Nor are we persuaded that the public needs to have its television gimmicked
up or watered down to make it easy viewing.

From the outset the documentary takes both the challenge of the space
race and the mission of network documentary quite seriously. As many
contemporary critics of television had hoped, the program attempts to
shake Americans from their complacency by confronting them with
stark, unvarnished news of the superpower space race. Smith therefore
begins the program in voice-over by briefly narrating a sequence of stock
footage that tracks the history of U.S. and Soviet space efforts, conclud-
ing with the image of a Sputnik replica that “hangs at the entrance to the
United Nations as the first trophy of the space age.™

Why, asks Smith, did the Russians beat us? The program identifies
competing interests among the U.S. Army, Air Force, and Navy, each
pursuing its own missile program, none seeing the broader picture.
This parochialism combined with the cautious expenditures of the
Eisenhower administration frustrated U.S. space efforts in both the
military and civilian sectors. The problem was not our science, but our
bureaucracy. As Admiral Hyman Rickover puts it, “I believe the real
contest we are in with Russia is one between two bureaucracies. Some
believe that a democracy is always more efficient than a totalitarian
state. We should be because our people are free and their people are
bound. But the efficiency of the bureaucracy has nothing to do with
the form of government.” Rather, it has to do with management and
coordination of resources. The documentary therefore suggests that
competition between the branches of the U.S. military must be ra-
tionalized and that private and public sectors must be more suc-
cessfully integrated. Furthermore, space exploration must become a
government priority. Directly addressing the audience, Smith closes
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the program by urging support for an expensive, long-term invest-
ment in the space race.

Smith’s explicit endorsement of more tightly integrated relations be-
tween government units and high technology corporations is perhaps
the logical outcome of his empirical investigation of the “space lag.”
Starting from the assumption that the United States must compete with
Soviet space efforts, the documentary affords lavish attention to propo-
nents of a more intensive rocket program. At the same time, however, it
introduces the puzzling notion that authoritarian regimes may be more
efficient than democratic ones. This perspective suggests problems with
traditional notions of laissez-faire capitalism and further implies that the
policies of the Eisenhower era must give way to a more vigorous form of
cooperation between capital-intensive corporations and a centralized
government bureaucracy. This analysis of the space lag certainly must
have been heartening to those business leaders who had grown disen-
chanted with the provincialism of Republican economic policy. Nev-
ertheless, it also paradoxically recommends a more centralized and
authoritarian organization of the nation’s productive capacity.

Ten months later, CBS attempted to unravel this seeming contradic-
tion by reporting on a major success story, “Year of the Polaris.™
Reporter Edward R. Murrow explains that, in the wake of Sputnik, a
massive infusion of $350 million in government funding enabled the
U.S. Navy to initiate a crash program to produce a nuclear missile that
could be launched from submarines at sea. Murrow marvels at the com-
plex challenge of accurately firing a long-range missile that must travel
through three distinct pressure zones: water, air, and high atmosphere.
The success of Polaris accordingly restores the United States to a posi-
tion of prominence in the space race. But, Murrow informs us, this was
more than a technical success; it was a managerial one as well. He then
eulogizes “the person responsible for getting together all these incredi-
bly complicated pieces of machinery.” As we watch film footage of work-
ers manufacturing a guidance system, of component parts being packed
and shipped, of a missile being assembled and installed at the launch
site, of the control room during countdown, Murrow intones:

[One manager] had to have his fingertips on every piece to see to it that they
arrived at the right place at the right time and that they fit together properly.
You've never heard of this man. He doesn’t get his name in the newspapers.
He’s a civil service employee, doesn’t make very much money, but his contri-
bution was in the field of management. Something that is badly needed not
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only on the Polaris program, but elsewhere in the country. His name is Gor-
don Pearson.

Like so much of Murrow’s World War II reporting, this segment pre-
sents the little picture of heroic individual effort in service of a greater
cause. Discussing his responsibilities, Pearson speaks with the earnest
enthusiasm one expects from a soldier. He operates on the assumption,
he says, that “you can get more out of one man who is overworked than
two who are underworked.” Thus Polaris succeeded because its staff was
disciplined and dedicated, lean and hard. This imagery seems to directly
address post-Sputnik anxieties regarding American science, morals, and
superpower struggle. Moreover, this program, which was broadcast dur-
ing the fall of the 1960 presidential campaign, shares the Kennedyesque
fascination with managerial expertise. To the Democratic candidate, the
problem with government was not only that it had lost its sense of pur-
pose but that it failed to apply managerial expertise to the great prob-
lems confronting the nation.’ Pearson is therefore the embodiment of
the New Frontier zeitgeist. He is the civilian soldier: a vigorous, dedi-
cated, and self-sacrificing expert. He is not the mindless automaton of an
authoritarian regime; rather, he is the dedicated foot soldier of a mo-
mentous campaign against what Murrow referred to in another context
as the malignant forces of evil.

After showing a series of successful Polaris launches, the documentary
closes with Murrow’s reflections on the strategic importance of this tri-
umph.

Polaris is not the ultimate weapon. There is no such thing. Each weapon, in
due course, produces a counter weapon. What Polaris has done is to buy us a
certain amount of time. Time in which to solve the great problem of our age.
And that problem is to determine the conditions, if any, under which the
Communist world and the Free World are willing to live together on this
minor planet.

In Murrow’s formulation, Polaris represents significant scientific prog-
ress. Yet this accomplishment will soon be superseded by another. Tech-
nological progress is inevitable, and the space race is only the latest
manifestation of a seemingly natural process of scientific advance. What
seems less certain and more subject to human agency, however, is the
outcome of the Cold War. And here, the outcome seems largely depend-
ent on the dedication of anonymous heroes like Gordon Pearson who
have taken on the challenge of a disciplined and dedicated foe.

Yet this moment of apparent closure is tenuous at best because the
most obvious rationale behind the space program was to enhance the
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United States’ ability to wage nuclear war. Such a frightening linkage
was no doubt apparent to both producers and audiences of these pro-
grams. As Murrow noted in the Polaris documentary, “Destruction is
[this missile’s] final, desperate, ultimate purpose. If it is ever combat
fired, it will have failed its purpose and our civilization will have failed its
promise.” Therefore, even as these documentaries valorize scientific ef-
fort and managerial expertise, they also reveal the anxieties of the nu-
clear age. Not only had science harnessed the awesome power of the
atom, but now it had developed missile delivery systems that brought
much of humankind within an hour’s range of total destruction. Thus
the control that expertise afforded on the one hand was undermined on
the other by a prospect more daunting and seemingly less controllable.
Even the heroic, scientific efforts of citizens like Gordon Pearson could
not erase their dystopian opposite, the increasing prospect of nuclear
annihilation.

It is not surprising, then, that these space documentaries were soon
followed by a series of programs about nuclear disarmament, such as
“The Balance of Terror: In Case of War,” “The Balance of Terror: Can
We Disarm?” and “Reflections of a Soviet Scientist.”® Clearly motivated
by competing disarmament initiatives from Moscow and Washington,
the documentaries promote an agenda that clearly favors the U.S. initia-
tive. Yet at the same time they introduce fundamental questions about
the rationale behind government-funded research and the missile race
between the superpowers. Here again, the act of documenting official
government policy produces an unintended excess of meanings. It sug-
gests that complex bureaucracies have not only generated awesome tech-
nological advances but also have engendered the irrational prospect of
total destruction.

Dystopian Science

Ambivalence toward scientific progress is prominent in other documen-
taries of the early 1960s as well. Although most of these programs cele-
brate rationality, planning, and scientific method, they also work hard to
negotiate a set of social problems produced by the “advancement of sci-
ence.” Despite the seeming objectivity of scientific method, the applica-
tion of science was not value neutral, as became only too apparent in
ABC’s documentary “Automation, the Awesome Servant.”

At the very outset of the program Secretary of Labor Arthur Gold-
berg explains to an interviewer that inescapable problems will accom-
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pany increasing automation, but he is hoping that public policy can en-
courage a humane transition to the new industrial age. Such official pro-
nouncements seem faint hearted, however, as documentary film footage
shows new technologies rapidly displacing American wage workers. An
opening montage features film footage of a high-speed bottling ma-
chine, a petroleum refinery staffed by only six workers, and thousands
of envelopes being stuffed and sealed by machine. The program then
zeros in on a new Cudahy meat-packing plant in Omaha that reduced its
workforce of nineteen hundred by one-third. Although we are told the
company’s policy is to assist worker relocation, former employees who
gather at a nearby tavern sound pessimistic. One woman says she knows
that many people think she should not work full-time, but she has to,
and losing her job after fourteen years will be a major blow to her family
income. A black employee says that, as a minority, it will be tough for
him to find another job that pays as well. “If my kids go hungry, what is
my choice? To turn to crime?” Another worker bitterly remarks, “I
haven’t seen any of these new jobs that they say automation is making.”
He concludes, “Machines are important to the future of the country, but
I think we should all benefit from them, not just some.”

This vox populi, though stereotypical, attaches human consequences
to the cold economic realities of automation, but the documentary then
goes a step further by inviting audience identification with one worker in
particular. Visiting his home, we listen as he reflects on the fact that after
long years of faithful service, he was laid off at the age of fifty. He says
he does not want to move in search of a new job, nor does he think it will
be easy to find a job at his age. His wife tells us he became severely
depressed when they first heard the news, and she confides her own
feelings of isolation and helplessness, “I didn’t want to let him know, but
[when I heard the news] I felt sick inside.” Their victimization is ren-
dered in personal, intimate terms inviting audience identification with
their plight and involvement with the broader issue.

The program then turns to a more abstract analysis of the problem,
pointing out a similar trend taking place in Detroit, where unemploy-
ment is the highest in the nation. The increasing mechanization of the
automotive industry is blamed for generating half of all job losses in the
area. A welfare commissioner says, “The unfortunate part of it is, how-
ever, that we haven’t even begun to feel the impact of automation.” A
Ford Motor Company official denies that automation is causing half of
all job losses, and he defends the firm’s technical innovations, saying that
Ford must keep its labor costs low in order to compete in global markets.
Despite his denials, the narrator notes that the number of workers at



Documentaries of the Home Front 161

River Rouge has dropped from forty-seven thousand to twenty-seven
thousand during the postwar period while production output has re-
mained steady. At a union meeting, one worker asks: “How does this
look to the world situation, to these other countries, these totalitarian
governments, where they don’t believe in God? This is supposed to be a
Christian nation . . . and Ford Motor Company is making all these
profits. Why aren’t they willing to share any of these profits with the
people who helped build this empire?”

The workers seem fully aware that images of technological progress
and American prosperity have been used around the world as weapons
in the struggle between the superpowers. Countries that join the Free
World have been offered the prospect of economic development so that
they too can share the bounty of the American Dream. Yet this vision of
development is dependent not only on advanced technology and mana-
gerial expertise but also on the adoption of certain values, among them
dedication, perseverance, and hard work. So it is with bitter irony that
these auto workers—who internalized these very same values in the
hope that they too would share in the dream—are now being told that
the rules of the game have changed and the company owes them no
allegiance. Instead of Christian principles of equity and community,
these workers see the greedy logic of corporate economics, a logic that
seems no less totalitarian than the principles that guide Communist re-
gimes.

Yet these vanishing factory jobs are only part of the picture, for we
find out that the biggest impact of automation will be in the office. As we
watch workers assemble computer parts, the narrator says:

These are the tiny bits of metal and wire that have kindled a revolution in the
office. Properly assembled, these parts will make a computer, the most awe-
some servant of all. The machine that made the space age possible. The ma-
chine that remembers and measures and files and projects with incredible
speed. [Cut to a shot of a Polaris missile being launched.] it would take eight
men four hours to work out all the computations that make this possible. The
computer does it in two minutes.

We are further informed that such dramatic advances in information
processing have spurred the elimination of huge numbers of clerical
jobs. A union official informs us that unemployment among office work-
ers has jumped from 2.8 percent to 5 percent. Itis further estimated that
each new IBM 727 computer replaces 140 workers. The camera then
cuts to a shot of dozens of women working at clerical tasks in a large
office as the narrator informs us:
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At Mutual of Omaha [insurance], computers are replacing this department,
but none of these girls will be laid off. They’ll simply be moved. Relatively few
of the girls who work in offices depend on their clerical incomes for a liveli-
hood, and the turnover is high, permitting employers to absorb girls through
attrition. The office clerk replaced by automation isn’t fired, but the job that
was there isn’t anymore.

This reassuring description of computerization goes unchallenged, as
does the underlying assumption that “girls” only work for pleasure or
pin money until they start a family. But when they are tied to earlier
comments from the unemployed female meat packer and the official
from the clerical union, one is left wondering why office workers would
unionize and why the unemployment rate would be rising if office “girls”
are being “absorbed” by attrition.

The documentary elides this contradiction and turns to Thomas ]J.
Watson, head of IBM, who says computerization is eliminating dan-
gerous and repetitive jobs, thereby upgrading workers in the United
States and ultimately all over the world. Like Labor Secretary Goldberg,
he says the transition to an automated society must be a humane one and
that care must be taken to help retrain those who have been displaced.
But he scotches a suggestion that the benefits of automation might be
spread equitably by shortening the workday or workweek. Here again,
the global situation influences corporate decision making. “In view of
the competition that we have with the Soviet Union,” Watson says, “we
can’t afford to have 7 percent of our workforce unemployed, nor can we
afford to absorb this 7 percent by . . . shortening the workday or the
workweek. . . . T think this would be a very frivolous thing for us to
undertake.” Watson seems to believe that automation should not encour-
age the tilt toward a leisure society but should be used instead to enhance
America’s ability to respond to the Soviet challenge.

Apparently, many workers do not share that view. A union official
says his members are willing to work as much as needed to keep the
United States strong in the face of global Communism, but “when more
than five million wage earners are denied the opportunity to work, we
can’t just talk about the challenge in the world and have that as the sub-
stitute to the answer to their problem.”

What is remarkable about this exchange, and the documentary in gen-
eral, is the way in which the filmed evidence destabilizes middle-class
assumptions of pluralism, progress, and science. Both the union officials
and the laid-off workers who appear throughout the program repeat-
edly argue that the application of new technology is benefiting the few at
the expense of the many. They openly challenge common notions of
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progress and argue that their interests are not being represented. Both
Watson and the Ford official seek to temper these complaints by refer-
ence to the Communist challenge, but the documentation of laid-off
workers and wasted lives resists such easy closure.

Almost in desperation, the documentary returns to Labor Secretary
Goldberg for a final comment, and he remarks that the long-term solu-
tion to the problem lies with education. He advises families to “make
every sacrifice that [they] can make in order to keep people in school.”
This concluding advice offers a classic liberal solution to dislocations
generated by larger social forces. Goldberg treats the outcomes of auto-
mation as part of an inevitable process, as if it were beyond human con-
trol, almost like the weather. He directs attention away from the arena of
class conflict and celebrates the virtues of personal improvement and
public education. He valorizes higher learning and scientific progress
while denying class antagonism. Finally, he imposes the burden of re-
sponsibility squarely on the shoulders of the individual. It is an uneasy
mediation of the tensions generated by the text, but one that fits securely
within the ideological framework of New Frontier documentary. Imbal-
ances in economic well-being were not to be seen as the product of class
antagonisms but rather as localized kinks in an otherwise rational sys-
tem. Technology appears as neutral rather than as the application of
resources in the interests of particular groups. The best route to reform
is through the adjustment and integration of the dysfunctional elements,
not through substantive change in the relations of power. Like the docu-
mentaries of the middle ground, this conclusion positions localized
problems within the context of the historical project of the New Fron-
tier. It offers an abstract framework with which to understand the narra-
tive of progress and with which to understand the discontinuities of the
system. Nevertheless, this process of abstraction only tenuously resolves
the class antagonisms exacerbated by technological innovation.

Anxieties about modern technology emerge in other network docu-
mentaries of this period as well. Rachel Carson’s best-selling book Silent
Spring spawned a CBS documentary of the same name and a follow-up
program featuring results of a special presidential investigation of the
pesticide problem.* Here we see the dystopian underside of science that
raises questions about the “progress” being made in agriculture. In a
similar vein, Bell and Howell Close-Up! took on the issue of air pollution
with “The Silent Killer” and the problem of endangered species with
“The Irreplaceables.”™ Both networks also zeroed in on the problems of
water pollution and drought, with CBS’s “The Water Famine” and
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public debate. Unlike the preceding decade, the Cold War no longer
provided a justification for stifling social criticism and silencing expres-
sions of discontent. On the contrary, the documentaries of the early
1960s suggested that criticism, activism, and reform were all necessary if
America was to address its pressing social problems and maintain a posi-
tion of global leadership. *

Poverty and Race

The disruptive potential of such self-critical analysis was perhaps at no
time more apparent than the day after Thanksgiving in 1960, when CBS
Reports broadcast “Harvest of Shame.”? The documentary is famous for
the ways in which it details the wretched employment and living condi-
tions of agricultural field-workers, those who gather the bounty for the
Thanksgiving table. The program charts their seasonal migration as
they search for work, trapped in a cycle of employer exploitation. It is
they who provide the necessary toil to make cheap produce available in
the American supermarket. Early in the program, their plight is explic-
itly rendered in both words and images as a train rumbles across the
screen and reporter Edward R. Murrow intones:

The vegetables the migrants picked yesterday move north swiftly on rails. [Cut
to a shot of a refrigerator truck.] Produce en route to the tables of America is
refrigerated and carefully packed to prevent bruising. [Cut to a catte truck.]
Cattle carried to market by federal regulation must be watered, fed, and
rested for five hours every twenty-five hours. [Cut to a shot from behind a
canvas-covered stake truck packed with migrants.] People—men, women, and
children—are carried to the fields of the north in journeys as long as four days
and three nights. [Cut to migrants riding in a crowded bus.] They often ride
ten hours without stopping for food or facilities.

This blend of spoken commentary and visual imagery represents the
migrants as commodified labor par excellence. They are packed and
shipped with little regard for their personal needs or human dignity. In
interviews with migrant families we learn that many grew up working as
field hands from a very young age and few believe they will ever be able
to break out of the cycle of poverty. They are productive members of the
workforce. They aspire to settle down, to own a home, to find a steady
job. Yet they are denied access to the American dream.

Unlike foreign policy documentaries, this program does not present
the viewer with the prospect of Communist subversion, although it does
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portray victims of exploitation. These are not renegades or rebels; they
are the people who have slipped through the cracks in an otherwise ra-
tional system. Solidly within the tradition of muckraking American jour-
nalism, the program depicts these migrants as victims of big business.
They have no protection against those who wield tremendous power in
the farming and food-processing industries. Correspondent Edward R.
Murrow argues that their “best hope” lies in the education of their chil-
dren. But we learn it is impossible to keep migrant children in school
when the families depend on their labor. Moreover, it is difficult to de-
liver services to these transients as they constantly cross state boundaries
and local jurisdictions in search of work. The answer, Murrow argues, 1s
national legislation to guarantee better education, housing, health care,
and work benefits for migrants. We are told, however, that powerful
agribusiness interests have conspired to lobby against such reform.

In closing, Murrow directly addresses the audience wielding a bound
volume of recommendations made by a presidential committee on the
migrant labor problem. He warns, however, that even these expert rec-
ommendations have an uncertain future in the face of powerful opposi-
tion from the agribusiness lobby: “In fact a hundred and fifty different
attempts have been made in Congress to do something about the plight
of the migrants. All but one has failed. The migrants have no lobby.
Only an enlightened, aroused, and perhaps angered public opinion can
do anything about the migrants.” Implicit in Murrow’s reasoning is the
notion that the Free World is distinguished by pluralist democracy and
operates as a system of checks and balances. Without unions, there is no
check on employers. Without an electoral process, there is no check on
the power of elites. Without education, there are no safeguards against
predatory labor practices. The documentary does not argue for a social-
ist command economy; rather, it proposes that balance needs to be re-
stored to the system and that balance ultimately rests with the voice of
the people. Thus, even though the documentary presents some of the
ugliest images of exploitation ever broadcast on prime-time television, it
also proposes a solution that valorizes the quintessential difference be-
tween East and West: the power of public opinion.

At the same time, however, the documentary suggests contradictory
meanings as well. For example, expertise has been frustrated in its re-
form efforts by the political influence of agribusiness. Thus the limita-
tions of expertise become only too apparent. Furthermore, it raises
questions about American myths of community and equality, for the
program provides persuasive evidence that the power of the plutocrats
(as well as the plenitude enjoyed by the American middle class) relies on
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the exploitation of impoverished field-workers. Not everyone is equal in
America. Indeed, this implication was considered so disturbing that
when Murrow joined the Kennedy administration as head of the USIA
shortly after the broadcast of “Harvest of Shame,” he tried to block in-
ternational distribution of the program, arguing that audiences overseas
could not appreciate the fuller context of his criticisms and that the pro-
gram might be used as propaganda against the United States. Although
Murrow later backed down when confronted with charges of govern-
ment censorship, his concern reflects the irony that the very television
genre that was intended to promote the national interest abroad could
also undermine it as well.” Neither Murrow nor his colleagues at CBS
were politically radical, and yet the methodology of their profession
pressed them to wrestle with the discontinuities of the American system.
No doubt they would justify their journalistic efforts by pointing to the
American public’s right to know, and yet Murrow, as head of the USIA,
would later deny that same right to other citizens of the Free World.

Documentaries about race relations raised similar problems for the
New Frontier. When Kennedy took office, race issues offered him the
opportunity to make a decisive change in government policy after years
of presidential indifference. Kennedy failed to take up the challenge,
however, preferring instead to focus on international issues during his
first two years in office. Indeed, foreign policy concerns led the adminis-
tration to make behind-the-scenes attempts to temper the rising tide of
civil rights protests.” Yet race issues were not so easily contained, and
black leaders, such as James Farmer of the Congress on Racial Equality
(CORE), used the administration’s global focus as leverage in their fight
for justice. Farmer explained: “We planned the Freedom Rides with the
specific intention of creating a crisis. We were counting on the bigots of
the South to do our work for us. We figured that the government would
have to respond if we created a situation that was headline news all over
the world, and that affected the nation’s image abroad.”*

This relationship between civil rights and superpower struggle is
picked up in many network documentaries about race relations. For ex-
ample, ABC’s award-winning “Walk in My Shoes” opens with a black
orator passionately addressing an enthusiastic audience assembled on a
city street corner.' “This is no Communist speaking. This is an angry
black man speaking. The twenty million black men of America are an-
gry! America won’t have to worry about Communism. It'll have to worry
about the restless black peril here in America.” Although the speaker
distinguishes black unrest from Communist unrest, the comparison of
the two recalls the documentaries of the middle ground in which civil
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tary. A visit to the suburbs and interviews with black families show that
some are making it up the economic ladder. Still, these “successful Ne-
groes” complain that prejudice against them persists, that integration
remains a cruel joke for most blacks. This point is then driven home at
the Hungry I comedy club where Dick Gregory tells a white audience,
“Ya heard what Bobby Kennedy said? He said that thirty years from now
a Negro can become President. So treat me right, or I'll get in there and
raise taxes on ya.” Amid uproarious laughter, he continues, “I mean,
don’t get me wrong. I wouldn’t mind paying my income tax if I knew it
was goin’ to a friendly country.” Such bitter expressions of disen-
franchisement have, according to the documentary, engendered a split
among African Americans between older, more moderate leaders and
younger activists. The young wish to challenge white power directly,
whereas older blacks plead for more time to allow legal reforms to bring
about integration.

Even those who have played a central role in the legal struggle are
growing impatient, however. We learn that black leaders such as
NAACP attorney Percy Sutton have begun to argue the case for direct
action, and Sutton himself has joined the Freedom Rides. Framed in
close-up and speaking dramatically in a rich, melodic baritone, he re-
counts in detail his ride from Atlanta to Montgomery, a ride that con-
jured up a tapestry of memories from his earlier life growing up in the
South. During this journey, Sutton remembered the petty injuries in-
flicted daily by racial prejudice. Thus, as he approached Montgomery—
where only a couple of days before, Freedom Riders had been beaten by
an angry white mob—Sutton’s memories began to overwhelm him.
When the bus stopped at the depot, he started to stand, he says, but his
legs wouldn’t hold him. In a hushed stage voice, he leans toward the
camera and slowly, dramatically explains, “This was fear!” Then, leaning
back in his chair, Sutton’s cadence quickens:

Now fear from what? Fear from riding into the bus station? No! Fear com-
pounded from Percy Sutton who couldn’t go to the white playground as a kid.
Percy Sutton who was put off a train as an [air force] officer, a captain, in
Texarkana, in 1945, when he returned from fighting a war for his country.
These were fears that come up from over the years. And what have they done
to Percy Sutton? They stilled his legs as effectively as if a nerve had been sat
upon. And they were cold, and I had to massage my legs to get up and get off
the bus. And this was fear. Fear that no one else would experience except a
Negro, fear from conditioning, and it’s a cruel sort of fear.

Sutton’s account of that moment conveys not only the complex emotions
at work but also the profound change taking place in black politics. This
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Certainly, this logic has permeated American television throughout its
history. What makes the documentaries of the early sixties so distinctive,
however, is that the same forces that imposed limitations in this case
created openings as well. That is, those very interests that sought to con-
tain and control representations of “racial unrest” also produced the
conditions that brought angry black critiques of American racism to a
prime-time national audience for the very first time. Although there is
no doubt that documentaries generally tried to position such criticisms
within the realm of dominant discourse, these programs also became
sites for testing the boundaries and logic of that discourse. They became
sites for probing different ways of understanding the world. Network
documentarists were given a mandate to explore the most pressing prob-
lems of their time, and many of them took that mandate quite seriously.
As a result, they often found themselves challenged by the documenta-
tion that they gathered. As with documentaries discussed earlier in this
chapter, “Walk in My Shoes” is an unstable and ultimately troubling text.
Its efforts at ideological containment are repeatedly undermined at both
a visual and a discursive level.

All of the documentaries discussed in this chapter pose problems and
frame issues within the overarching context of the Cold War. Is the na-
tion physically fit to take on its determined foe? Can we compete in space
exploration? Are the fruits of our labors distributed in a manner that
will seem equitable to others? Can we resolve the race issue, or will it
continue to undermine the legitimacy of our role as leader of the Free
World? Thus each investigation takes the Cold War as its point of depar-
ture and its point of reference. These programs therefore conform to
the New Frontier agenda by urging systematic reforms that will
strengthen the United States internally as well as externally. These insti-
tutional documentaries therefore register the larger economic and polit-
ical interests of the era. Yet at the same time, they often elaborate their
arguments in unanticipated ways. The reform impetus often pushes the
programs beyond the Cold War framework. The empirical documenta-
tion introduces unintended and excessive meanings. And the journalis-
tic heritage of the genre invites competing voices to speak in ways that
prime-time television had never before experienced. Consequently, the
institutional context of network documentary created opportunities as
well as constraints. It helped to open the door to a form of self-critical
analysis that tempered and sometimes even undermined the Cold War
assumptions that dominated this era.



Chapter Seven

Programs with Sales
Potential

Although the first three chapters of this book portrayed documentary’s
“golden age” as largely a response to converging social, economic, and
political forces, subsequent chapters have shown ways in which institu-
tional, journalistic, and textual logics mediated this response. Historian
Erik Barnouw is therefore correct to say that the network documentaries
of this era bore the stamp of the military-industrial complex, but closer
analysis has also shown that the programs were more contradictory than
this comment might suggest. This chapter looks at two additional medi-
ating influences during this golden age: the commercial and narrative
logics of prime-time television. It explains how the pressures to popular-
ize the documentary genre led to the adoption of many of the storytell-
ing techniques of entertainment television. Producers hoped that these
conventions not only would enhance the ratings of the programs but
would naturalize the message as well. The outcomes, of course, were
more mixed. Nevertheless, by considering these conventions, we will get
a more subtle sense of the dynamic relationship between form and con-
tent in these New Frontier documentaries.

From the very beginning of the documentary boom, executives at all
three networks contended that the programs should be able to attract
commercial advertising. Indeed, in 1959 when Irving Gitlin took charge
of creative projects in the public affairs unit at CBS, top management
explicitly told him they were looking for new programs “with sales po-
tential.”* Television executives therefore must have been pleased when,
over the next few years, the proportion of commercially sponsored pub-
lic affairs programs rose from 46 to 54 percent.” Yet the growing num-
ber of sponsors was outpaced by the rapidly expanding number of
documentaries. This created intense competitive pressures as all three
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networks feverishly pursued the limited number of advertisers who were
interested in sponsoring prime-time documentaries. Sponsorship con-
cerns were perhaps most severe at ABC, which could ill afford to expand
its news and public affairs programming without generating revenues to
help defray the cost.

Therefore, ABC executives were delighted to announce in June 1960
that Bell and Howell, the camera and electronics manufacturer, had
signed on to sponsor the entire season of a new ABC documentary se-
ries.’ Yet the company’s interest in documentary was not strictly jour-
nalistic. As Charles Percy, Bell and Howell’s chairman of the board, put
it, “Our objective is to prove that the times in which we live can be just as
dramatic, just as exciting as those ‘colorful, heroic days of the West,’
which, according to historians, were anything but.” Thus Percy made it
clear from the outset that his corporation wanted to sponsor documen-
taries that would compete with entertainment shows for audience atten-
tion. During a promotional preview of what came to be known as the Bell
and Howell Close-Up! series, ABC president Oliver Treyz characterized
the sponsor’s ambitions in the following manner:

What Charles Percy and his associates said to us, in effect, was: Give us mean-
ingful shows about important issues. Give us the background so that the prob-
lems can be seen in a time perspective of national and international events.
But give us programs with compelling visual excitement, with drama, even
with the passion of human emotions . . . and that is why [these shows] will all
be seen on week days in prime viewing time.

We hope, we anticipate that they will be able to meet and compete with
sheer entertainment shows on the level of audience appeal and will be seen by
many more millions than customarily view so-called educational programs. . . .
Close-Up will give the big picture, but more than that, it will zoom in for reveal-
ing intimate glimpses that highlight the true human drama.’

Throughout the summer and into the fall, Bell and Howell kept close
track of the series’ development. At one point it even interceded in net-
work promotion plans for the second documentary of the season, a re-
port on Haiti called “Caribbean Dilemma.” Bell and Howell executives
were reportedly troubled by a draft of the press release for the program.
One ABC executive who met with the sponsor telexed network head-
quarters with the following assessment:

Client feels [the press release] is fine, but it doesn’t go far enough, and is really
in the nature of describing a documentary. We, of course, recognize this is a
documentary, but they want it to be exploited. Not only in the documentary
vein, but as a provocative spectacular. Consensus suggests ideas developing—
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Communist Foothold Western Hemisphere—America’s Soft Underbelly—
Castro’s and Khrushchev’s Delight—Beach-head to Tyranny, etc.®

Clearly, this telex suggests that the sponsor envisioned a program that
would be promoted much the same as Hollywood feature films about
World War II. Even after the program was repackaged as “Paradise in
Chains,” the sponsor still expressed reservations about the final product,
however. In a letter to ABC headquarters, Bell and Howell’s senior vice
president Peter G. Peterson complained that the visual dimension of the
program “did not have this illusory but important thing called excite-
ment.” Peterson continued: “You will also remember our extended con-
versations about the fundamental need for new and we hoped highly
visual (rather than the traditional abstract) approaches to public service
shows. We felt that too many of these shows in the past might be charac-
terized as newsmanship without showmanship.”

In response to Peterson’s letter, John Daly, then head of ABC’s news
operation, rejected the notion that his department would gear its docu-
mentary productions toward “showmanship.” Nevertheless, network
pressure to find a documentary formula with mass appeal was unmistak-
able.* Within a matter of weeks Daly was forced out by top ABC execu-
tives, and shortly thereafter the news division broadcast one of the most
visual and passionate documentaries of the early sixties, “Yanki No!, a
program produced by independent filmmaker Robert Drew.® Further-
more, ABC’s own documentarists went on to produce many of the most
visually provocative public affairs programs of the early 1960s.

In some respects the situation at ABC News was exceptional. The net-
work appeared willing to cater to the needs of Bell and Howell because it
desperately needed the income to defray the costs of its rapid expansion.
Moreover, the Close-Up sponsor, as a manufacturer of amateur and pro-
fessional motion picture equipment, had a vested interest in the visual
aspects of the documentaries.' Finally, ABC’s news division was not then
inhabited by a staff of prestigious, well-paid journalists who had the in-
stitutional clout to resist the interventions of a commercial sponsor. De-
spite ABC’s exceptional circumstances, however, the other networks
found themselves confronting similar concerns, and none could ignore
the fact that entertainment values, popularity, and ratings were of grow-
ing interest to sponsors and network executives throughout the late
1950s and early 1960s. These pressures manifested themselves in the
very components of documentary highlighted by Bell and Howell execu-
tives: narrative and filmic representation. The resulting programs were
intended to do more than convey information. They were designed to
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attract audiences with dramatic stories and a seamless flow of visual
imagery.

Documentary as a Narrative Form

The documentary genre first appeared on television as a form of “se-
rious” journalism. During the early 1950s, most television news report-
ing was widely disparaged by media critics as a superficial headline
service, as little more than radio news bulletins, sometimes with pictures.
Documentary, on the other hand, afforded an opportunity for network
news workers to demonstrate the journalistic potential of their medium.
It allowed them to prove that television could offer more than a fistful of
headlines and a smattering of newsreel footage; it could be more than a
Camel Caravan of News. As described in chapter five, early network docu-
mentarists therefore embraced the standards of professional journalism
and sought to distance themselves not only from a heritage of newsreel
trivia but also from the cinematic tradition of documentary that included
advocacy and even propaganda films."

Yet some of the earliest attempts to fulfill this ambition seemed to
overcompensate. Not only did they lack the partisan passion of a film-
maker such as Joris Ivens, but they also were stylistically unimaginative.
Issues were framed in stilted rhetorical fashion; visuals were limited;
and interviews with experts tended to dominate the programs. Even
those who would later emerge as top producers tended to follow this
pattern. For example, NBC producer Fred Freed later recalled his early
experiences working alongside colleague Albert Wasserman: “[Wasser-
man] didn’t have the film sense that he later developed. He was very,
very much still—as was almost everybody at CBS—under the influence
of Fred Friendly and the radio approach; tell 'em what you’re going to
tell ’em; tell ’em; and then tell ’em what you've told ’em. And make ev-
erything perfectly clear every step of the way.”"?

As we shall see in this section, documentary producers moved away
from this style as narrative considerations became increasingly impor-
tant during the late fifties and early sixties. Although some of the pro-
grams were still rhetorically constructed, the most reputedly successful
producers were invoking narrative strategies to deal with public issues.
They were paying attention to plot and character and to the affective
response of the audience. “Anything I do I like to approach from a
narrative rather than an interpretive position,” commented NBC’s
Emmy-winning producer Reuven Frank. “Even great issues can be more
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successfully illuminated than expounded.”® That sentiment was echoed
at ABC, which put John Secondari in charge of its nascent documentary
unit. Secondari’s sensitivity to narrative concerns grew out of his experi-
ences writing scripts for “The Alcoa Hour” and “Playhouse 90.” Fur-
thermore, he came to ABC News with four novels to his credit, among
them a book that was turned into the popular Hollywood feature film
Three Coins in the Fountain.'* Others at ABC shared Secondari’s disposition
as well. Producer Edgar Peterson, who was in charge of a special documen-
tary series about Winston Churchill during the war years, likened the
Churchill episodes to westerns with a hero, a villain, and a chase.”

Therefore, by 1960 a significant transition had taken place in the dis-
course of documentary professionalism. Network producers now
spoke of narrative forms as important tools for organizing information
and attracting the attention of audiences. These producers were not ar-
guing that issues naturally lent themselves to narrative structure, nor
were they arguing that events and relationships in the objective world
would emerge in narrative form on their own. Rather, they were propo-
sing that many of the conventions of fiction be applied to documentary
television. Although the implications for journalistic objectivity seemed
troublesome, the trend was unmistakable. As Fred Friendly, executive
producer of CBS Reports, put it, “We hope each show will be just like
reading through to the last page of a detective story to discover whether
the butler did it. You won’t know the outcome of any of our shows until
you see it.”"®

Such an approach to documentary indicated that producers were in-
creasingly reflecting on the affective impact on audiences. As Irving Git-
lin pointed out to his colleagues in 1955:

The proper way to view what we are doing is alone, or with one or two people,
seated at home, with maybe the coffee percolating in the kitchen and view it
through a somewhat badly focused screen, perhaps no larger than this (indi-
cating two feet), and then see what your effect is. . . . What this really adds up
to is the overwhelming importance of the element of intimacy and the element
of the personalized approach in TV.”

Gitlin contended that character and plot were key elements in this “per-
sonalized approach” to documentary. The CBS research department
confirmed this assessment two years later when it issued a major study of
thirty-two documentaries based on responses by twenty-five hundred
adults. The study found the respondents to be critical of most network
documentaries for a number of reasons: “too much [voice-over] narra-



182  Redeeming the Wasteland

tion, not enough action, not entertaining, no unity or simplicity (too
many scenes, characters, etc.), story gets under way slowly, too many
issues and statistics.” The programs that audiences found most satisfying
were programs with “a strong unifying central character, a definite set-
ting, and a strong unifying plot.”"®

This shifting assessment of the documentary not only reflected
commercial pressures, but it also reflected the growing influence of the
documentary producer as opposed to the network correspondent. Pro-
ducers-~who had overall responsibility for the finished program—tended
to emphasize storytelling, whereas correspondents paid closer attention
to issues.” This distinction is perhaps best understood by noting that
many of the top correspondents at the networks during the early 1960s
had matured professionally during World War I1. They entered the pro-
fession at a time when “great issues” commanded audience attention al-
most regardless of a news program’s structure or style. During World
War II, the progress of battle campaigns and political developments cre-
ated larger narrative frameworks into which the accounts of correspond-
ents were positioned. This is not to say that radio war correspondents
did not pay attention to stylistic considerations, but issues and events
were their first consideration while the dramatic component was often
provided by extratextual elements. In contrast, by the late 1950s docu-
mentary producers often felt the need to convey or even create a sense
of urgency. For example, CBS’s Shad Northshield saw this element as
crucial: “In a television documentary the most important thing you have
to do is induce an emotional response in a viewer. You have to make an
emotional penetration first. Having done that, having gotten inside the
viewer, then you give him the information. When you’ve done both
things, you’ve communicated.” It is remarkable how much this com-
ment sounds like the patter one would hear from Madison Avenue or
the Hollywood hills during this period. Given the tremendous influence
these two communities wielded within the television industry, it is not
surprising that as documentaries shifted to prime time, the producers
saw themselves competing for the attention of audiences with narrative
techniques developed by advertisers and feature film makers.

For example, when executive producer Irving Gitlin and his NBC
White Paper unit set out to do a documentary about welfare, they focused
first on the story. “In doing shows of this sort,” noted Gitlin, “you must
start out, I believe, with a human center-—an individual or group of
individuals through whom you can tell a story.”? Thus Gitlin and his
colleagues turned to a small city in upstate New York where City Man-
ager Joseph M. Mitchell had been receiving a tremendous amount of
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eras around Latin America and NBC was sending reporters behind re-
bel lines in Angola, CBS crews were showing up on location with several
station wagons full of gear. Not only was the 35mm camera heavier, but
it required a great deal more lighting. Therefore, as Thomas Whiteside
noted in a New Yorker profile, when a Friendly crew showed up, the film-
ing became an event in itself.

His business requires him to be accompanied by a tremendous clutter of
equipment—one or two thousand pounds of motion-picture cameras, extra
lenses, big lights and reflectors, power converters, great coils of cable, bulky
boxes of film, microphone hookups, and sound recording equipment. And he
must also be accompanied by the people who operate all these devices, at the
very least a cameraman, an assistant cameraman, a sound man, and an electri-
cian.*

Given such logistical complications, it would have been difficult for
Friendly to argue that his crews had filmed average people carrying on
their everyday activities. Instead, what unfolded before the camera was a
highly choreographed event. Yet Friendly said he was willing to sacrifice
impromptu activity for high-quality sound and photography.® Accord-
ing to him, the documentary image, like the Hollywood feature film, had
to be free of blemishes and full of detail.*

The details Friendly most avidly pursued were those of character. He
looked for people with strong convictions who would not wilt under the
pressures of filming. If he could not find someone who came across pow-
erfully on camera, Friendly was known to drop a project.” Thus
Friendly’s selection process excluded significant subjects and issues be-
cause of the technical and narrative considerations that he associated
with Hollywood quality. Friendly aspired to more than objectivity; he
aspired to the dramatic representation of character within a narrative
framework, and he was willing to make journalistic compromises in or-
der to achieve this goal.

Interviews on CBS Reports were known for “crispness and pace,” de-
spite the fact that CBS documentary crews had one of the highest shoot-
ing ratios in the business. Friendly’s staff would winnow through endless
hours of exposed film in order to select the most salient and dramatic
elements of each interview. Therefore the drama in these programs did
not simply result from the camera’s ability to record controversy in ev-
eryday life. Rather, these programs are marked by a number of film-
making strategies that sought to heighten the effect of a character’s
statements. Friendly would generate dramatic tension through the edit-
ing process by juxtaposing animated interview subjects from opposing
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sides of a controversial issue.”® Yet what made Friendly’s work partic-
ularly compelling was the manner in which he heightened the dramatic
impact of his characters and their concerns by the way he framed the
interviews. As Thomas Whiteside noted:

In the flesh, a man’s face is, after all, only part of him, but in a close-up it
becomes, suddenly, all of him. Every facial movement or gesture is heightened
in effect, and every accompanying vocal inflection is correspondingly stressed,
with the result that the whole personality of the man is peculiarly concentrated
and revealed. This ability of television to accentuate character gives Friendly
an opportunity to make his subjects, as he puts it, “larger than life,” and it is
into the job of encouraging this mysterious magnifying process that Friendly
flings the full force of his professional energy.?

Through this process of magnification, Friendly accentuated one of the
most important components of Hollywood narrative: character.*® Al-
though his filmmaking strategies were grossly inefficient, critics agreed
that Friendly could achieve striking dramatic effects through his ability
to project the image of a character locked in conflict. Therefore, unlike
the public affairs talk show in which issues are the focus and respondents
are framed at an equal and respectful distance, Friendly’s interviews
would intrude on personal space of the subject in search of physical ges-
tures and inflections that might heighten the drama of the program.*

It should also be pointed out, however, that Friendly and the CBS unit
were not unique in their use of such interview techniques. Like Friendly,
NBC’s Fred Freed employed similar strategies, and his assessment of
potential interview subjects was similarly couched in terms of drama.
Regarding nuclear scientist Robert Oppenheimer, Freed remembered
him as having “the finest command of language of anybody [he had]
ever interviewed. Not only were his sentences structured precisely, but
his delivery was as perfect as any actor [Freed had] ever known. He had
a quiet sense of drama.”

Indeed, Oppenheimer was the subject for what Freed recalled as the
most moving moment of any interview he had ever filmed. The program
was called “The Decision to Drop the Bomb,” and Freed had asked Op-
penheimer what it was like on July 16, 1945, when he witnessed the first
atomic explosion. Oppenheimer responded:

We knew the world would not be the same. Few people laughed. Few people
cried. Most people were silent. I remembered the line from the Hindu scrip-
ture, the Baghavad Gita: Vishnu is trying to persuade the prince that he
should do his duty, and, to impress him, takes on his mutilated form and says,
“Now I am become death, destroyer of the worlds.” I suppose we all thought
that one way or another.”
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According to Freed’s recollection of the interview:

At the moment he quoted what Vishnu had said, Dr. Oppenheimer reached
up and wiped a tear from his eye. And at the same moment, Joe Vadala [the
camera operator] had very smoothly zoomed in so that he was on a tight close-
up and he held it. That’s not something you can plan or direct. It was there
and Joe caught it. The perfect moment in a television interview.*

Like Friendly, Freed and his camera operator were both conscious of
the dramatic intent behind their framing of Oppenheimer’s response.
Such maneuvers were then considered unacceptable according to the
conventions of breaking news coverage or the public affairs talk show;
however, among documentarists such as Friendly and Freed it was con-
sidered the epitome of interview technique.®

Therefore, by the early 1960s documentary representations of impor-
tant social issues were significantly influenced by the storytelling conven-
tions of popular television, including considerations of plot, character,
pursuit of an affective response from audiences, and conscious competi-
tion with entertainment programming. Yet these were not the only con-
ventions that pointed to the growing influence of narrative television.
Documentary editing and camera techniques also developed according
to Hollywood conventions.

Documentary as Filmic Realism

Historically, the visual image has proven to be a crucial component of
the television news report. It is widely assumed by network news workers
that words and images should work together. The words of the reporter
attempt to organize the complex and conflicting meanings of everyday
life so as to create a unified, coherent narrative. Meanwhile, images are
used to corroborate the words and give viewers a sense of “being there,”
of watching events unfold before their very eyes. As Robert A. Hackett
has noted, “The film stands as the guarantor of the narrative’s validity.”*

Yet filmic images did more than simply provide a form of visual cor-
roboration during this “golden age” of documentary. They also sug-
gested that the stories that were being told were realist texts, that they
emerged naturally from a given social environment. As executive pro-
ducer Fred Friendly told one newspaper critic when announcing the
season premiere of CBS Reports, “We're going to use Thursday night at
10 for realism, for the world about us, for real people, real issues, real
controversy.”” Note that Friendly chose not to mention the ways in
which the documentarist creatively shaped the images that would be
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broadcast. Like his mentor, Edward R. Murrow, Friendly was fond of
characterizing documentary work as little more than holding up a mir-
ror to social reality.*

Thus the photographic image was not only an important form of evi-
dence in the documentaries of this period; it is also one of the means by
which these programs concealed their constructed nature. The visual
imagery in these documentaries invite the viewer to enter the world of
the narrative without being conscious of the author’s efforts to shape
that world.” There is an illusion of naturalness. Yet the filmic conven-
tions that make this illusion possible were anything but natural. During
the early years of television news, these conventions had to be learned by
news workers who in many cases had come from a print or radio back-
ground. In fact, during the early 1950s, when networks first experi-
mented with the documentary form, news workers were often criticized
for producing “illustrated radio shows.” The visual dimension of these
early programs paled in comparison with the realism of prime-time tele-
vision. By middecade, however, network news organizations were begin-
ning to make changes.

In 1955, ata workshop for network correspondents, CBS producers
stressed the importance of visual considerations. For example, one
producer reminded correspondents that most business and government
offices are indistinguishable on camera. He therefore encouraged re-
porters to lure their interview subjects out of the office and to position
them in a setting that was “natural” to the story. Quoting the producer:
“If you had [Prime Minister Pierre] Mendes-France in your [bureau]
office, it would be pretty hard to convince the American audience that it
was taking place in Paris. This is something extra. If we can prove by the
background that it is in California or Kansas City, it helps.” Added Jack
Bush, production manager of CBS newsfilm, “I do not think you have to
get too ‘circusey’ about it, but the thing is, you do create the illusion of
realism.”*

‘Toward the same end, correspondents were encouraged to keep the
technology of filmmaking concealed. For example, there was extended
discussion about microphone placement during interviews and the ways
in which a microphone in the frame detracted from the illusion of real-
ism. Lighting and image resolution also were discussed in relation to this
issue. Said Bush:

[1]f anything, the technical perfection of television news is the thing that will
create the illusion of realism. If you have a poor picture or a poor sound track,
you disturb that illusion. At lunch, we discussed the kind of drama we would
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like to put into news. Basically, that is creating the illusion of realism, of taking
you to the event, and we must maintain this quality to do that.*

As we can see, this illusion of realism was not achieved through some
objective or “natural” means of representation. Rather, it was an appeal
to a set of conventions that many news workers had to be taught. David
Yellin has argued that because most network news executives were from
a radio background during the 1950s, they deferred to Hollywood’s
“pretty-picture” approach to realism. Wrote Yellin: “[TThey were apt to
be fastidious about the proprieties of cinematography, timid about ex-
perimentation. They were not about to risk being criticized for allowing
fuzzy or shaky pictures on the air, for being unprofessional. These men
knew what they didn’t know and therefore took refuge in the conven-
tional.”*

The conventions of realism to which Yellin refers are those that David
Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, and Janet Staiger have so meticulously de-
tailed as the conventions of Hollywood style.* Following that style, net-
work news executives circulated memos that encouraged their staff to
observe the standard principles of framing and shooting that prevailed
in Hollywood cinema. In addition, the grammar of analytical editing was
considered fundamental. Accordingly, camera operators were encour-
aged to gather establishing shots and master shots for each scene, along
with a series of shots from different angles designed to break down
space within the master shot. Similarly, interviews were staged and
edited within the parameters of shot/reverse-shot construction. Holly-
wood conventions of framing also were adopted in order to facilitate
eyeline matching. And camera operators were reminded to use a tripod
whenever possible.*

Other practices were borrowed from the conventions of Hollywood
style as well. Images were filmed and arranged so as to deemphasize the
manipulation of time and space. Therefore editing conventions fostered
the notion that televised events unfolded in real time, that actions and
events had not been speeded up or slowed down. This convention was
invoked so consistently that, as Gaye Tuchman has observed, it came to
signify impartiality. “By seeming not to arrange time and space,” wrote
Tuchman, “news film claims to present facts, not interpretations. That is,
the web of facticity is embedded in a supposedly neutral . . . synchroniza-
tion of film with the rhythm of everyday life.”* I would add, however,
that these filmic images were not so much synchronized with the
rhythms of everyday life as they were with the rhythms of Hollywood
style. They are synchronized with a particular style of representing
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everyday life, and they achieve their “neutral” effect because this style is
so standardized. It is therefore the conventions of Hollywood realism that
confer the status of facticity on edited news film.

We should not be surprised that the documentaries of the early 1960s
mimicked Hollywood’s editing conventions, since network news execu-
tives filled the technically oriented production jobs with film workers
rather than news workers. In fact, the skill that seemed to distinguish
top-flight documentary producers was their ability as film editors.*” For
example, Albert Wasserman, one of NBC’s top documentarists, started
out as an educational filmmaker who produced a series of films for the
United Nations in the late 1940s, one of which won an Academy Award.
It was not until 1953 that Wasserman started working for the networks,
and thus his knowledge of filmmaking preceded his exposure to journal-
ism.® Nor was his background unique for a documentary producer dur-
ing the early 1960s. As Wasserman told one reporter for Variety, “What
we've found is that it often works out better for us to [hire] a talented
film worker instead of a reporter, because it is frequently easier to train
him in television documentary techniques.” Furthermore, it is interest-
ing that both Wasserman and Gitlin left NBC in the mid-1960s in order
set up their own production companies and pursue independent feature
film projects.*

Similarly, ABC’s Nicholas Webster, who moved back and forth be-
tween the worlds of feature film and documentary, used his storytelling
skills to produce several award-winning Close-Up! programs. Webster,
who grew up in Hollywood, began his career in the film lab on the MGM
lot.* He joined ABC in 1961 in order to work on a first-person explora-
tion of racism through the eyes of a young black man. An Emmy nomi-
nee in 1962, “Walk in My Shoes” was heavily promoted by ABC and has
been singled out as one of the best documentaries of this period.* In
fact, the wide recognition Webster received for his documentary work
made it difficult for him to return to feature films, since many perceived
him as having an established reputation as a documentarist.**

Meanwhile at CBS, the director of operations for the Reports series was
Palmer Williams, who spent the 1940s in Hollywood working on both
feature films and government war propaganda. Under the direction of
Frank Capra, Williams worked on the production staff of the Academy
Award—winning Why We Fight film series. In 1951 he joined CBS as the
production manager of See It Now, thus having a hand in formulating
the early film grammar of network documentary.*

Also at CBS was David Lowe, producer of the documentary classic
“Harvest of Shame.” Lowe’s eclectic background included most every-
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genre vulnerable to criticism from outsiders as well as network insiders.
Was the audience being offered facts or interpretations? Was it being
asked to identify emotionally with characters or to work rationally
through the issues? Such questions were always in the air. Consequently,
news workers were easily subject to criticism, especially when they took a
strong stand on a contentious domestic topic. Such programs were sure
to draw careful scrutiny from many knowledgeable individuals and in-
terest groups. The Catholic Church, the Republican Party, and the
American Medical Association are only a few of the many groups that
lodged complaints. Foreign policy documentaries, on the other hand,
were less likely to invite such passionate criticism. As mentioned in chap-
ter 5, neither foreigners nor Communists were considered legitimate
critics in the eyes of the Federal Communications Commission and
therefore had little leverage in their complaints to the networks. Fur-
thermore, few “legitimate” viewers were likely to be discerning enough
to challenge documentary representations of complex issues in foreign
countries. Such factors may help to explain further the popularity of
foreign policy topics with network documentarists during this period.
The topics were not only of key concern to political and corporate
leaders, but they were also less likely to invite informed opposition.

Yet these same factors presented distinctive problems of their own.
For example, because audiences knew so little about foreign affairs, it
was more difficult to connect the concerns of people in other countries
to the everyday interests of viewers in the United States. And given the
commercial pressures to attract sponsors and draw large audiences, doc-
umentarists were challenged to produce programs about foreign affairs
that were as compelling as prime-time entertainment fare. Secondly, the
audiences’ lack of familiarity with these issues made it difficult to cover a
subject adequately within the space of an hour. Consequently, network
documentarists employed many of the storytelling strategies discussed in
this chapter both to attract audience attention and to convey information
effectively.

One of these techniques was to structure information around a tight
narrative conflict. Thus documentaries about Brazil and Angola dis-
cussed in chapter 4 took very complicated information and deployed it
within a very tight narrative structure that revolved around the struggle
between East and West. Similarly, Khrushchev’s rise to power during the
post-Stalin era was explained largely as a power struggle between key
characters. In each of these cases, the program is structured from the
outset as a struggle between sharply defined competing forces. And
these groups or individuals contend for dramatically high stakes. In
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most all situations, these narratives are life-and-death struggles for
power and control. Moreover, these documentaries repeatedly suggest
that the fate of the Free World hangs in the balance.

Another strategy aimed at sustaining audience interest was to anchor
issues to particular personalities with whom the viewer might identify.
Accordingly, the documentary about Brazil begins as the story of Presi-
dent Quadros, the “white knight” of reform politics who steps down in
the face of staunch resistance from conservative factions. His personal
story is emblematic of the struggle for modernization and reform in Bra-
zil. Dressed in a business suit, he is likened to the middle-class viewer in
the United States and contrasted with the bearded revolutionary Fidel
Castro. Quadros therefore becomes a point of identification for the in-
tended audience. Interestingly, however, these techniques were not ex-
clusively reserved for public figures who represented a sympathetic
political position. For example, Josira Verabizi was made emblematic of
the Italian Communist, and the Manzanilla family represented the ar-
duous conditions in a Caracas slum. Because network documentarists
sought to personalize abstract issues and foreign cultures, they often
presented sympathetic portraits of characters with oppositional or alter-
native politics. To know about Verabizi’s personal history and her every-
day concerns is to know why she would be attracted to the Communist
Party in Italy. To understand the Manzanilla family’s fate is to know why
Castro’s popularity is growing throughout Latin America. Finally, char-
acter construction was used to embody the abstract threat of monolithic
Communism. To witness Castro, the messianic antihero, whipping his
adoring audience into a political frenzy is to observe the Red threat at
work. Similarly, one could come to understand the nature of Soviet for-
eign policy by watching a narrative about Nikita Khrushchev’s struggle
for power after the death of Stalin.

These storytelling techniques were further enhanced by a form of
filmic realism drawn from the Hollywood tradition. In an attempt to
mimic the visual style of entertainment film and television, these docu-
mentaries adopted the same shooting and editing style. Emphasis was
placed on the production of a seamless flow of images that would em-
phasize the major story components and obscure the traces of inter-
pretation and representation. Viewers were encouraged to pay attention
to the story and suspend their critical distance. Attention was drawn
away from the act of narrative construction and focused on the story
itself. These programs did not say, “This is one point of view.” Rather,
they suggested that they were natural representations of people, places,
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and events. It was implied that the stories told themselves and that the
documentarist merely recorded what was going on “out there.”

Although these techniques were at work in all documentaries of this
period, their impact may have been greatest with the foreign policy pro-
grams. Primarily this was due to most viewers’ lack of experience with
other countries. As a result, the realist narratives presented in these pro-
grams could not be measured against the viewer’s everyday experience.
Agenda-setting research has shown that news reports that have the
greatest effect on public opinion are those that deal with issues that are
least familiar to the audience.” Reports on inflation can, for example, be
weighed against the viewer’s own experiences, but this is less commonly
the case with foreign policy reporting. Therefore televised accounts of a
distant civil war achieve a peculiar power given the fact that television
creates the illusion that one is seeing and experiencing the conflict first-
hand. That illusion is more than visual, however; it is the product of a
carefully integrated package of sound, image, and narration that, like
Hollywood fiction, encourages the viewer to suspend disbelief and be-
come absorbed in the story. A similar observation could be made about
the foreign policy documentaries of the early sixties. The persuasiveness
of their analysis was no doubt significantly enhanced by stylistic tech-
niques that encouraged viewers to temper their critical stance.

Furthermore, the storytelling techniques of the foreign policy docu-
mentary were probably influential with audiences because the narrative
logic dovetailed with Cold War dichotomies that were widely circulated
in the culture at large. As a result, the struggle between East and West in
these programs was a narrative mechanism that reinforced the analytical
categories promoted by New Frontier discourse. These categories were
spoken of with a dramatic flourish by heroic young leaders who labored
feverishly against a powerful Communist foe. Thus the “mortal danger”
and the “historic challenge” to which the administration so often re-
ferred were brought to the screen in similarly dramatic form in network
documentary. Even though, for example, the most pressing concerns of
Brazilians may have been economic and political reform, the structuring
narrative of “Brazil: The Rude Awakening” revolved around super-
power struggle. The Manichaean abstractions that have played such an
influential role in U.S. foreign policy were therefore augmented by the
narrative strategies of the television documentary.

On the other hand, it must also be remembered that these conventions
did not entirely have a one-sided effect. They did not simply and instru-
mentally reinforce dominant ideology. In fact, we have seen that on
numerous occasions they invited viewers to identify with alternative or
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oppositional characters. Josira Verabizi, the prototypical Italian Com-
munist, is an entirely sympathetic character. Exploited by a medieval
land tenure system, she spent much of her life toiling at low wages on
behalf of the rich and powerful few. Her embrace of the Communist
Party is therefore poignant, if not seemingly logical. Similarly, the docu-
mentary about automation invites the audience to identify with dis-
placed workers from the very outset. The meat-packing employee who
lost his job at the age of fifty reminds the viewer of the precarious nature
of middle-class prosperity. Neither computer executives nor govern-
ment officials become similar objects of audience identification within
this documentary. Some critics have argued, of course, that such mo-
ments of identification merely invite a sympathetic reaction for victims
of exploitation.*® Consequently, the viewers experience the scene from a
position of superiority that actually associates them more closely with the
expert or the official spokesperson. Although this may be true, two
countervailing tendencies must be taken into account. First, the “victims”
in the documentaries of the early sixties were not entirely passive. The
young black protagonist in “Walk in My Shoes” is constructed as a repre-
sentative of many African Americans who, frustrated by legal attempts
to achieve equality, are now poised for more confrontational actions.
Similarly, the Cuban fisher in “Yanki No!” invites our sympathy, but
more tellingly he reminds the viewer of the surging popular movements
throughout Latin America. Second, in those instances in which viewer
sympathy is directed toward a relatively passive victim of exploitation,
such as the field-workers in “Harvest of Shame,” one still must wrestle
with the contradictions of the Free World. Although the viewers may not
identify with the characters in the documentary, they still must reconcile
assumptions about free enterprise with a personalized representation of
naked exploitation. :

Such ambiguities were common in network documentaries through
this period. Despite diligent efforts by network producers to promote
the genre’s popularity and to conceal the traces of interpretation, docu-
mentary still remained the most contested form of programming in net-
work prime time. Although many originally hoped that the programs
would promote consensus, in practice they proved far more unwieldy,
owing in large part to the diverse and relatively autonomous forces that
shaped the golden age of documentary.



Chapter Eight

The Overdetermined Text:
“Panama: Danger Zone”

As pointed out in the introduction, the concepts of hegemony and over-
determination are central to my analysis of television during the New
Frontier era. They help us not only to understand the emergence of
television documentary’s golden age but to analyze the programs them-
selves. Rather than simply reflecting other social forces, these documen-
taries have been examined as an important site for the production of
societal consensus. My analysis suggests that although cultural forms
register changes in society, they also help to produce connections between
diverse groups and social practices and to mediate tensions and contra-
dictions as well. Thus one cannot adequately assess these programs with-
out trying to understand how the texts are articulated to various economic
tendencies, political agendas, and institutional logics. These linkages are
in no way inevitable, nor do they always operate the same way. Rather, as
Stuart Hall argues, power in modern society is exercised through the
“not necessary” articulation of practices.' That is, the multiple forces at
work during any given moment operate according to specific tendencies
and logics, but the connections between practices are in no way predict-
able. Particular groups may achieve power only as the result of intensive
effort to bring disparate tendencies into line. Such an approach offers a
structured analysis while also emphasizing the contingency of articula-
tions and the dynamic, contested nature of historical processes. It ex-
plains the convergence of societal forces while noting discontinuities and
ruptures as well.

Accordingly, I have attempted throughout this book to analyze tele-
vision documentaries in relation to shifting economic, political, social,
and institutional forces. As such, we have moved back and forth be-
tween the examination of contextual forces and the analysis of texts
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that demonstrate these forces at work. We have also seen how the discur-
sive logic of these programs resonated with societal forces and helped to
circulate an ideology of New Frontier internationalism. Nevertheless,
the overdetermined nature of these documentaries still needs to be more
fully elaborated so as to highlight the complex relationships between
these texts and larger societal forces. This chapter explores the various
and sometimes conflicting tendencies at work in one particular program,
NBC’s “Panama: Danger Zone.” I have chosen this documentary not
because it is “representative” of the genre as a whole but because the
process of analyzing its discursive logic will allow us to pull together var-
ious strands of analysis elaborated in earlier chapters.

“Panama: Danger Zone” was produced by Albert Wasserman under
the direction of NBC White Paper’s executive producer, Irving Gitlin.? It
focuses on the controversy over control of the Canal Zone, a conflict that
escalated in November 1959 to a violent clash between Panamanian
demonstrators and U.S. troops. The documentary crew visited Panama
as the first anniversary of the incident approached, hoping to explore
the factors feeding the conflict and wondering whether street clashes
would erupt again. Yet rather than focusing primarily on the issue of
Panamanian sovereignty, NBC network publicists promoted the pro-
gram as an examination of an “anti-American riot in Panama and its
meaning for U.S. policy toward all of Latin America.” This promotional
slant takes the local and the specific and elevates them to a level of ab-
straction that was of keen interest to New Frontier elites. In positioning
the program for the viewer, it suggests connections between the docu-
mentary and President Kennedy’s foreign policy agenda at the very mo-
ment that the new administration was taking office.

The press release also negotiates a complex set of boundary markers
regarding the relationship between U.S. viewers and other citizens of the
Free World. It first of all hails the audience as U.S. citizens, as distinct
from those who live south of the border, and it also folds Latin America
into a single generic category. In this way, the program constructs a uni-
fied national audience and sets out to explore the connections between
these U.S. viewers and their Free World neighbors to the south. Such an
approach clearly responds to criticisms of television that were raised by
business and political leaders in the post-Sputnik era. The program urges
audience awareness of foreign policy issues, particularly the problem of
civil unrest in other parts of the Free World. In this sense, it expands the
boundaries of public concern beyond the borders of the United States
and suggests a common destiny for all citizens of the Western Hemi-
sphere. Rather than focusing on specific issues in Panama, it elevates the
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conflict to a more abstract level of concern for the fortunes of the Free
World community.

Another process of abstraction is at work in the program’s address as
well. The audience invoked by this documentary is a mass audience that
spans the United States. The viewers do not physically gather in a single
space but are instead drawn together by NBC’s prime-time program-
ming, its promotion efforts, and its ratings services. NBC aspires to con-
struct a national audience for its programming owing to the logic of
networking, a practice specific to the television industry during this pe-
riod. Consequently, this documentary about U.S. policy in Latin Amer-
ica addresses a national audience not simply for political reasons but also
because of the institutional practices of television. The documentary
must fit into the logic of the evening schedule if the genre is to survive in
prime time. Thus two logics are at work here. One is a political logic that
constructs the audience as motivated by a set of concerns about the Free
World. The other is an institutional logic that resulted from the develop-
ment of the television industry during the 1950s as a national advertising
and entertainment medium. As we saw in chapter 1, the articulation of
these two levels was the product of a public debate over the uses of televi-
sion that gathered force around the time of the Sputnik launch. Al-
though one might say the focus of this documentary reflects elite
political concerns, we can see that the process of linking these concerns
to documentary content was mediated through political, institutional,
and discursive practices as well.

These parameters engender a documentary narrative that constructs
Panama as a site of struggle between the United States and monolithic
Communism. On the one hand, converging social, economic, and polit-
ical concerns of the post-Sputnik era necessitate a focus on the question
of superpower struggle. On the other hand, the institutional logic of
network television encourages the producers to create a documentary
with a dramatic conflict that might attract a national audience during
prime time. This narrative conflict is represented in an opening mon-
tage that begins with film footage of daily operations along the Panama
Canal. Images of high technology, rationality, and stability are fore-
grounded here as we listen to a tour guide describe the canal as the
“eighth wonder of the world.” Chet Huntley’s voice-over narration fur-
ther notes that little has changed along the canal in more than four dec-
ades of operation. This apparent equilibrium is then shattered by an edit
that juxtaposes footage of the canal with footage of a street riot that
broke out in Panama City one year earlier. As the visual imagery por-
trays chaotic violence and high emotion, Huntley’s narration coolly
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informs us that, unlike in the Canal Zone, things are changing rapidly in
Panama because of increasing protests against the U.S. presence. We see
an effigy of Uncle Sam weaving through the streets drawing jeers from
the crowd, while a huge poster of Fidel is portered about with great
enthusiasm. We also see pictures of a street confrontation between rock-
throwing demonstrators and heavily armed troops. Huntley says that
American officials fear that, as the first anniversary of this “riot” ap-
proaches, violence could break out again.

These contrasting images of the orderly operation of the canal and the
unruly nature of Panamanian politics are also juxtaposed with shots of a
local calypso band that bring the sequence to a close. Huntley explains
that the band is singing about last year’s riot, which quickly earned a
prominent place in Panamanian folklore. Perched on the steps of an
ancient ruin while singing to a calypso beat, the band—Ilike the street
demonstrators—seems to represent the antithesis of modern society.
These Panamanians spread the news of conflict through folkloric music,
while American viewers are informed by one of the most advanced me-
dia technologies of the era. In essence, the opening scene constructs a
narrative frame that features a clash between modern technocracy and
Third World “unrest.” It is as if North American policy and technology
have tamed the jungle but have failed to tame the darker side of Pan-
amanian society. And it is the darker side that is being exploited by the
forces of monolithic Communism.

This narrative logic structures the entire program, suggesting an in-
terpretation of the conflict that features many of the same tropes dis-
cussed in chapters 2, 4, and 6. Here the masses are protean, faceless, and
passionate. They are subject to infiltration by Communist insurgents,
and they show a proclivity toward mindless adoration of charismatic fig-
ures. The potential for violence is great, and this contrasts sharply with
the images of stability and rationality that characterize American efforts
in the Canal Zone.

Such notions of stability, expertise, and policy planning are the very
attributes that were ascribed to television’s documentary genre during
the early 1960s. Chet Huntley narrates with a seemingly dispassionate
tone and clearly associates himself with the journalistic tradition of ob-
Jectivity. Shots of Huntley throughout the program feature him seated
at a control console, dressed in a business suit, and speaking authori-
tatively into the camera. He assumes a seemingly neutral, omniscient
stance in relation to the filmed images and delivers information in brief,
declarative phrases that are almost devoid of adjectives. He makes no
reference to the possibility that documentation might have been col-












204  Redeeming the Wasteland

specific location, at a particular moment of crisis, with a tightly struc-
tured plotline. He presents a conflict, an enigma—will the riot lead to
revolution?—and a cast of characters: the American expatriate commu-
nity, the indigenous Panamanian society, and the global, monolithic
Communist threat.*

The documentary turns first to the expatriate community in the Canal
Zone, which is referred to as “a tiny slice of America on the ninth paral-
lel.” The program elaborates the character of this community by turning
first to historical footage of the construction and early operation of the
waterway. What emerges from this segment is a celebration of Yankee
technology. The documentary shows us how North American ingenuity
subdued the jungle and converted it to a resource of great strategic
value, not only to the United States but to all nations of the Free World.
Moreover, the canal is compared to a public utility, a nonprofit entity
serving the commercial needs of all peace-loving countries. It is por-
trayed as the product of North American ingenuity, rather than as an
early chapter in the expansion of Yankee imperial power.

The program cautions, however, that Panamanians have a different
story to tell about the canal. They talk of discrimination against Panama-
nians who worked on the canal, arguing that white Americans were paid
much higher wages than their local counterparts. Furthermore, the Pan-
amanians contend that the United States receives most of the benefits
from the canal’s operation. And they claim that the canal treaty was
never intended to grant the United States sovereignty over the Canal
Zone. The Panamanian perspective is offered not because the program
endorses it but because of the journalistic and narrative conventions at
work in the text. As journalists, the producers of the program are com-
pelled to present empirical documentation of “the other side.” More-
over, the narrative logic of the program requires the construction of a
threatening opponent with clear motivations. These conventions are in-
tended to enhance the strength of the program’s argument, but they also
engender textual excesses that open the door to alternative readings of
the program. That is, despite the producer’s attempt to contain the Pan-
amanian perspective within a framework that legitimizes a U.S. presence
in the Canal Zone, African American viewers in the United States might
see the criticisms leveled by the Panamanians as resonating closely with
their own experiences of everyday life in the Free World. Possible alter-
native interpretations are examined more thoroughly in chapter 9, but
suffice it to say at this point that the codes and conventions of network
documentary did not always work in the interests of those powerful
groups who promoted the genre. As pointed out in chapter 4, once the
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networks decided to dispatch their documentary units to hot spots
around the globe, they lost an element of control over the meanings that
the programs might produce. Although the act of gathering information
and documenting local conflicts was intended to build a case for U.S.
activism overseas, it also invited unanticipated complexities into the
texts. Furthermore, one has to wonder if the producers of “Danger
Zone” began their project with a set of a priori assumptions that were
later challenged by the documentation they gathered on location.

Such a possibility is suggested by the next segment, which juxtaposes
images of the American community with images of Panamanian society.
For example, we observe American expatriates sitting on the front porch
of the Tivoli Guest House, gazing contentedly offscreen into the dis-
tance. As we watch them relax in the shade, narrator Chet Huntley com-
ments on a cultural rift between Canal Zone residents and Panamanians
by noting that many of these residents have not stepped out of the Canal
Zone in years. “Panama,” he notes dryly, “is across the street.” This ob-
servation is followed by an edit to a modern American elementary school
where the day begins with the children singing the national anthem. In
turn, this scene is crosscut with shots of an impoverished Panamanian
school where the children sing their national anthem. Likewise, a visual
profile of the prosperous, suburbanlike trappings of the American com-
munity is juxtaposed with the wretched conditions in a poor Panama-
nian barrio. These contrasting visual images clearly tap into a long
tradition of journalistic concern about excessive economic disparities be-
tween rich and poor, a tradition that dates from the Progressive Era. The
documentarists therefore introduce an instability into the text by suggest-
ing American complicity with a regime that impoverishes Panamanians.

Yet this discontinuity is then folded back into the framework of super-
power struggle and married to anxieties about Communist infiltration.
The specific instance of Panamanian poverty is not analyzed as a local
problem but is elevated to the larger context of East-West relations. Con-
cerns over past inequities are to be considered in light of the growing
Communist threat. As the viewer surveys specific visual documenta-
tion—such as malnourished children playing in the midst of shantytown
squalor—the narrator suggests a broader interpretation: “The setting is
Panama, but this could just as easily be Caracas, Venezuela, or Rio, Te-
gucigalpa, Lima, Santiago, Havana. Panama in its basic problems is
virtually indistinguishable from any other Latin land.” In essence, the
implication is that Panama could become Havana unless reforms are
instituted.

The documentary then moves into a more specific analysis of the eco-
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at work in this documentary. Subsistence farming—historically the back-
bone of American democracy—is equated here with underdevelopment
rather than political independence. Meanwhile, development is por-
trayed as wage labor under the employment of an efficient, modern
American corporation. Furthermore, such progress is characterized by
an export economy operating within the framework of the Free World.
One need not contend that subsistence farming is an alluring lifestyle in
order to suggest that this construction of scenes produces a highly politi-
cized set of meanings. It denies the possibility that an “underdeveloped”
country populated by subsistence farmers might be socially viable and
politically stable. On the contrary, it is contended that poverty and civil
unrest can be eliminated only through modernization and integration
into the global economy. What appears as a progressive reform agenda
is in fact closely associated with the ideology of transnational corporate
liberalism. The documentary promotes change, but the changes that top
the list call for the elimination of a traditional landed oligarchy, the
development of a corporate export economy, the introduction of a
professional civil service, and the development of modern attitudes
and life-styles among the general populace.

As this segment draws to a close, we are reminded that Panama is a
metonymic representation of social problems throughout Latin Amer-
ica. Once again, the voice-over narration works to erase the historical
specificity of the canal conflict by reminding the viewer that Panama
could be “any other Latin land.” The documentary then returns to the
motif of the gathering storm and conjures up the specter of Fidel before
it cuts to a commercial. This concluding strategy brings us back to the
suggestion that the real conflict at work in this program is not simply
domestic but, more important, a struggle between the Free World and
monolithic Communism.

At the beginning of the next segment, the calypso band segues out of
the commercial singing the praises of Fidel, and the camera then cuts to
Castro speaking at a microphone before an adoring crowd of Cubans.
This scene is crosscut with shots of various groups of Panamanians lis-
tening intently to their radios. Furthermore, the images are connected
by the sound of Castro’s speech, which runs uninterrupted throughout
the scene. The overall effect is to suggest contemporaneous actions by
Castro and his Panamanian audience. We do not know if they are in fact
listening to the very speech that is featured in this specific footage, but
the editing suggests a bridging of spatial barriers, a growing influence of
Castro on the western shores of the Caribbean. From here, an edit to
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Castro expounding to a Cuban crowd are cut together with a close-up
shot of a radio receiver and then portrait shots of various Panamanians
listening intently. The sequence further elaborates the connection by
cutting together numerous shots of streets and alleyways with their
apartment windows open and the sounds of Castro’s speech seemingly
reverberating through the neighborhoods of Panama. Castro’s “pres-
ence” is thereby made palpable by an editing strategy that creates an
illusion of spatial and temporal continuity, an illusion that is based on
the filmmaking conventions of Hollywood entertainment.

A subsequent series of interviews with students and politicians then
makes it appear that Castro’s presence is growing in Panama because of
the problems of poverty, underdevelopment, and U.S. policy regarding
the Canal Zone. One student draws the link between Cuba and Panama
by saying, “We have the same problems and the same enemy.” Further-
more, a member of the Panamanian legislature who supports Castro
says, “I think the majority of the people support Castro because we un-
derstand that if it was not for Castro, the United States would not change
its policy in Latin America.” Another member of the legislature agrees
and argues that the only thing that will truly bring change to the isthmus
is some sort of revolution.

Despite the seeming coherence of this argument regarding Castro’s
growing influence, the journalistic and narrative conventions at work
here also engender an excess of meanings. Although this sequence is
clearly structured around the menace of Communist infiltration, Pan-
amanian opposition leaders are nevertheless allowed to present part of
their case to a North American audience. The “other side” must be
heard in order to legitimate the journalistic analysis. Furthermore, sto-
rytelling conventions require a narrative tension engendered by an op-
ponent who appears genuinely powerful. Such moments open the door
to alternative reading strategies by audiences who might occupy social
positions that are at variance with middle-class U.S. viewers. That is, the
network may focus its attention on the Communist threat, but a Latino
or African American viewer might pay more attention to the duplicitous
nature of U.S. policy in the Canal Zone.

Huntley intervenes at this moment of textual instability in an effort to
recuperate the evidence of growing anti-American sentiment into the
dominant framework. He explains to the television audience in direct
address that as the anniversary of last year’s protest at the gates of the
Canal Zone approached, Latin America “experts” feared the possibility
of further conflict. They also warned that, in the wake of the Cuban
revolution, another Panamanian uprising could spark similar actions in
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countries throughout Latin America. We are told that these possibilities
caused intense concern in the State Department leading to the installa-
tion of a new U.S. ambassador and a new military command inside the
Canal Zone. The United States also mounted a sort of integrationist ini-
tiative, called “Operation Friendship,” aimed at encouraging social and
cultural contacts between Panamanians and U.S. residents of the isth-
mus. Filmed documentation of sports events, jazz concerts, and other
social gatherings suggests that these events were successful. And, as part
of the same initiative, President Eisenhower ordered that a Panamanian
flag be flown at a key location inside the Canal Zone. Huntley informs
the audience that these actions marked a significant shift in U.S. policy
toward Panama, but they also remind us of larger changes taking place
in U.S. foreign policy during this period.

As discussed in chapter 3, the wave of anticolonial agitation that swept
the globe during the 1950s and 1960s necessitated a shift away from
earlier models of imperial dominance toward a strategy of popular col-
laboration throughout the Free World. Rather than simply focusing on
gaining the allegiance (or subjection) of local elites, U.S. policy makers at
the end of the fifties also began to concern themselves with winning the
hearts and minds of local populations throughout the Free World. This
approach emphasized the importance of media, culture, and ideological
struggle. “Panama: Danger Zone” represents that shift by showing how
Castro’s radio broadcasts were countered by the appointment of a new
U.S. ambassador who is widely considered a public relations wizard.
Moreover, the repeated presentation of interviews with indigenous Pan-
amanians shows the documentary’s profound concern with popular
opinion, especially regarding attitudes toward the United States. This
concern with popular sentiment suggests that the efforts of U.S. corpo-
rations and foreign policy planners during the post-Sputnik era increas-
ingly focused on transforming popular attitudes both domestically and
internationally. At home, emphasis was placed on advocating public sup-
port for a more activist foreign policy; internationally this agenda sought
to promote the image of the United States as a popular leader of citizens
around the globe. On both fronts, an attempt was made to foster the
notion of a Free World community anchored by free trade and a rational
policy process. In essence, it was an effort to advance the hegemonic
project of capital-intensive U.S. corporations by winning popular con-
sensus at home and abroad. Yet as Antonio Gramsci argued, such ideo-
logical work does have its limitations, and hegemonic consensus building
is always complemented by coercive force. Thus the struggle to win the
allegiances of citizens throughout the Free World was accompanied
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by periodic displays of force, and the Panamanian situation was no
exception.

As the first anniversary of the “riot” draws near, the documentary
shows military and police forces being put on alert, and the program
builds to a moment of climactic tension as a parade begins winding
through the streets of Panama City and into the Canal Zone. The camera
cuts from spot to spot, offering numerous views along the parade route,
seemingly inspecting every aspect of the demonstration, but it finds no
traces of violence or rebellion. The march culminates in a rally inside the
Canal Zone, where speeches are given and, with the Panamanian flag
flying overhead, the national anthem is sung without incident. Neverthe-
less, the documentary is skeptical about this apparent moment of calm,
for the fundamental social problems of Panama and the tensions engen-
dered by superpower conflict still have not been resolved.

The status of the structuring narrative is somewhat muddled as the
documentary draws to a close. It lacks a resolution; the tensions persist.
The program, however, does provide a tentative form of closure in a
scene that proposes a solution to the enigma alluded to from the outset.
The camera cuts to a darkened street in Panama at night where there is
some sort of festival going on. We see a candle-lit float garlanded with
flowers and bearing a statue of a Catholic saint, probably the Virgin
Mary. As we watch the float haltingly maneuver through narrow streets
on the shoulders of dark-skinned Panamanians, we hear them singing
and then we hear the narrator commenting in a dramatic baritone as the
scene unfolds:

The people of Panama, the people of Latin America have been slow to
change. In their religious rituals they cling to an old Spanish march, two steps
forward, one step back. But today, they’re on the move, stirring from the
darkness of their past. Throughout much of Latin America an explosive force
is ready to erupt. They look to us for leadership and help. They no longer can
be ignored.

As one of the documentary’s concluding moments, this scene strives to
mediate a number of tensions that were deployed throughout the hour-
long program: primitive versus modern; low-tech versus high-tech;
black versus white; darkness versus light; monolithic Communism
versus the Free World. The documentary suggests that Panamanians
wish to walk in light but are burdened by a cultural baggage that leads
them down dark and narrow streets. These are not the broad boulevards
of the urban planner; they are the crowded, rough-hewn barrios of the
poor and uneducated. Political choices in these communities are steeped
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in passion, a passion that conjures up the specter of Fidel. This scene
mediates a set of conflicting meanings produced by this documentary
and by the foreign policy discourse that emerged as part of the New
Frontier. It constructs the problems confronting the Panamanian people
as genuine but marks them as dysfunctions in the otherwise rational and
stable system of the Free World. The Panamanians must jettison the
heavy baggage from their past and modernize their society if they are to
enjoy the fruits of the Free World system. “They” must join “us,” and
“we” must care about “them.” The unruly masses must be remade in the
image of the modern, enlightened citizen lest they fall prey to the seduc-
tions of charismatic Communist leaders like Fidel. This project of en-
lightenment helps to define the global mission of the United States while
at the same time producing the image of a Free World community. It
subsumes differences under the banners of modernization and reform,
and it implies similarities based on a natural human desire for progress.

Furthermore, this documentary suggests another way in which the
Free World is united: it is united against Communism. Thus Communist
countries mark the outer limits of the Free World by virtue of their un-
alterable opposition. Governed by subterfuge and determined to exploit
any weaknesses in the Western alliance, these countries pose a threat that
is so fundamental as to be completely intolerable. Here we see what Wil-
liam Chafe has described as a process of abstraction common to U.S.
foreign policy discourse in this century. Rather than casting the canal
issue as a self-interested strategic matter, the program constructs a Mani-
chaean struggle between East and West. To lose the canal is to lose Pan-
ama, and to lose Panama is possibly to lose all of Latin America. There is
no room for accommodation. Once a country slides across the divide, it
is lost forever. Patriotic Americans must rally to meet the Communist
challenge at this moment of maximum danger.

Consequently, the program constructs geographical relations in two
ways. The radical differences posed by outsiders is complemented by
significant similarities within the Free World community itself. If on the
one hand this documentary was intended to alert the American people,
on the other hand it was to perform an integrative function as well, for
modern media play an important role in binding together geograph-
ically dispersed and culturally differentiated populations. As Benedict
Anderson argues, they foster popular imaginings of camaraderie and
social commitment. “Panama: Danger Zone” attempts to play this role by
constructing an argument founded on the supposition that Panama-
nians aspire to have more of what U.S. citizens take for granted. This
assumption circulated widely in foreign policy circles during this era and
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was the basis for Walt Rostow’s influential book Stages of Economic Growth:
A Non-Communist Manifesto. Rostow, who later become a key foreign pol-
icy adviser during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, argues
that all capitalist societies pass through similar stages in their progress
toward modernity, a path that not surprisingly culminates in a social
order remarkably like that of the United States.” This documentary sug-
gests throughout that Panama’s problems are markers of its under-
developed status. Thus it implies that the differences between North
and South are resolvable and will lead to an increasing similarity be-
tween the two regions. Panamanians therefore share “our” aspirations,
and we must help them realize their dreams or risk losing them to the
Communist other.

The connection made here between modernization and the Free
World is very similar to linkages drawn during the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries between modernity and the integrative project of the
nation-state. The extension and construction of national boundaries—
which brought together diverse local cultures—were then justified as a
form of progress that would bring benefits to all. The project of integra-
tion was presented as a step toward prosperity, enlightenment, and ex-
panded suffrage. The masses would be lifted up, brought into harmony,
and the nation would rest upon their shoulders. For example, when the
French republic was founded, less than half of its citizens spoke what
would come to be recognized as proper French. Changing one’s lan-
guage, culture, and worldview to fall in accord with the new nation was
not simply an acknowledgment of the nation-state’s growing political
power but also an endorsement of a more modern lifestyle, a lifestyle
that was modeled in the capital city of Paris. Similarly, this documentary
promotes the notion of modern, metropolitan authority. As Chet Hunt-
ley remarks, “They look to us for leadership and help.”

The program therefore strives to effect a form of closure by offering a
solution to the problem of Panama that integrates the rhetorics of liberal
reform and staunch anti-Communism. It suggests that the path forward
calls for more U.S. involvement rather than less. Such reform-minded
activism is not only a significant departure from the politics of the pre-
Sputnik years; it represents other important changes as well: increasing
global investment of U.S. corporations, overseas expansion of the major
television networks, rapid growth and competition among network news
organizations, enhanced professional status of documentarists, and
changes in public discourse regarding the Cold War.

“Panama: Danger Zone” is one of the first in a series of foreign policy
documentaries produced by NBC for broadcast to a national, prime-



The Overdetermined Text 215

time audience and for syndication in emerging television markets
around the world. As an overdetermined cultural artifact it embodies
these multiple and converging tendencies. It is both a product of the era
and an important site for the production of public consensus regarding
the New Frontier. Yet at the same time, we have seen ways in which this
complex process of articulation renders a text that is at times contradic-
tory and unstable. These tensions leave the door open for a range of
interpretive practices and consequently direct our attention to issues of
reception. What were audiences doing with these very complicated por-
trayals of social reality? How did they respond to such explicit attempts
to rally public support behind the agenda of the New Frontier?



Chapter Nine

The Missing
Audience

The network documentary enjoyed a privileged status in the eyes of tele-
vision reformers largely because it promised access to millions of viewers
throughout the United States. Americans spent more time watching tele-
vision than any other pastime activity in 1961, and it was estimated that
90 percent of TV-owning households had their sets running one-third
of each waking day.' Major advertisers claimed to reap tremendous ben-
efit from their access to this huge pool of viewers, and this was precisely
the reason why corporate and political leaders saw prime-time television
as an important site for refashioning public opinion as well. It was be-
lieved that documentary would mobilize widespread support for an in-
ternationalist political agenda by informing viewers about pressing
problems throughout the Free World. Yet despite this optimism, it is
difficult to know precisely how audiences responded to these programs.
Network archives and special library collections contain few systematic
audience studies, and those that still exist provide only a sketchy over-
view of viewer attitudes and behaviors.

A four-month study by the A. C. Nielsen Company during the 1961~
1962 season showed that the average rating for a sponsored public af-
fairs program was 10. This meant the average prime-time documentary
reached roughly five million homes and almost ten million viewers. The
highest-rated documentary in this particular sample reached 20 percent
of television homes and the lowest-rated 3 percent. Overall, these are
relatively small audiences in comparison with -evening entertainment
fare, which averaged an 18 rating.? Nevertheless, the same study also
showed that 90 percent of the homes surveyed watched at least one doc-
umentary during a two-month period.* Moreover, the regular viewing
figures were not insignificant when compared with figures for other na-
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tional information media. In 1962, for example, Time magazine had
2,655,000 subscribers and Newsweek 1,529,000.* Even after multiplying
by a factor of five to estimate the total readership of these periodicals,
one is left with the conclusion that documentaries drew about the same
amount of attention as the most successful national news weeklies.®
This was nevertheless a disappointment for those who initially hoped
that network documentary would dramatically expand the number of
Americans exposed to thoughtful analysis of important public issues. It
was originally envisioned that documentary would reach beyond regular
news readers to draw the attention of those who had previously shown
little concern about global affairs. Ratings data seem to indicate, how-
ever, that “the masses” preferred entertainment over documentary by a
factor of roughly four to one. That is, when two entertainment pro-
grams were broadcast at the same time as a documentary, each would
average almost twice as many viewers as those tuned to documentary.
Furthermore, polling data indicate no substantial shifts in public opinion
regarding foreign policy while these programs were on the air.® Docu-
mentary apparently did not reach large new audiences and did not
transform popular attitudes. Thus one is left wondering why this genre
failed to exploit fully the potential of what was arguably the most power-
ful form of modern communication. Why could the best minds in televi-
sion sell lipstick and canned beans but not American foreign policy?
Answering these questions requires moving beyond the broad gener-
alizations of network ratings data into a more speculative realm of anal-
ysis. In other words, we need to ask questions about the relationship
between the documentary text and audience that were not commonly
asked at the time. Such a venture must draw on clues that may prove
suggestive but may not provide conclusive answers. When analyzing au-
diences from a historical perspective, one is not guided by a well-marked
paper trail but rather by a number of disparate indicators that point
toward tentative hypotheses. With this caveat in mind, this chapter ex-
plores possible explanations for documentary’s failure to fulfill the ex-
pectations of its supporters. Two related threads of analysis are involved.
First, we must ask to whom these documentaries were speaking. What
groups were included as part of the intended audience? Which groups
were excluded or marginalized? How did the address of these programs
affect their ability to bring together a mass audience? Second, we must
speculate as to how these programs might have been viewed by people
from a variety of social locations and experiences. During the early
1960s, the tendency in the television industry was to aim at the largest
possible audience with little regard for the diverse composition of that
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audience. Gross ratings were considered important because they were
the most influential factor in determining the amount broadcasters
could charge advertisers. Unfortunately, this type of data is of little use
to a researcher who wants to explare the socially situated interpretations
of audiences. Ethnic and racial diversity was an important feature of the
U.S. population during this period, and, as we shall see, African Ameri-
can viewers may have engaged these programs in very different ways
than did white, middle-class viewers. Furthermore, this period exhibited
early indications of broad-based dissatisfaction among women in subur-
bia, thus generating another significant fissure within the mass audience.
Some historical indicators would seem to suggest that even in main-
stream suburban homes, women may have viewed these programs from
a very different perspective than their husbands. By asking new ques-
tions and venturing some speculative answers, we can gain insight into
why documentary failed both as a popular television genre and as a mo-
bilizer of the masses.

Documentary for the Elite

Public officials, business leaders, and educators all agreed that documen-
taries were good for the typical television viewer. They were reflective
and informative. Moreover, the programs emphasized notions of citi-
zenship that linked the mythology of American democracy with a revi-
talized liberal mission of global leadership. Thus education about the
world and about the principles of American democracy was at the very
core of this “golden age” of network documentary.

This was in some ways similar to the era of high imperialism in Great
Britain when the study of English literature was urged upon women and
workers as part of a self-conscious project of public enlightenment.
Terry Eagleton writes:

The era of the academic establishment of English is also the era of high impe-
rialism in England [that] created the urgent need for a national sense of mis-
sion and identity. What was at stake in English studies was less English
literature than English literature: our great “national poets” Shakespeare and
Milton, the sense of an “organic” national tradition and identity to which new
recruits could be admitted by the study of humane letters. The reports of
educational bodies and official enquiries into the teaching of English, in this
period and in the early twentieth century, are strewn with nostalgic back-ref-
erences to the “organic” community of Elizabethan England.’



The Missing Audience 219

Eagleton goes on to describe the ways in which an increasingly influ-
ential entrepreneurial class attached itself to a set of values that would
not only legitimize its position of power but would also invoke public
support for the overseas ventures that were necessary to maintain an
imperial economy. These entrepreneurs promoted broad-based public
education regarding Britain’s national heritage and the distinctive his-
torical mission of the British people.®

Similarly, network documentaries of the early sixties aimed not only to
inform the average citizen about current events around the globe but
also to evaluate those events in relation to an American heritage of de-
mocracy, free enterprise, and Yankee ingenuity. Many of the programs
about international issues therefore suggested that it was America’s mis-
sion to serve both as a world leader and as a model of enlightened de-
mocracy. They naturalized the call for action and reform by linking it to
a heritage of American exceptionalism. Greatness was thrust upon the
American people, and it was therefore each citizen’s duty to respond to
the needs of others within the community of the Free World.

This conception of documentary’s mission was in part a response to
promptings from influential figures outside the television industry. As
with the period Eagleton describes, a transformation in the interests of
American capitalists required changes in government policy and popu-
lar support for this shift. Thus Charles Percy’s interest in an ABC docu-
mentary series makes perfect sense given Bell and Howell’s growing
involvement in the defense industry. FCC chairman Newton Minow was
also quite explicit in describing the linkages between television reform
and U.S. foreign policy. And within the White House itself, Arthur
Schlesinger Jr. more broadly advocated the development of a govern-
ment “cultural policy” to enhance the quality of American life.’ It could
therefore be argued that the target audience for documentary was not
the regular television viewer but the government official, the business
leader, the educator, and the cultural critic. These were the groups who
were working hard in the post-Sputnik era to alter the terms of U.S.
foreign policy and to garner popular support for a more activist interna-
tional stance. Yet they supported the genre not so much because of their
personal enthusiasm for the programs themselves but because of their
concern for the education of the masses.

The masses apparently had other things planned for their evenings at
home, however, and the programs appeared as an awkward intrusion
into a schedule of family entertainment. They reintroduced discipline
and public duty into the private sphere of the home, a sphere most com-
monly associated with personal relationships and leisure activities."
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Another reason the programs may have seemed so dissonant was because
they failed to invite popular participation. Their content seemed author-
itative, distant, and professional. Network documentarists consistently
sought out the opinions of experts and treated those opinions with con-
spicuous reverence. Popular television, on the other hand, often lam-
pooned authority figures and questioned expertise, especially through
satirization of the stereotypical egghead. Furthermore, documentary
seemed to be out of place in a medium that regularly invoked the illusion
of audience presence and participation. Game shows remained popular
throughout this period despite the quiz scandals. Soap opera narratives
also invited popular participation as viewers speculated among them-
selves about future plot developments. Sports, which were becoming an
increasingly important form of programming at the time, generated
similar enthusiasm. During the evening, prime-time narratives encour-
aged identification with heroes and fantasy figures."! Moreover, enter-
tainment television invited popular participation through a culture of
consumption. One could be like the characters on television by purchas-
ing particular products, adopting certain fashions, or furnishing the
home with specific items. Finally, entertainment television invited its au-
diences to engage in popular discourse about television. Fan magazines,
program guides, and feature stories about particular stars or programs
all offered the kinds of information that became part of everyday discus-
sions among viewers and fans."

By comparison, network documentary purported to offer objective
renderings of complex social issues. It was the antithesis of popular en-
tertainment, stripping away fantasy and facade in order to interrogate
problems of the public sphere. Moreover, it was the domain of experts, a
world of cool neutrality. Documentaries did not take passionate stands
or engage in partisan politics. As we saw in chapter 5, the networks’
desire to maintain control over prime-time programming and to avoid
controversy led them staunchly to refuse to broadcast documentaries by
independent producers. Network officials said they feared that issues
could be distorted by filmmakers with a personal investment in their
subject matter. And within the network news departments, employees
were equally zealous in their efforts to squelch the appearance of per-
sonal opinion or bias. As a result, documentaries often tackled compli-
cated issues in ways that seemed cold and analytical. Rather than openly
encouraging feelings of outrage or concern, the programs often left the
viewer with ambivalent conclusions. In fact, one of the central controver-
sies that led to Edward R. Murrow’s departure from CBS had to do with
his famous “tail pieces”—the moments when he would draw together
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the threads of his analysis and urge public action. These concluding seg-
ments, which were considered appropriate in Murrow’s World War 11
reports from Europe, were not considered appropriate when discussing
issues closer to home, such as civil rights or migrant workers.” And al-
though international topics allowed documentarists wider latitude, the
problems of a distant African republic may have seemed overly abstract
or remote to the television viewer. Consequently, viewers may have felt
less involvement than they did with entertainment programs.

Even those who may have been motivated by the programs encoun-
tered other obstacles when they attempted to connect their concerns
to some form of political action. Cut off from labor unions and ethnic
organizations in the move to the suburbs, many viewers became partici-
pants in community organizations that rarely addressed the social prob-
lems examined by network documentary. PTA meetings, local school
board sessions, and town councils rarely took up problems such as auto-
mation in the workplace or exploitation in Appalachia. Racism was seen
as a problem for the South or the inner cities, not the suburbs.” Even the
Cold War was best left to those who had access to top-secret, strategic
information. And besides, what could the average viewer do?'® This is
not to say that documentaries were simply ignored. We know from the
ratings that they drew millions of viewers, and some of those viewers
may have been motivated to learn more about an issue and to discuss it
with friends. Some may have become even more actively involved in
public issues by joining the Peace Corps or the Freedom Rides or the
Green Berets. Yet it seems that many television viewers had trouble con-
necting the concerns raised by documentaries with their everyday lives;
public action was increasingly allocated to the specialties of large institu-
tions, and issues were represented as the domain of experts. A viewer
could trust the experts and do nothing, or mistrust the experts, but see
little room for personal action. Television viewers therefore may have
had good reasons for showing little interest in the documentary genre.

This argument, that documentary represented a high culture intru-
sion into the domain of popular television, seems to be borne out by the
ways in which different newspapers treated the genre. Elite press organs
such as the New York Times and the Washington Post regularly promoted
and reviewed the programs. Indeed, Jack Gould of the Times was one of
the influential critics of television during the late 1950s who helped to
orchestrate the initial pressure on the networks to expand their informa-
tional programming. The networks responded to this pressure not only
by increasing their commitment to documentary but by courting the ap-
proval of the Times and its readers. All three networks regularly ran
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display ads in the television pages of the paper announcing upcoming
documentaries and touting the network’s commitment to public service
programming. NBC, for example, promoted “Angola: Journey to a
War” with a full-page ad featuring a charcoal portrait sketch of an Afri-
can man captioned as follows:

At 9:00 this evening “NBC White Paper No. 7” brings you television’s first eye-
witness report on Angola, “The Kingdom of Silence.” Now in the anguish of
revolt against Portuguese rule, Angola has been a land of secrecy, barred to all
reporters. NBC Newsmen Robert Young and Charles Dorkins, however,
made a bold 300 mile journey on foot into the rebel-held portion of this
strange land. . . . What they filmed and what they saw is the basis of this
exclusive NBC report. Throughout its second season, NBC’s award winning
“White Paper” series will continue to point its cameras squarely at the issues
and developments which may explode into major threats to America and the
Free World. An important part of NBC's program service of diversity and
responsibility, it has been cited as “A significant achievement,” as “Television
at its informative best.”"

The advertisement speaks clearly and directly to the concerns of high-
brow critics. It foregrounds the network’s commitment to public en-
lightenment through program offerings that meet the network’s civic
responsibility to inform. It also unambiguously endorses the global mis-
sion of the United States and valorizes the documentarists’ role as the
objective eyes of the people. Such ads were not common, however, in
papers that did not service the community of East Coast opinion leaders,
such as the Chicago Tribune. Clearly, the networks prioritized their pro-
motion efforts according to their conception of the primary audience.

It is therefore not surprising that elite papers were also the ones that
consistently reviewed network documentaries. Out of twenty flagship
documentaries picked at random, the New York Times reviewed all but
one of the programs. Documentaries were given equally consistent cov-
erage by reviewers from Variety, a trade journal read regularly by key
industry figures, station managers, advertisers, and government regula-
tors. Like the Times, Variety had been a critic of network programming
practices during the late 1950s and a proponent of reform. Although
reviews in both papers sometimes questioned the analysis of particular
documentaries or challenged specific strategies of presentation, these re-
viewers consistently endorsed the importance of each specific topic and
generally commended the finished product to their readers.

For example, the New York Times carried a large display ad promoting
CBS Reports “The Population Explosion” the morning before it was
broadcast. The following day, Jack Gould closed his review by noting,
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“After being told of all the ramifications of an unrestricted birth rate,
with its possible implications for the free world, no viewer of the presen-
tation could doubt the significance of the network’s contribution.”*®
Meanwhile, the Variety review, which gently chided the producer for not
proposing answers to the problem of overpopulation, called the pro-
gram “an encouraging example of what can happen with prime-timed
quality programming.”*® This pattern recurs consistently throughout the
early sixties.

Even programs that generated negative criticism received respectful
attention. Thus a 1962 Close-Up! documentary, “Comrade Student,” was
given a full-page promotional spread in the Times that touted it as “char-
acteristic of ABC’s total communications effort. In entertainment, in en-
lightenment.”” The following day, the Times education editor, Fred H.
Hechinger, acknowledged the importance of the topic but questioned
the program’s analysis because of the indirect influence of Soviet officials
who facilitated the production: “[The program] faced some of the lim-
itations that impede the view of all visitors [to the Soviet Union]. Even in
the absence of censorship, the observer’s target is pre-selected. The pic-
ture, though interesting, is not panoramic. Thus, the ‘typical’ Moscow
home, grandfather and all, brought to mind the more sweetly corny
household of the Andy Hardy series.”” Thus Hechinger raises questions
about objectivity and comprehensiveness. He then concludes the para-
graph with a backhand slap at the stereotypical representation of a Mos-
cow home. Similarly, Variety wondered if the producers might have been
too gullible regarding Soviet claims about the quality of their educational
system. Nevertheless, the review hailed the efforts of the ABC crew for
taking on “a central question of the day” and providing “an important,
absorbing, persuasive documentary.” Although both reviews are criti-
cal, they do not disparage the Close-Up! series as they might a situation
comedy. Instead, they suggest ways in which this important topic might
have been more effectively addressed. Both elite newspapers therefore
share an abiding respect for the genre and a sense of obligation for its
continuing success.

This commitment to the documentary genre was not present, how-
ever, in newspapers with more general circulation. The Chicago Tribune,
for example, ran very few reviews of network documentaries during this
period, reserving almost all of its attention for entertainment fare. Al-
though the paper’s previews of the suggested viewing options—usually a
few sentences—would often recommend documentaries, it is difficult to
sense an editorial commitment to the genre. Moreover, the networks
rarely ran a display ad in the Tribune to promote their efforts, suggesting
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that the paper and its readers were not perceived as key supporters of
documentary. This also seemed to be true of newspapers in smaller
cities, such as the Indianapolis Star.® Daily editions of the Star exclusively
featured brief viewing tips, and in this case they apparently were pro-
vided by a national service rather than a staff reporter. The contrast with
coverage in the elite papers is perhaps best suggested by quoting the
entire preview for “Comrade Student”:

An explosive documentary on Russian education and a “must” for every
American from six to sixty. It’s simply a visit to a few schools in Moscow and
a look at their classrooms, but you'll be talking to yourself when it's over.
The handling of the English language by grade school Russians is perhaps
the biggest shocker, but the overall picture of minds being carefully and
subtly indoctrinated for the future is the big story. Don’t forget the kids for
this one.*

The breezy style effected in this preview is a marked departure from
the sober analysis provided by the Times’ education editor. The func-
tion of the Star’s preview seems to be an effort to position the program
within the context of prime-time entertainment. The program is “a
must,” “a shocker,” “a big story” that should please viewers of all ages.
Moreover, the closing line reminds us that, in an era when most
homes had one television set, viewing was a family activity and pro-
gram selection a matter of negotiation.” Children’s preferences and
interests were therefore a matter of concern for parents when con-
templating the evening schedule. One of the key advantages of “Com-
rade Student” is not the quality of its analysis but the way in which it
might fit into the family routine. Unlike the elite reviews, this listing
shows a greater awareness of the ways in which television was com-
monly used in the home. Perhaps opinion leaders considered the me-
dium a vital form of communication, but family viewers were more
likely to use it for group entertainment and relaxation. One therefore
takes notice of the marginal status accorded the documentary genre
by these midwestern papers compared with its extensive coverage in
elite press organs and trade publications. Although the genre re-
ceived lavish attention in the popular press when it first emerged in
prime time, ongoing enthusiasm for “serious,” issue-oriented docu-
mentaries was largely sustained by elite newspapers.

As for viewers themselves, an extensive study of popular viewing
habits and attitudes conducted in the early sixties by Gary Steiner of the
University of Chicago showed a marked contrast between what many
people said about television programs and how they actually used televi-
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viewers and other viewers was not what they did with television but
what they thought of television. For the elite, television represented a
guilty pleasure in which they knowingly indulged. They could not
seem to believe, however, that others could use it as judiciously. From
the perspective of elite viewers, the masses were consuming inordi-
nate amounts of trivial entertainment while losing touch with impor-
tant issues confronting the nation. The masses needed to know “what
a terrible fix we’re in,” and maybe television could tell them. NBC
documentary producer Fred Freed saw a linkage between this attitude
among elite viewers and the ways in which his documentaries were
reviewed by critics. Wrote Freed:

Those of us who made documentaries for television were practically exempt
from criticism, just so long as our shows exhibited good intentions. The intel-
lectuals pointed out that our shows were a good thing. They were good for
people. People ought to watch them. Other people, that is. The intellectuals
didn’t watch very much because most of them said they didn’t have a television
set. But they insisted what we did was good for those people who didn’t know
as much about the world as they did.*

Whether good for them or not, most regular television viewers did
not make documentary a frequent component in their viewing sched-
ule. Yet they supported the genre just as they did other forms of high
culture: quietly deferring to opinion leaders while maintaining the
general course of their lives. Indeed, one of the key achievements of
the New Frontier may have been its ability to restore the legitimacy of
East Coast intellectuals, not its ability to mobilize the masses. Having
suffered on the margins of power throughout much of the fifties, in-
tellectuals were now shaping much of the social and political agenda
of the nation, and this made it difficult to speak publicly against docu-
mentary. Yet how one responded to an opinion poll was very different
from how one scheduled an evening at home. This distinction be-
tween public declarations and private actions suggests that the New
Frontier may have been more effective at rallying opinion leaders and
shaping public discourse than it was at changing the private behaviors
of large segments of the population. Documentary was one of the key
sites for the transformation of public discourse, but it failed to con-
nect with the everyday lives of many television viewers. The genre was
a high culture intrusion into the domain of popular television. It was
tolerated and even revered, so long as it did not disrupt the rest of the
prime-time schedule.
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The African American Audience

Although documentary may have unintentionally alienated large seg-
ments of the white population, it systematically marginalized the African
American viewer. Much of this was a product of prevailing practices in
broadcasting and advertising at the time. For example, I found no docu-
ments or industry trade publications from this period that attempted to
track or distinguish television audiences by race or ethnicity. Black
viewers were simply not considered a major or distinctive concern of
television broadcasters. Primary emphasis within the industry was placed
instead on attracting a mass audience of white, middle-class consumers.
Furthermore, these commercial practices carried over into the domain
of public affairs programming. Documentarists, like their colleagues in
entertainment, felt ongoing pressure to broaden the appeal of their pro-
grams in order to produce maximum ratings. As early as 1957, a CBS
study of documentary viewers recommended that the programs address
themselves to a mass audience in order to connect with the largest num-
ber of viewers. “It is necessary to provide a broad basis for viewer in-
volvement,” argued the report. “Therefore, social and political problems
pertaining to a minority should always be presented in terms of their
importance to the majority.” Although this axiom seemed logical to
those within a mass entertainment industry, it quite clearly marginalized
the African American viewer so that even documentaries about issues of
specific concern to blacks were addressed to a white audience. Further-
more, this address implied that the white middle class was ultimately the
agent of political change.

One finds these assumptions consistently at work in the concluding
segment of documentaries from this period. For example, Edward R.
Murrow wrapped up “Harvest of Shame,” CBS’s documentary about mi-
grant farm laborers, by asserting: “Only an enlightened, aroused, and
perhaps angered public opinion can do anything about the migrants.
The people you have seen have the strength to harvest your fruit and
vegetables. They do not have the strength to influence legislation. Maybe
we do.” In this closing address note that migrants are not only lacking in
political power, they are not even acknowledged as part of the audience.
Similarly, documentaries about foreign policy issues imply that the
middle-class viewer at home will be a decisive factor in the struggles oc-
curring throughout the Third World. In NBC’s “Panama: Danger
Zone,” Chet Huntley intones, “They look to us for leadership or help.
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They no longer can be ignored.” Here again the distinction is between
them and us—"us” being middle-class Americans who constitute both a
powerful consumer group and a decisive political force.

The implications of this formulation become most apparent in docu-
mentaries about the struggle for civil rights by African Americans.
These programs place the black viewer in a marginal position even as
they criticize the segregation and subordination of African Americans.
ABC’s “Walk in My Shoes” concludes as the black protagonist, torn be-
tween lending his allegiance to a “moderate” or a “militant” civil rights
group, turns to the camera and inquires of the mass audience: “Now
where do I go and how do I get there? Do you know? What do you expect
me to do?” Thus the politically progressive elements of the program
exist in an uneasy relationship to this closing appeal that repositions the
black protagonist in a stereotypically subordinate position. CBS corre-
spondent Harry Reasoner also concludes a documentary on racial poli-
tics by noting, “Into separation [the Negro] would have to be driven.
Into full citizenship he would have to be accepted, in either case by
whites.” With both documentaries the white viewer’s perspective is the
target of the narrator’s address and the implied locus of political power.
Clearly, these assumptions may have been alienating to many black
viewers, especially those who were participants in arguably the most
potent grassroots political movement of the era. Thus black viewers oc-
cupied a peculiar and oblique position in relation to the network docu-
mentary text. The programs featured a white narrator speaking from a
white middle-class perspective to a white audience, in many cases about
racial issues. The black viewer was therefore eavesdropping on a discus-
sion of his or her economic and human rights.

African American newspapers of the period offer some further clues
as to ways in which black viewers may have regarded network documen-
taries. Largely, the papers ignore the programs unless the topic is specif-
ically related to race. This is true not only with reviews but with program
listings and viewing tips as well. African American newspapers do not
show the same deference to the genre as television critics in mass-circula-
tion newspapers. Furthermore, the black press expresses less enthusiasm
for television as a whole. More attention is paid to music, nightclubs, and
live theater—where black participation in ownership, management, and
performance was common—than to television. What little is said about
television is often disparaging. One entertainment critic for the Pitts-
burgh Courier unequivocally states, “Everyone knows that jim crow is
rampant in television.” Quoting one of his colleagues, he continues,
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Once every three months or so the powers-that-be graciously allow a “Negro
show” to be broadcast. The great event is celebrated with a lot of sancti-
monious and self-righteous publicity, but then the TV screen blanches white
once more for months. In between times Negro performers are lucky to get 10
minutes of time a week on a variety show in the hundreds of hours of weekly
broadcasting. About the only other time a Negro face appears on network
television is in a documentary on migrant workers or narcotics.*

As this critique suggests, African American newspapers from this period
largely focus their attention on those rare moments when racial barriers
were breached, and they only occasionally discuss documentaries.

For example, on February 24, 1962, the Amsterdam News completely
ignores an upcoming NBC White Paper about Red China and instead
recommends variety shows with guest performers such as Leslie Uggams
and local interview programs featuring black leaders such as Roy
Wilkins. Moreover, the same page provides excerpts from congressional
testimony of Frederick O’Neal, president of the Negro Actors Guild.
O’Neal points out that black consumers spend eighteen billion dollars
each year on the products advertised by broadcasters. “Although we feel
that we have a moral right to employment in the theatre, variety, opera,
etc.,” says O’Neal, “we also have, in the case of radio and television, an
economic right as well, since our purchases help to pay the cost of this
type of entertainment.”” Such reasoning continued to fall on deaf ears,
however. Prime-time television throughout this period was remarkably
white, and the black viewer had little incentive to tune in the documen-
tary efforts of the major networks.

Another reason African Americans may have paid little attention to
network documentaries was because black communities may have
viewed international politics from perspectives that were quite different
from those of the network documentarists. We can glimpse this in the
international reporting of African American newspapers of the period.
Unlike the New York Times or the Washington Post, black papers tended to
be less concerned about the Soviet challenge and instead focused on race
as a central concern in foreign policy deliberations.*

In 1960, for example, when Fidel Castro traveled to New York City to
speak at the United Nations, midtown Manhattan hotels refused to ac-
commodate him, but the Hotel Theresa in Harlem welcomed the Cuban
delegation.* Castro, in turn, embraced his hosts by publicly proclaiming
himself an “African American” and by staging a press conference at
which he barred the white American media establishment. He also in-
vited Gamal Abdel Nasser, Jawaharlal Nehru, and Nikita Khrushchev to
visit him at the Theresa at various points during his stay. Thus Castro
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drew local and global attention to the link between the struggles of Har-
lem’s African American community and other struggles by people of
color against Western regimes.

As for the response from the local community, one reporter for the
Amsterdam News wrote, “Castro’s arrival at the Hotel Theresa . . . was
greeted with curiosity and mixed emotions by most uptowners.”* Many
Harlem residents were reportedly happy that the visit cast a global spot-
light on the uptown neighborhood, noting that the mainstream American
media otherwise tended to ignore their community. Some even embraced
Castro, such as the owner of the Hotel Theresa, who announced he would
visit Cuba as Castro’s guest along with three hundred other Harlem resi-
dents.”” Yet other prominent black New Yorkers, such as the Baptist Minis-
ters’ Conference of Greater New York, condemned the visit as an effort to
make Harlem “a battleground for [Castro’s] ideologies.”® The Amsterdam
News negotiated this split in its readership by navigating a middle course
that was hospitable but cautious. Apparently wishing to avoid becoming a
pawn of either superpower, the News editorialized:

The [white] folks downtown are still puzzled. They know that Harlem didn’t
blow hot—-and they know that Harlem didn’t freeze. They can’t understand it.
What they don’t know downtown is that Harlem has long ago found a mid-
point between boiling and freezing a man. They call it “Playing It Cool” and
we recommend it to our State Department diplomats who could learn a lot
from Harlemites when it comes to getting along with people.*

Indeed, the Amsterdam News and the Pittsburgh Courier, two major black
press organs that devoted considerable resources to foreign policy cover-
age, tended to be sophisticated and judicious when dealing with East-
West relations. In 1960, for example, one News editorial chides the
Eisenhower administration for calling Ghana’s prime minister a Com-
munist simply because he joined a Soviet official in denouncing the re-
maining colonial regimes in Africa. “Is a denunciation of colonialism
sufficient grounds on which to label one a Communist?” wondered the
News. “And if we are going to write off an African leader as Communist
every time he denounces colonialism we might just as well hand the Afri-
can bloc of states to the Russians on a silver platter right now.”*

Similarly, at the time of the Berlin crisis a columnist for the Courier
questions the ways in which anti-Communism set the terms for foreign
policy deliberations regarding Germany. He challenges the wisdom of
American brinkmanship on this issue and states, “I wouldn’t want a son
of mine to give his life for Berlin.” Furthermore, he exclaims, “It is
amazing to me that most media which have to do with shaping public
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opinion use their influence to press or push the leaders of our Govern-
ment into a position from which they can’t retreat.”"' Whether this cri-
tique reflects the majority of black opinion at the time is perhaps less
important than the simple fact that African American journalists and
editors apparently felt less compelled to fall in line when the specter of
Communism was conjured up during debates over foreign policy issues.

Some of this may be attributable to the close coverage these papers
devoted to Africa. Simple dichotomies between East and West were of-
ten problematic when considering the most important issues confront-
ing these newly independent states. For example, in early 1961, when
tensions flared in the Congo, both the News and the Courier provided
extensive coverage as the competing political factions vied for United
Nations recognition of their respective governments. The group backed
by Western powers and led by Joseph Kasavubu received ample cover-
age from the black press. The same was true of his rival, Patrice Lu-
mumba. However, it was the death of Lumumba that shifted the coverage
off center and ignited impassioned criticism of the West. Lumumba, who
was supported by several prominent African leaders (including Ghana’s
Kwame Nkrumah) as well as the Soviet Union, was out of favor with the
Western bloc. Therefore, when Lumumba mysteriously died while being
guarded by Belgian soldiers under U.N. command, the black press ex-
ploded with criticism.** As columnist James L. Hicks argued, “His death
was the international lynching of a black man on the altar of white su-
premacy. . . . For here was a man chosen by his people as Prime Minister.
And he was duly performing his official duties until he was deposed in
an effort by the United Nations community ‘to save’ his nation from
‘chaos.””* Hundreds of black protesters also joined the fray by picketing
the United Nations. Reportedly, the U.S. ambassador to the United Na-
tions, Adlai Stevenson, dismissed the demonstrators as “Communistic.”
Nevertheless, the Amsterdam News provided front-page coverage of the
protest that included a thorough rebuttal of Stevenson’s allegations.*
Clearly, the news frame applied by these African American newspapers
transcended Cold War dichotomies and focused instead on race and co-
lonialism. Within the context of global politics at the time, one would
most likely associate the editorial perspective of these newspapers with
the policies of nonaligned nations such as Ghana and India.

It is not surprising, then, that the African American press did not tend
to revere network documentaries with the same regularity as elite press
organs in the United States. As for programs that dealt with foreign
policy issues, they were discussed only if they related to race. For
example, an ABC documentary about political repression in Haiti was
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previewed in the Chicago Defender as an examination of poverty and corrup-
tion in “the world’s oldest Negro republic.”* Similarly, the preview of a
CBS documentary about American volunteers working in Guinea paid
particular attention to “a formal meeting in which leaders of the Mamou
Politburo sharply question the Americans about segregation and other
elements of life in the United States.”® Although such previews helped
to frame network documentaries for black viewers, they generally did
not provide an in-depth critical assessment. One of the few foreign pol-
icy documentaries actually reviewed by a staff reporter was NBC’s “An-
gola: Journey to War.” The critique hails the program for providing “a
first-hand report of the repulsive punishment Portuguese soldiers are
dealing out to a pathetically out-manned, undertrained black people.”"
Part of the reason the program earned such praise was because it under-
mined Portuguese claims that the rebels were motivated and funded by
Communists. Although the premise of the documentary was based on a
search for Red insurrectionists, the documentation countered these sus-
picions and ultimately concluded that the Angolan rebel forces could
best be characterized as anticolonialists rather than Communists.

In sum, the African American press of this period seemed to deal with
foreign policy questions from a perspective that tended to be suspicious
of Cold War dichotomies. It was much more sensitive to issues of race
and colonialism throughout the Third World and therefore more un-
derstanding of popular movements against exploitative governments.
Where the network documentary might represent popular agitation as a
threat to the stability of the Free World, the African American press was
more likely to represent it as inevitable progress in the struggle to cast
off the legacy of colonialism. One would tend to doubt therefore that
readers of these newspapers were enthusiastic viewers of network docu-
mentaries. Not only were the perspectives of these two media widely
divergent, but the social positions of their respective audiences were far
apart. Black viewers—having fought for freedom in two world wars only
to return to a country where racial prejudice remained largely un-
changed—were no doubt more concerned about racism around the
globe than they were about notions of superpower struggle.

As for network documentaries that specifically dealt with racial issues,
the African American press was largely supportive of these efforts and
encouraged the networks to put even greater emphasis on this area.
NBC White Paper’s “Sit-In,” one of the first prime-time network docu-
mentaries to deal with the civil rights movement, was hailed by an
editorial in the Amsterdam News as a television milestone because it “por-
trayed and captured the dignity, manners and education that accom-
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pany the true progress of the Negro today.” George E. Pitts, a columnist
for the Courier, also had high praise for ABC’s “Walk in My Shoes,” par-
ticularly because of the first-person perspective that frames the analysis.
“The Negro,” he writes, “was permitted to tell his side of the mess and
viewers were not forced to swallow some shallow, biased viewpoint pre-
sented by a white, so-called ‘expert’ on Negro life.”*® Pitts’s dismissal of
white expertise is interesting not only because he challenges the reputed
objectivity of policy makers and social scientists but also because he
praises a documentary film technique that was disturbing to many white
professional journalists. The first-person camera technique was consid-
ered too impassioned according to some television critics at the time. It
invited audience identification and involvement with documentary sub-
jects supposedly at the expense of more objective analysis. But this is
precisely the virtue of the ABC effort, according to Pitts:

[It] gave the viewer the never-been-done-before experience of living for an
hour in the world of the Negro and sharing the frustrating existence of the
black man in America. But more important, this documentary served as a
warning to white America that the Negro is now sick and tired of his haphaz-
ard life and is fast becoming a force to be reckoned with. It also pointed out, to
those who noticed, that it is the white man’s injustice which is responsible for
the emergence and power of such all-black movements as the Muslims.*

Although Pitts seemed to share the documentary’s perception of the
Muslims as an ominous political force, many others in the African Amer-
ican press treated the Nation of Islam quite differently. For example, an
article in the Amsterdam News detailed the growing number of radio sta-
tions carrying a weekly broadcast by Elijah Muhammad. It noted that
stations in seventy-three major cities now featured Muhammad, a man
“passionately concerned with justice and freedom for the American Ne-
gro.”® The Courier also accorded the Muslims respectful coverage. One
article described a confrontation between presidential adviser Arthur
Schlesinger Jr. and Malcolm X that arose when Schlesinger, speaking to
an Atlanta audience, lumped the Muslims in with race-hate groups such
as the White Citizens Councils and the Ku Klux Klan. During the ques-
tioning period, Malcolm, along with other members of the audience,
continuously pressed Schlesinger until he finally conceded that the com-
parison was inappropriate. Not only did the Courier article headline Mal-
colm’s challenge, but it devoted twice as much space to his comments as
those of Schlesinger.*

This account of the exchange in Atlanta emphasizes some of the dif-
ferences between the readership of the black press and the intended
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audience of network documentary. Documentary primarily served a
white, middle-class audience with little direct experience of the black
community. These programs therefore employed Malcolm X as an omi-
nous symbol of impending black militance should efforts at integration
fail. African American newspapers, on the other hand, not only served
an audience that had direct experience with the Muslims, but they also
served communities in which the Nation of Islam was one of the most
forceful and articulate advocates of black independence. The Muslim
organization must have been intriguing to many black readers who had
grown weary of their treatment by “mainstream” white society.

One senses such weariness and exasperation in Poppy Cannon White’s
review of the CBS Reports documentary “The Harlem Temper.” She de-
scribes the extensive cooperation that Harlem citizens extended to CBS
producers when they learned that their community was to be featured in
a network documentary. Yet the project proved to be more exploitative
than enlightening. She calls it “the old sensationalism with a new civil
rights twist.” According to White: “The picture of Harlem (no pun in-
tended) was black, black, black. No glint of hope, no trace of comfort,
nor common horse sense or humor. . . . To judge from this program, all
of Harlem lives in the streets. Mostly, one might gather, on relief.
(Wonder where all those people go on the subways morning and eve-
ning.)”** Although the program provided an empirical account of life in
Harlem, that account was developed primarily for a white mass audi-
ence. Consequently, a huge difference existed between CBS’s stereotype
of Harlem and the diverse African American community represented in
the pages of the Amsterdam News. The documentary offers a reductive
representation intended for a white audience with little direct experi-
ence of the Harlem community and even less interest. Harlem is im-
portant to the documentary as a symbol of social unrest that might
ultimately prove threatening to a middle-class lifestyle. The network
viewer need not linger on it for long, since the prime-time schedule
would quickly blanch white again after the documentary was over.

In short, institutional assumptions about a singular national audience
made it extremely difficult for documentarists to address their work to
the interests and concerns of African American viewers. As a result,
blacks probably watched few network documentaries and agreed with
even fewer.” As for other racial minorities, they had an even more oblique
relationship to these programs, since most of them were rarely, if ever,
referred to by network news organizations of this period. Consequently,
the ambitious Cold War education project of the New Frontier system-
atically marginalized large segments of the potential viewing audience.
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Documentary’s Gendered Address

A similar assessment emerges when one considers network documentary
in relation to gender issues. Not only was the white documentarist speak-
ing to a white audience, but it was a male documentarist speaking the
masculine language of public life.* Indeed, during the early sixties, the
only woman working on network documentaries with the status of full-
fledged producer or reporter was ABC’s Helen Jean Rogers. Her posi-
tion seemed so exceptional and even disruptive that network promo-
tional efforts and newspaper biographies lavished a great deal of
attention on her femininity. Framed as the equal of her male peers,
Rogers was nevertheless consistently repositioned within more conven-
tional codings of woman. For example, one story, which describes
Rogers as “dark blonde, well-assembled and winsome,” also explains her
strategy for dealing with government officials in South Africa who tried
to seize her film footage when she was leaving the country. “I screamed
and I threatened and I beat on the sides of the plane with my fists,” said
Rogers. “Indeed, I became so hysterical I'm afraid I was hardly coherent
at all. In short, I was acting like a woman. And it worked.”* Another
article, which likens her physical appearance to that of actress Barbara
Bel Geddes, describes how she coped with the arduous demands of
travel in Africa. “If everything else failed, I wept,” said Rogers. “I cried
myself into some countries and out of others. It seemed to be the only
way.”* Although other producers no doubt had to use imaginative ploys
to achieve their objectives in the field, Rogers’s gendered ruses were con-
sistently singled out in biographical newspaper accounts.

These stories seem to have served at least two functions. First of all,
they made it clear that although Rogers was exceptionally well educated
and fluent in several languages, she was, after all, accepting of her “natu-
ral” status as a woman. This made her appear less threatening to conven-
tional gender relations despite her accomplishments in a conventionally
masculine field of endeavor. Secondly, these accounts suggest that
Rogers was a modern woman, not unlike Jacqueline Kennedy, a testament
to the progress brought about by a democratic consumer society. Unlike
women in many other parts of the world, Rogers had choices and oppor-
tunities.

The apparent contradictions at work here point to the conflicting ways
in which network documentaries addressed female viewers. Although
ratings data suggest that documentary audiences were equally divided
between men and women, the style and content of documentary were
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primarily skewed toward a masculine perspective. Thus the programs
touted their social significance and beckoned women to pay attention,
but at the same time they privileged “hard” public issues and tended to
marginalize topics that were conventionally coded as feminine.

In part, this was a product of the debates about television reform that
began in the late 1950s. As discussed in chapter 1, many opinion leaders
contended that the networks’ growing commitment to documentary rep-
resented the long-delayed fulfillment of the medium’s public service re-
sponsibility. Public service in this context was pitted against private
leisure. It was also tacitly associated with conventional distinctions be-
tween a masculine public sphere and a feminine private sphere. Conse-
quently, news analysis of “hard” issues was contrasted with the “soft”
entertainment of Hollywood telefilm. And the high cultural capital of
public affairs programming was pitted against the low cultural capital of
television fiction and fantasy.

Although these distinctions should not be mistaken for absolute
boundaries, they do map out some of the implicitly gendered opposi-
tions that shaped the debate over television reform. Entertainment tele-
vision was regarded by many critics as little more than a meaningless
distraction that supposedly turned the viewer into a passive homebody
who was ignorant of public issues. It was further suggested that televi-
sion invaded the domestic realm and seduced the viewer. It manipulated
the masses for commercial gain, turning viewers into hysterical con-
sumers who were irrationally driven to purchase useless commodities. A
number of scholars have observed that these images of penetration, se-
duction, passivity, hysteria, and irrationality have been associated with
mass entertainment throughout the modern era.” Moreover, they have
been associated with the feminine, a gendering that accorded lesser sta-
tus to popular media.

It is therefore not surprising that during the late fifties and early sixties,
the antidote to television’s entertainment squalor was the introduction of
masculine order to network prime time. The television networks would, for
the first time, seriously explore the medium’s potential to inform and en-
lighten. Most crucially, this also involved a reconceptualization of the audi-
ence. Whereas industry executives and advertisers had characterized prime
time’s target audience as the mother-homemaker-consumer, the target
audience for the documentary would be the father-citizen-producer, the
family’s key link to the public sphere.” The distinction here between the
productive labor of the documentary audience (learning/acting) and the
otherwise passive consumption of prime-time entertainment (receiving/
relaxing) is not unlike the distinction Tania Modleski points to in gen-
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dered stereotypes of book readers from earlier eras. She writes, “The
well-educated eighteenth-century minister of Calvinism . . . read ‘dense
argumentative tracts’ that ‘forced him to think, not to read in our mod-
ern sense; metaphorically speaking, he was producing, not consuming.””
Victorian women, on the other hand, idly reclined on chaise lounges
passively consuming “worthless novels.”*

During the early sixties, this dichotomy between information and en-
tertainment was explicitly echoed by network officials such as Fred
Friendly, executive producer of CBS Reports. “We have stuck our ostrich
heads into the sand of entertainment and creature comforts,” said
Friendly. “Day in and day out for decades we have been living in a world
of fiction—how the favorite ball team made out, the latest escapades of a
movie idol or singing star, the latest scandals of the entertainment
world.” Friendly dismissed these popular pleasures as distractions from
the more serious struggle against the global Communist threat. Televi-
sion must inform, he argued, if the Free World was to survive. At the
vanguard of this effort was the network documentarist, whose mission
was to activate the viewer’s thinking in relation to pressing social con-
cerns and to reconnect “him” with public life. Thus the viewer’s relation
to the documentary was intended to be an active one, with audiences
being spurred to action after learning about important issues. Indeed,
many of the programs conclude by urging public concern or activism.

Yet these neatly gendered distinctions suppress a set of tensions at
work within the network documentary itself and more generally within
network news organizations since the 1950s, for although the documen-
tary was strongly influenced by the standards and conventions of jour-
nalism, it also employed many of the conventions of representation com-
mon to entertainment television and Hollywood film. While network
reporters touted objectivity and analysis, documentary producers (most of
whom were trained as filmmakers) argued that the programs would only
work if news workers paid attention to character, plot, and affect. More-
over, their adoption of the editing grammar of Hollywood studios fur-
ther accentuated links to the storytelling techniques of prime-time
entertainment.

This tension between journalistic method and filmic representation
was at work not only in the textual strategies of the programs but also in
the institutional relations of documentary production teams. Network
correspondents and producers actively struggled over program content
as well as the professional conventions that governed documentary pro-
duction.” One side leaned toward pretensions of objectivity, whereas the
other valorized many of the filmmaking techniques of Hollywood. The
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outcomes of these struggles varied at each of the networks. A reviewer
for an industry trade paper once described CBS Reports as the Atlantic
magazine of television, NBC White Paper as the Harper’s, and ABC’s Bell
and Howell Close-Up! as the Cosmopolitan or Redbook.®® The latter earned
its designation because of the importance it accorded to character, af-
fect, and visualization. For example, the largely positive reviews of the
ABC documentary “Yanki No!” (an examination of Castro’s influence in
Latin America) referred to the program as passionate and dramatic. The
negative assessments turned these virtues against the filmmakers, saying
the program was impassioned rather than reasoned, that it was to0 emo-
tional. Although NBC White Paper was perhaps not as committed to vis-
ualization as its competitor, its producers also emphasized the importance
of character and plot, arguing that documentaries about social issues
must have a human core, a point of identification for the viewer at home.
Moreover, they contended that documentaries should evoke feelings as
well as ideas. The most staid of the three network flagship series was CBS
Reports, which was very conservative in its style of filming. It also was the
only network that prohibited producers from using nondiegetic music
or sound effects to enhance the visual image.®

CBS producer Fred Friendly’s austere sense of journalistic purity can
be gleaned from a speech he delivered to the convention of American
Women in Radio and Television in 1964. Discussing a CBS Reports docu-
mentary marking the twentieth anniversary of D-Day, Friendly illus-
trated the distinctions he made between news and entertainment. In a
crucial scene of the program, the producers were using film from one of
the landing craft during the Normandy invasion. According to Friendly:

The scene lasts about four minutes, but there is no sound because nobody
recorded any sound [at the time]. Now the first temptation was to say, “Well,
let’s take those sounds which are available to us in the libraries and let’s put
sound into it. . . .” Then we tried sound effects and it was remarkably better,
much more dramatic. But suddenly we were aware that we were doing some-
thing phony. We were putting something together that people would see on
June 6, 1964 or June 6, 1984—and they would never know that they were
looking at something that wasn’t real. . . . Sometimes we are less dramatic.
Sometimes we are so honest it costs us at the box-office. But if we want to be
journalists, that’s what we have to do.*

This reference to the temptations of the box office is telling, for CBS
Reports had an exceedingly difficult time attracting advertisers and large
audiences. But this was not true of all documentaries. In 1962 network
documentarists began to experiment with new approaches, and by the
spring of the following year it became apparent that large audiences



The Missing Audience 239

could be tapped by actuality programs if they steered away from the
topics and formats that initially dominated the genre. As Variety put it,
network documentarists were looking for programs with “jazzier
themes” and were placing new emphasis on audiences rather than
critics.® They were also beginning to jettison their earlier preoccupation
with the Cold War.

This shift can be traced to the February 1962 broadcast of “A Tour of
the White House with Mrs. John F. Kennedy.” The program is arguably
a watershed because it was the first television documentary to make it
eminently clear that the genre could draw huge audiences. Not only did it
score the highest ratings of the season (entertainment included), but it
was also estimated that its international distribution brought the total
number of viewers to several hundred million. Obviously, the documen-
tary traded on its star appeal and its privileged access to lifestyles of the
rich and famous. But it also foregrounded a set of tensions that, by the
early 1960s, were chafing at what historian Elaine Tyler May has de-
scribed as the postwar ideology of domesticity.®® These tensions, I would
suggest, were a significant part of the program’s appeal.

Here was Jacqueline Kennedy fulfilling her domestic duty by provid-
ing visitors a tour of her home. Yet she also was performing a public
duty as the authoritative voice of the documentary: providing details on
her renovation efforts, informing the audience about the historical sig-
nificance of various furnishings, and even assuming the position of
voice-over narrator during extended passages of the program. In fact,
this was the only prime-time documentary from this period in which a
woman narrated large segments of the text. Kennedy’s authoritative sta-
tus is further accentuated by her position at the center of the screen.
This framing is striking in retrospect because correspondent Charles
Collingwood, who “escorts” Kennedy from room to room, repeatedly
walks out of the frame, leaving her alone to deliver descriptions of White
House decor and its national significance. Only at the very end of the
program, when President Kennedy “drops in” for a brief interview, is
Jacqueline repositioned in her role as wife and mother. Sitting quietly as
the two men talk, she listens attentively while her husband hails her res-
toration efforts as a significant contribution to public awareness of the
nation’s heritage.

The ambiguities at work in this program seem to be linked to wide-
spread ambivalence about the social status of the American woman at
the time of this broadcast. Here is Jacqueline Kennedy positioned in her
home, which is at once a private and public space. It is her family’s dwell-






The Missing Audience 241

ing but also a representation of the nation’s home. Furthermore, Jac-
queline Kennedy is presented both as a mother—indeed, the national
symbol of motherhood—and as a modern woman: a patron of the arts, a
historical preservationist, and a key figure in producing the nation’s col-
lective memory. In these respects, she might be seen as symbolic of fe-
male aspirations to reenter the public sphere, and I would suggest that
these aspirations were a crucial component of this documentary’s popu-
larity with female viewers.”

The White House tour was soon joined by a number of similar pro-
ductions, each of which drew prime-time audiences as large as those for
fictional entertainment. For example, “The World of Sophia Loren”
earned an 18 rating, “Elizabeth Taylor’s London” a 23, and “The World
of Jacqueline Kennedy” a 19.% Perhaps most remarkably, the programs
about Loren and Kennedy garnered roughly a third of the viewers then
using television, and the Taylor documentary drew close to half of all
viewers watching television at the time of its broadcast.

In general, elite television critics reviewed these programs skeptically,
noting that entertainment values were privileged at the expense of a
more critical assessment of their subject matter.® Yet the appeal of these
programs may have had less to do with the dichotomy between enter-
tainment and information per se. Rather, these documentaries may have
drawn such large audiences because they tapped into women’s fantasies
about living a more public life while largely maintaining their conven-
tional feminine attributes. As numerous feminist scholars have argued,
one of the fundamental appeals of television programming is the oppor-
tunity it affords for the viewer to fantasize about situations and identities
that are not part of one’s everyday existence. In the early 1960s, such
fantasies may have been important not only for women who chafed at
the constraints of domesticity but also for women who were imagining
new possibilities. Writes feminist critic Ien Ang:

Women are constantly confronted with the cultural task of finding out what it
means to be a woman, of marking out the boundaries between the feminine
and unfeminine. This task is not a simple one, especially in the case of modern
societies where cultural rules and roles are no longer imposed authoritatively,
but allow individualistic notions such as autonomy, personal choice, will, re-
sponsibility, and rationality.™

The popularity of television documentaries about the lives of famous
women therefore seems to fit within the broader context of emerging
debates over gender roles and the ideology of domesticity. These pro-
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grams afforded women the opportunity to imagine themselves in public .
roles outside the home.

Yet fantasy was not the only way in which women deliberated on their
changing circumstances. Issue-oriented articles in women’s magazines
during the early sixties reflected these concerns as well. McCall’s, the
women’s magazine with the largest circulation at the time, featured ar-
ticles such as “Women in Politics: The Coming Breakthrough,” “Child
Care in Russia: Better than Ours?” and “The Fraud of Femininity”
(adapted from Betty Friedan’s best-seller The Feminine Mystique).” Even
advertisers and broadcasters were beginning to interrogate the di-
lemmas facing the modern woman. One advertisement for a series of
NBC daytime specials began by describing its target audience as “the
most privileged woman in the world.” The ad went on to explain, “She
can vote, drive a car, speak her mind. She has club memberships, college
degrees and a kitchen full of conveniences. Yet, a great number of her
kind are in distress. . . . She feels trapped in a role society has forced
upon her.”” These Purex Specials for Women were produced under the
guidance of Irving Gitlin, who had first pioneered the format in 1959
while working at CBS. Many of these programs dealt with family issues
such as raising children and caring for aging parents, whereas others
offered reassessments of conventional femininity, for example, “The
Trapped Housewife,” “The Working Mother,” “The Single Woman,”
and “The Glamour Trap.” The programs proved to be widely popular
with female audiences during the daytime. Yet prior to 1962, gender
issues rarely appeared in prime-time documentary.

It was not until 1963 that ABC brought some of these concerns to the
evening schedule with “The Soviet Woman” and “The World’s Girls.””
The former examines how women fare in a Communist society in which,
according to the narrator, they are “economically and socially more
emancipated than any other land on earth.” Over the course of the hour,
viewers are introduced to women scientists, editors, ironworkers, and
bricklayers. Given the Cold War politics of this era, one would not expect
an outright celebration of this equality. Therefore, the program persist-
ently pits equality against femininity, suggesting the balance has tipped
toward the former in Soviet society at the expense of the latter. Nev-
ertheless, the documentary takes the issue of equality quite seriously,
noting that even though the Soviet working woman still bears primary
responsibility for homemaking and child care, the government provides
a support infrastructure of nurseries, public laundries, and convenience
foods. Moreover, we are told that Soviet women receive four months’
paid maternity leave and are eligible for a one-year leave of absence
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without losing their job. Whether and how well this Soviet infrastructure
actually performed is less of a concern than the fact that it received
prime-time exposure during an era when American women—a signifi-
cant and growing percentage of whom were working outside the
home—were beginning to raise these very issues.

In the fall of 1963 ABG also broadcast “The World’s Girls,” an exam-
ination of the changing status of women around the globe that included
interviews with Betty Friedan and Simone de Beauvoir. Like the other
ABGC documentary—both of them written and produced by men—the
riddle of feminine sexuality in a changing social climate plays a promi-
nent role throughout. Once again, however, this masculine perspective
struggles to contain and explain expressions of female discontent with
existing gender roles. The program shows housewives complaining of
boredom and onerous child-raising responsibilities, young women leav-
ing their villages for employment opportunities in the cities of post-
colonial Africa, and female college graduates criticizing their limited job
prospects despite high levels of academic training.

It is of course impossible to know what female viewers thought of
these programs, but their very existence suggests that the networks were
beginning to reconsider many of their earlier assumptions about docu-
mentary. The potential audience for the genre was far from the homo-
geneous mass envisioned at the beginning of the decade. Despite the
assumption that documentaries took on the “great issues” facing all
Americans, actual viewers tended to define their concerns quite differ-
ently. As with race issues and African American audiences, gender
topics seemed far more connected to the everyday lives of many women
than the supposed Communist threat in some distant quarter of the
globe. Particular topics drew particular kinds of viewers; not everyone
agreed about the urgency of superpower struggle. Thus the effort to
promote a singular notion of public duty to a huge national audience
proved to be an elusive goal. And what initially was intended as one of
the most masculine genres in the early history of television became in
practice a form of programming that adopted many of the same conven-
tions as its entertainment counterparts.

In summary, television documentary failed to live up to its promise to
reconnect the mass audience with public life and to earn its allegiance
to a reinvigorated foreign policy. As we have seen in this chapter, the
notion of the mass audience that was so fundamental to the success of
entertainment television proved to be an elusive mirage for network docu-
mentarists. Instead of huge national audiences, documentaries seemed
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to appeal to audiences that were modest in comparison with their enter-
tainment counterparts. Part of this may have been due to the ways in
which the programs focused their address on a male, white middle-class
viewer, thereby marginalizing viewers from other social backgrounds.
African Americans occupied perhaps the most peculiar position in this
regard. Although their civil rights were often the subject of documen-
tary examination, network documentaries were produced by whites for a
white audience. As for foreign policy issues, the programs privileged the
question of superpower struggle often at the expense of questions of
racial politics and colonialism. It is therefore little wonder that blacks
were not outspoken supporters of the genre.

Similarly, women’s concerns were not a major consideration for net-
work documentarists. If anything, the documentary was implicitly char-
acterized as a masculine genre of programming intended to displace soft
entertainment with hard news about “serious” social issues. With their
focus on the Cold War, prime-time documentaries largely overlooked
women’s growing frustrations with existing gender roles. The programs
addressed issues of the public sphere while largely ignoring the fact that
. more than half of the potential audience was systematically excluded
from full-fledged participation in public life. As with black viewers,
women had little reason to embrace the documentary genre.

Finally, network documentary fell short in its efforts to reach the
American masses because it sought to introduce elite concerns into a
medium of popular entertainment. Both the content of these programs
and their stylistic characteristics marked them as intrusions in a domain
of programming that emphasized viewer participation, identification,
and affect. During the early sixties when most homes had only one TV
set, program selection was the outcome of negotiations over a collective
viewing experience. Given that documentary was primarily targeted at
only one member of the family, it is easy to see why the genre suffered in
the ratings. Although the programs earned kudos from opinion leaders
and elites, and even though opinion polls showed strong support for the
expansion of public affairs programming, these indices failed to corre-
late with the private behaviors of audiences at home. Documentaries
were not heavily viewed, nor did they transform popular attitudes about
the Cold War. After three years of rapid growth, the networks began to
reassess their investment in the genre.”
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The early 1960s were truly the heyday for the network documentary,
and the pattern since that time has been one of inexorable decline. In
1967 the combined efforts of the three major networks yielded only one
hundred total hours of documentary programming, one-fourth the total
only five years earlier. By 1977 the number had shrunk to fifty-one
hours, and one decade later the total was down to thirty-one, roughly
half an hour of such programming each week.' The reasons for this
decline have been the subject of ongoing discussion in the trade press
and among broadcast journalists for some time.? It has been attributed to
a number of factors, ranging from the rise of the broadcast news maga-
zine to the declining corporate commitment to public service program-
ming.

Whatever the reasons for documentary’s current status, several factors
emerged as early as 1963 that precipitated the slackening of network
demand and marked the end of the so-called golden age. As we have
already seen, one of those factors was the modest ratings performance of
these programs. But since audience demand was not a major catalyst
behind the emergence of the golden age, we must turn to other elements
that might also help us understand the genre’s decline.

Commercial Sponsorship

Even though the documentary achieved the status of prestige program-
ming during the early 1960s, its prime-time scheduling exposed it to
many of the same commercial pressures as its entertainment-oriented
competitors. Although few network executives envisioned these nonfic-
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tion series as equal competitors with entertainment fare, they argued
from the outset that the programs must be marketable to advertisers.
Thus for many executives it was a positive sign that between 1958 and
1962 the percentage of sponsored public affairs programs rose from 46 to
54 percent.’ These numbers were considered quite impressive in view of
the fact that the total number of network documentaries had risen dra-
matically during this same period. On the other hand, these figures are
also indicative of the increasing pressure to market the sponsorship of
these programs in order to recover the networks’ burgeoning invest-
ment in the production of public affairs programming. This pressure
was further amplified by the fact that the percentage of documentaries
slated for prime time had more than tripled.* Documentary was not only
expensive to produce, but its growing presence on the evening schedule
precluded the networks from broadcasting more lucrative entertain-
ment fare during peak viewing hours. Therefore the costs associated
with “lost revenue” were coupled with production costs in the minds of
many network officials. This created intense corporate pressure to find
sponsors for each program.

One of the ways in which the networks sought to do this was by mak-
ing the documentary audience appear uniquely attractive. Opinion sam-
pling firms such as Sindlinger and Pulse introduced “quality ratings”
during this period, arguing that specific genres, especially documentary,
might benefit from more precise sampling techniques.’ It was hoped that
demographic data would demonstrate the advantages of sponsoring
programs that drew a small, but affluent group of viewers. Network sales
executives accordingly promoted the distinction between “image buys”
and “gross circulation.” Yet despite these efforts, the number of spon-
sors willing to take on a public affairs program proved to be limited.

Part of the problem seemed to be that television advertisers were more
impressed by raw numbers than prestige. During this era, TV was gen-
erally promoted as a distinctive advertising venue that reached large na-
tional audiences in a timely fashion. Consequently, the sponsors who
were attracted to this costly form of promotion were primarily interested
in programs with mass audience appeal. It was therefore difficult to find
enough advertisers who would pay premium rates for an “image buy.”
This meant that documentary was forced to compete on the same com-
mercial terms as its prime-time counterparts. The outcome of this com-
petition can be gleaned from an extensive NBC study in 1961 that
showed that news and information programming drew only 13 percent
of the network’s total audience even though it commanded 23 percent of
total network airtime. Although some disproportion had been antici-
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pated, network executives were reportedly “unsettled” by the size of
the gap. If things were this bad at NBC, whose public affairs shows
enjoyed the best ratings record, then it was assumed that the situation
was worse at the other networks.” Nonetheless, NBC continued to forge
ahead with the expansion of its informational offerings during the 1961
season, perhaps bolstered by the fact that it was able to sell all of its news
programming to sponsors and thereby realize a profit of four million
dollars.?

By 1963 the situation had changed, however. News and information
programming had grown to 29 percent of network fare, but the NBC
news division was now reporting an annual loss of five million dollars.®
The problem, according to salespeople at the networks, was that adver-
tising agencies would talk about the need for documentary program-
ming when addressing public forums but would advise their clients to
buy safer, more commercial programming during private consultations.
Both agencies and clients were well aware that telefilm entertainment
series from Hollywood drew predictably large audiences. Furthermore,
despite the efforts of ratings services to identify “quality” audiences,
there was an emerging consensus within the industry that these audi-
ences were in fact diminishing." The viewing elite reportedly was spend-
ing its “quality time” away from the tube, and this made it even more
difficult to justify documentary sponsorship to network clients.

The impact on news budgets was unmistakable. In 1962 it was esti-
mated that the three networks were laying out sixty million dollars a year
for news and public affairs programs while recovering less than half that
much in revenue." Too many shows were chasing too few sponsors, and
revenues were even further depressed as sales representatives for the
networks began to sell documentary ad time at a discount in a desperate
attempt to attract clients.

Although few would publicly disparage the genre, both television
critics and network sales staffers began to ask, “How much is too much?”
Like other innovative program formats that had preceded it, the docu-
mentary was falling prey to a familiar cycle in the history of American
broadcast programming: innovation, imitation, saturation. As the net-
works vied for competitive position in documentary programming, some
critics contended that broadcasters had overextended their commitment
to the genre."” Much of this reasoning was based on the commercial logic
of network television, but critics also were quick to point out that the
attractiveness of documentary was further undermined by the contro-
versies that the programs sometimes generated.
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Documentary Content

Bob Lang, who sold advertising time for both CBS and ABC public af-
fairs shows during this period, claimed that it was almost impossible to
find advertisers for programs that explored deeply controversial issues.
Part of the problem was that documentary programs were often mar-
keted on a single-sponsorship basis. In promoting the programs, net-
work sales staffs suggested that one of the benefits of this arrangement
was the association audiences would make between the program’s so-
phisticated, public service content and the identity of the sponsor. Ac-
cording to Lang, however, the flip side of this logic was that audiences
might also associate the sponsor with any controversial ideas that might
be contained in the program. Sponsors worried about both public reac-
tion and the response of powerful government officials. Yet advertisers
were not the only ones to express concern about content issues. The
networks also experienced resistance from timid affiliates. Fearful of
controversy, some stations chose not to broadcast network documen-
taries, and this further reduced the size of their national audience and
therefore made them even harder to promote with advertisers."

Ultimately, these concerns over content were most problematic for the
flagship documentary series. Both CBS Reports and NBC White Paper had
the hardest time attracting commercial sponsorship.'® By 1963 Reports
was in particularly desperate straits, and rumors within the industry in-
dicated that this was partly the result of complaints regarding documen-
taries on South Africa and pesticides.” Both programs reportedly
offended corporations that were prominent television advertisers. Yet
these were not the only organizations that worried network officials.
Powerful interest groups such as the American Medical Association and
the Catholic Church kept a watchful eye on network treatment of topics
within their domains of interest. And local governments howled in pro-
test when they became the subject of documentary critique. Indeed, two
of the most celebrated complaints filed with the FCC during this period
were registered by local politicians in New York and Massachusetts as a
result of network investigations that were broadcast in prime time.

A 1962 FCC inquiry found, however, that NBC’s “The Battle of New-
burgh” and CBS’s “Biography of a Bookie Joint” met the commission’s
standards for journalistic impartiality. Moreover the FCC explicitly
“applauded their analyses of controversial situations.” This response
was widely interpreted as an effort to bolster the integrity of television
documentarists and to encourage network support for the genre. Such
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encouragement should have been the basis for celebration, but Jack Gould,
writing in the New York Times, noted the broader implications of the re-
port: “The fact remains the Federal agency did evaluate the contents of
the news presentations and arrived at its own subjective judgment as to
their balance.””® In other words, despite the commission’s favorable find-
ings, the inquiry nevertheless perpetuated a distinction between televi-
sion and newspapers regarding First Amendment issues. The agency
seemed to be saying that the networks should freely pursue such contro-
versial public issues but that they would continue to be subject to govern-
ment oversight. The impact on broadcast executives is perhaps best
summed up by one of the most faithful advocates of the documentary,
NBC president Robert Kintner, who remarked, “You don’t think of
broadcasting companies having opinions, like the newspaper greats.”"

Here, then, was the crux of the problem for the networks: in order to
maintain control over all prime-time content and scheduling, they had
claimed the exclusive prerogative to interpret controversial issues over
the public airwaves. They based this preemptory claim on their capacity
to analyze social problems in a professional, balanced, and objective
manner. In so doing, they excluded all other interpretations of the issues
at hand. Yet having done so, the networks then were forced to deliver on
their claims to objectivity. As a result, they either had to silence all oppos-
ing points of view, or they had to focus their attention on issues that
would not generate “legitimate” oppositional interpretations. As we saw
in chapters 5 and 7, network claims to objectivity were subject to chal-
lenge for a number of reasons. As the challenges mounted throughout
the early sixties, network documentarists began to privilege topics that
were less controversial, or they began to treat controversial topics in less
controversial ways. As one newspaper commentator noted in 1964, “The
public service may be there in form but the exciting bite of a ‘See It Now’
has been dulled. Documentaries now are wholesome; they don’t jar the
convictions.”® As the genre grew more timid, it also became more scarce
as networks began to trim their commitment to documentary and focus
instead on much less interpretive approaches, such as live coverage and
nightly news.

Networks Shift to Breaking News

Breaking news coverage became increasingly attractive to the major net-
works not only because it was less controversial but because it was com-
mercially profitable. Close to 90 percent of all viewing homes tuned into
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live coverage of John Glenn’s spaceflight around the earth.? In addition
to making Glenn a prominent national figure overnight, this exposure
demonstrated the marketability of such heroism and generated lively
competition between the networks in their coverage of the ensuing
NASA spaceflights.

Almost equally telegenic was the ongoing saga of the New Frontier.
Although Kennedy reportedly harbored negative feelings about the net-
works during his presidential campaign, relations between the two
camps warmed up considerably during his first year in office. As the
trade magazine Variety commented, “The television consciousness of Mr.
and Mrs. John F. Kennedy looms as the major phenomenon of the 61—
’62 [television] semester.”” Little wonder, presidential news conferences
had become a prime-time ratings success, and the first lady’s televised
White House tour was one of the biggest audience draws of the season.”
Camelot’s ratings were sustained in the following season with the presi-
dent’s popular “rocking chair chats.”*

Kennedy’s success with the medium also proved to be a boon to net-
work news organizations. NBC’s conquest of the number one ranking in
television news began with the network’s coverage of the 1960 presiden-
tial campaign.® This directly benefited Huntley-Brinkley’s evening
newscast, which not only increased its ratings but also dramatically en-
hanced its advertising revenues.”® Consequently, top executives at all
three networks expanded their nightly news programs from fifteen to
thirty minutes during the 1963—1964 season in order to better position
themselves for the 1964 presidential race.” Moreover, Huntley-
Brinkley’s success supposedly proved that, as with entertainment televi-
sion, “star qualities” drew large audiences for informational fare. News
programs increasingly began to focus on personalities in the news as
opposed to issues.® Networks also began to conduct audience research
on the “likability” and perceived trustworthiness of network anchors and
reporters. William R. McAndrew, executive vice president of NBC news,
unabashedly commented, “If the newsman has the mysterious quality
that appeals to the masses, you've got a star.”” And it was exactly this
elusive star quality to which the networks increasingly attributed the
profitability of their nightly newscasts. In 1963 these programs gener-
ated more than a third of the total revenues at CBS and NBC News.*

Such concern with the popularity of television news was not entirely
new, however. What was new was the increasing emphasis on the busi-
ness side of the equation. Given network promotion of the potential
profitability of news and given the growing mass appeal of breaking
news coverage, it was almost inevitable that the status of the documen-
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tary would be diminished. At all three networks, management began to
fulfill a greater portion of its public service responsibilities with largely
uninterpretive and noncontroversial breaking news coverage.*'

In sum, several factors contributed to the declining demand for net-
work documentary. Problems with sponsors and program content were
two of the most prominent. At the same time, breaking news coverage
was emerging as a way for the networks to maintain their public service
image while enhancing profitability. Additionally, it should be noted that
the “image problems” that plagued the networks during the late 1950s
no longer loomed so large. Not only were the quiz show scandals fading
from popular consciousness, but Newton Minow departed from the FCC
in 1963, and with him went much of the headline-grabbing scrutiny that
had worried industry insiders.

National Politics

Other political factors were changing as well. President Kennedy’s suc-
cessor, Lyndon B. Johnson, began his administration on amiable terms
with the networks. From the outset he had close ties to the industry be-
cause of Lady Bird’s ownership of a substantial number of broadcast
properties. He also was personal friends with the heads of CBS and
NBC, Frank Stanton and Robert Kintner. Closer relations between the
executive branch and the broadcast industry were paralleled by a shift in
congressional attitudes toward television as well. Criticism from legisla-
tors seemed to be cooling off as many members anticipated the extensive
television coverage that broadcasters promised for the 1964 election
campaigns. Four years earlier, this sort of news coverage had done so
much to convince politicians of the medium’s powerful effects, and as
the next national campaign got under way, few politicians wanted to
disrupt their generally harmonious relations with broadcasters.

Finally, the end of the golden age of documentary must be linked to a
shift in foreign policy. By 1963 the need for documentary analysis of
global issues no longer seemed so pressing because transnational corpo-
rate leaders already had achieved many of their goals under the policies
of the Kennedy administration: Congress had approved a massive de-
fense buildup; government negotiators were spearheading a round of
talks on tariffs and trade; and the United States was increasing its for-
eign aid as well as its commitment to programs such as the Alliance for
Progress in Latin America. Furthermore, the domestic economy was re-
entering a period of expansion. Consequently, the business community
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mentarist had only one “non-controversial arena in which to work—the
confrontation of East and West in the sphere of international politics.”
By 1963, however, this arena no longer enjoyed the stalwart patronage
of government leaders. Dramatic East-West showdowns over places such
as Berlin and Cuba had tempered enthusiasm for global activism. It
seemed the time had come to cool off the rhetoric and direct public
attention away from superpower conflict along the frontiers of the Free
World. This shift in government policy is best characterized by Hallin’s
argument that during the escalation of the Vietnam War, U.S. officials
repeatedly sought to avoid public alarm and to make intervention ap-
pear limited, rational, and inevitable. In such an environment, docu-
mentaries about global trouble spots no longer seemed an essential com-
ponent of the broadcast schedule.

Documentary also lost much of its government patronage because, de-
spite the hundreds of hours committed to the genre, it appeared doubt-
ful that documentary had played a discernible role in mobilizing public
support for a more aggressive foreign policy. Popular attitudes regard-
ing the global Communist threat remained remarkably constant
throughout this period.* Despite the grand enthusiasm for television’s
educational and transformative powers, important policy makers such as
Edward R. Murrow, director of the U.S. Information Agency, found
themselves questioning their own assumptions about the political power
of television. Traveling across the United States by automobile while on
vacation during the summer of 1962, Murrow wrote to the president
regarding his conversations with “average citizens.” Murrow complained
that people had abdicated responsibility regarding foreign policy, most
of them saying it was simply too complex and should be left to the
leaders in Washington. Wrote Murrow in his letter to the president:
“And though I rode my favorite theme, that maybe you should tell them
more of what their country is trying to do, explain why we do what we do,
no one asserted that you had failed in this fashion. (Could it be that I was
wrong in our last conversation on this subject?) I do not know, but I am
shaken.” Apparently, Murrow was not alone. By 1963 it was much
rarer to find major public officials promoting the documentary as a vital
component of American foreign policy. Attention had shifted to televi-
sion’s role as witness to live events rather than as interpreter of impor-
tant national issues.

‘Throughout its brief history, fantastic powers of persuasion have been
attributed to television. Reformers often wish to use it to change society,
and conservatives consistently complain that the medium’s liberal bias
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encourages nothing but change. Yet these assessments have too often
been the product of simple, linear analysis. Television is said to be the
cause of particular behaviors; or, on the other hand, powerful forces are
said to be unproblematically reflected in the content of television pro-
gramming. Instead, this analysis of documentary’s golden age explains
television as a site of active social struggle where various groups seek to
shape and shift the terrain of public discourse.

During the early sixties the documentary genre was elevated to a privi-
leged status as part of a Cold War education project promoted by corpo-
rate executives, New Frontier politicians, and public opinion leaders.
Their concerns about public support for a more activist foreign policy
were wedded to anxieties about popular culture and a supposedly flag-
ging sense of national purpose. Television documentary was touted as
the tonic for a nation adrift in aimless consumerism and passive enter-
tainment. It would help to awaken the nation to its global leadership role
and to reconnect the suburban viewer with public life. As such, docu-
mentary was promoted as a vehicle for helping the nation reimagine its
sense of purpose as inextricably bound up with the community of the
Free World.

Yet this group’s power to promote the genre and its global perspective
was mediated by a complex set of social and institutional forces. The
major networks, who also were expanding into foreign markets, initially
embraced documentary for many of the same reasons as others outside
the industry. This embrace was further encouraged by the changing
logic of television news. Increases in the ratings of nightly newscasts
suggested that informational television might be self-sustaining, if not
profitable, and the networks began to compete in this largely untested
domain. News organizations grew rapidly during this era and spread
their operations around the globe as the networks experimented with a
variety of formats and techniques. These changes set the terms on which
documentary would enter prime time. It would be informative and pres-
tigious programming, but it also would be shaped by commercial pres-
sures, audience ratings, and network competition. This was to be more
than a public education project; these programs aimed to be commer-
cial, popular, and exclusively produced by network employees.

The latter requirement was intended to sustain the networks’ growing
control over all components of prime time, but it also was connected to a
heritage of journalistic objectivity and to the resurgent celebration of
science and expertise in the post-Sputnik era. Consequently, news work-
ers enthusiastically embraced documentary as an opportunity to en-
hance their status within the broadcast industry and the larger society as
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well. These were to be television’s professionals. Armed with the latest
technology and endowed with ample airtime, they would enlighten a
nation in a “perilous age.” Yet these news workers’ engagement with the
genre was also fraught with conflicting tensions and pressures. As jour-
nalists they were torn between objectivity and activism. As producers
they had to balance the competing demands of information and narra-
tive style. As programmers they had to weigh popularity against social
significance. And as the exclusive interpreter of major social issues for a
national and often international audience, they had to constantly antici-
pate viewer reaction and the potential for controversy. All of these fac-
tors mediated the messages that promoters of the genre initially had
hoped to circulate.

As we have seen, the programs themselves register these competing
tendencies. On the one hand, many of these documentaries explicitly
explore the world of the Communist foe. Others probe the frontiers of
the Free World in search of Communist infiltration. Still others turn
their attention to the home front and wonder how domestic reforms
might enhance the United States’ ability to compete with its determined
opponent. Thus a priori assumptions about the Cold War are a depar-
ture point for most of these programs, and in that sense they fulfill the
intent of their promoters. Yet, on the other hand, the programs are also
marked by gaps and ambivalences. Documentaries about the Free World
allies often prove quite complicated and evade the simple Cold War di-
chotomies that initially motivated the genre. For example, some pro-
grams expose U.S. complicity with dictatorships in other countries, and
others represent Communist organizations as more responsive to local
populations than the U.S.-backed regimes. Similarly, programs that ex-
amine domestic issues such as migrant labor expose inequities that rarely
before had been aired in prime time. Steeped as they were in Cold War
ideology, the meanings circulated by these programs proved far more
complex and troublesome than many anticipated.

Likewise, audience response to network documentary was not what
many had hoped. The genre explicitly addressed a white, male, middle-
class audience. It marginalized the African American viewer even as it
discussed issues of racial segregation. It also failed to take gender issues
seriously, even though this was a time when American women were reas-
sessing the gender roles and attitudes that shaped their lives. Finally, the
programs failed to connect with the patterns of family life during the
evening hours. Skewed toward elite concerns, the programs appeared as
an intrusion in the evening’s entertainment. Although many viewers
publicly endorsed the importance of the documentary, few of them
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made frequent use of the programs in the privacy of their homes. The
genre never delivered on its promise to reach huge new audiences with
information that would transform their attitudes and behaviors. In
short, despite a massive investment of resources, television documentary
did not live up to the persuasive powers that were attributed to it by
politicians, advertisers, and social critics. Its messages were highly medi-
ated by complex forces, and its direct effects on popular attitudes
proved to be limited.

Nevertheless, we also have seen ways in which documentary played a
prominent role in the debates over television and the national interest.
Simply the fact that so many powerful groups coalesced around this
Cold War education project is indicative of ways in which documentary
operated as a site for the production of consensus among key elements
of the New Frontier. Furthermore, even if most audience members
watched documentaries only occasionally, their status as socially signifi-
cant programs helped certain groups to define the terms of public de-
bate. This power was further enhanced by the exclusion of alternative
perspectives owing to the commercial logic of nationwide network televi-
sion and the discourse of documentary professionalism.

As we examine the performance of our electronic media todays, it is best
that we remember such moments from the past, for debates persist as to
how information should be produced and delivered in 2 modern, demo-
cratic society. Controversies continue to erupt over the uses of visual
imagery, the role of narrative elements, and the involvement of news
workers in the stories they produce. The buildup to the Gulf War in-
volved many of the same dynamics we explored in network coverage of
the New Frontier. Television reporting from the Persian Gulf concealed
many of the economic, political, and social forces that influenced repre-
sentations of both Kuwait and Iraq. In less than a year, media imagery
transformed a politically repressive, oil-rich sheikdom into a pathetic
ally for which the American people should be willing to shed blood. Con-
versely, Saddam Hussein, who had long been a strategic partner in Mid-
east geopolitics, quickly was remade in the image of a half-mad rogue.
As with the New Frontier, American viewers were urged to play a deci-
sive role in restoring order to a distant, “underdeveloped” region of the
world.

Corporate television, a medium with its own international ambitions,
enthusiastically embraced Desert Storm and labored relentlessly to pro-
duce visually engaging representations of the conflict. Dramatic biogra-
phies of U.S. combat pilots and exciting video footage of actual bombing
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runs concealed the fact that the airborne assaults were far less accu-
rate—and the effects on innocent civilians far more severe—than net-
work newscasts suggested. The point is that television was an important
site for the production of consensus and the execution of the war. In-
deed, so central has television become to the implementation of foreign
policy that the conclusion of the Gulf War was carefully staged to feature
the retaking of the U.S. Embassy in Kuwait City via helicopter, an in-
verted image of the chaotic American withdrawal from Saigon in 1974.
The embassy in Kuwait could have been retaken just as easily by land,
but the figure of a U.S. helicopter hovering over the rooftop in victory
was intended for a global audience as if to suggest a reversal of the so-
called Vietnam syndrome. Therefore questions of accuracy, objectivity,
and professionalism should not distract us from the highly orchestrated
connections produced at such moments between powerful institutions
and televisual representation. Electronic media play a key role in shap-
ing public images of global relations and consequently are perceived by
political and corporate elites as vital to the realization of their transna-
tional ambitions.

On the other hand, we should also remember that such moments of
convergence are inevitably marked by gaps and contradictions. Peter Ar-
nett’s reports from the CNN bureau in Baghdad caused angry protests
from Americans who questioned both his loyalty and that of his em-
ployer. In defending itself, CNN—the television network most depend-
ent on a growing clientele around the globe—tried to cloak itself in the
mantle of journalistic impartiality and in so doing continued to broad-
cast from Baghdad with images that formed a distinctive counterpoint to
otherwise rhapsodic U.S. media coverage of Desert Storm. Responding
to the interests of clients in the Mideast, CNN invoked the very same
standards of journalistic professionalism toward a set of objectives at
variance with the U.S. government. This cable network kept open a
small window of access to firsthand reports of the severe consequences
suffered by civilians in Iraq. Its coverage, however, was an exception to
the otherwise effective mobilization of political, economic, and discur-
sive forces by the Bush administration. Indeed, official U.S. policy was so
compelling as to engender heady proclamations of a new world order.

Yet even at this seemingly triumphant moment of Desert Storm cover-
age, the television medium itself was undergoing a period of significant
change as detailed in Ken Auletta’s 1991 best-seller Three Blind Mice.
Assessing the corporate behaviors that now govern the media industries,
Auletta argues that network news is in a dangerous state of decline and
that the demise of documentary is indicative of the current dangers
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posed by economic and technological forces. “Now, frantic for ratings,”
he writes, “executives too often worry more about giving people what
they want than what they need to know.” Clearly, Auletta’s comment
echoes the very rhetoric that fostered documentary’s golden age. Like
critics of an earlier time, Auletta lauds the professionalism of network
news workers and worries that the audience is splintering in an age of
proliferating media. “Whatever its failings, a mass medium creates a
common set of facts and a sense of community, and that is now at risk,”
he explains. “If network news dies, so dies a common hearth.”* In fact,
Auletta is so worried by this prospect that despite his weighty volume
describing the many problems of the major commercial television net-
works, he ultimately endorses their prerogative to shape our perceptions
of the world.

Others are more suspicious, however, of the giant corporations that
have controlled American media for most of this century. They envision
a future in which power is more dispersed, in which information flows
laterally as well as vertically through high-capacity digital networks.
They see the Internet as a model for the future and wax enthusiastically
about the development of multimedia, a form of nonlinear information
that allows the user far more room for active interpretation. Already,
CD-ROM software is being promoted as the documentary format of the
future. All of this promises to bring great changes to the genre, in its
modes of production, distribution, and reception.

We need not look so far ahead, however, to see some of the changes
that are already afoot. The splintering of network audiences has already
narrowed the gap between ratings for entertainment shows and reality-
based programming. While in the early sixties entertainment programs
averaged an 18 rating, today they average close to a 10, not much differ-
ent than documentaries in their heyday. Today, reality shows are more
competitive in the ratings race, and their production expenses are far
below those for entertainment. Without going into a detailed analysis of
such programs, it is nevertheless hard to overlook the emerging diversity
of nonfiction programming sources. Moreover, the low costs and high
quality of technologies such as 8mm video have begun to enlarge the
population of producers and blur the lines that were so crucial in mark-
ing the authoritative voice of the network journalist. This new pool of
“documentarists” has provided a range of powerful and compelling mo-
ments. Silverlake Life, a poignant diary of a gay couple struggling with
AIDS, is a good example of how these technologies engender personal
forms of expression that previously were excluded from network prime
time.
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Thus we are poised once again at the dawning of a new media age,
and once again various factions are competing to define a vision of the
future. Huge corporations with vast resources scramble to contain and
control the flow of information and to wed it to their agenda for an
integrated global media environment, while grassroots activists struggle
to exploit the possibility of a more open architecture of communications.
At the same time, opinion surveys are beginning to show that the public
is largely ambivalent regarding either agenda. In this current period of
uncertainty, many step forward to speak for the people, the audience,
the user. They speak not just about what people want but about what
they need. They invoke the image of the nation or the global commu-
nity. They rail against consumerism and superficial imagery. They valor-
ize hard facts and in-depth analysis. And they always anchor their claims
on the influential role of electronic media.

By contrast, this volume argues that even the most seemingly unen-
cumbered and analytical forms of communications media cannot magi-
cally transform public attitudes. And that media should be studied, not
as technologies for the transmission of information, but as sites of social
contest over the production of meaning. Ken Auletta is wrong, not be-
cause he valorizes the network documentary, but because he essentializes
its nature as a preeminent form of modern communication cast in stone
by the “fathers” of electronic journalism. Documentary is not by its na-
ture a positive benefit to society. Rather, television documentary, even in
its golden age, was a form of communication bound up in the political
struggles of its times. It is therefore best not to mourn the passing of the
network documentary but rather to understand the convergence of
forces that made the early 1960s the documentary’s moment of prime
time, for this was a unique era when the genre’s claim to objectivity
achieved peculiar force through its association with the political project
of the New Frontier.
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Documentaries by Season

Flagship documentary series are CBS Reports, NBC White Paper, and
ABC’s Bell and Howell Close-Up! Broadcast dates are from Daniel Ein-
stein, Special Edition: A Guide to Network Television Documentary Series and
Special News Reports, 1955-1 979 (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press,
1987). Einstein also includes a brief synopsis of each program along with
production credits.

Key to Topic Categories

Specifically about foreign policy issues e Environment
T Superpower struggle is a significant subtext or p Poverty
provides a foundational rationale s Space race
a American politics h Health
le Law and crime b Labor
c Civil rights 1 Interview

1959—1960 Season

10/27/59  CBS tBiography of a Missile s

11/11/59 CBS *The Population Explosion e
12/18/59  CBS *Iran: Brittle Ally

1/6/60 CBS $The Space Lag: Can Democracy Compete? s
1/14/60 CBS *The Population Explosion, Pt. 2 e
2/15/60 CBS *Nigeria: The Freedom Explosion
3/17/60 CBS *Trujillo: Portrait of a Dictator
4/21/60 CBS Biography of a Cancer h

5/27/60 CBS Who Speaks for the South? c
6/17/60 CBS *Berlin: End of the Line

717/60 CBS tLippmann on Leadership i

Season total: 11

By topic: *6 13 a0 lc0 cl e2 p-0 s2 h-1  Ib-0 il
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1960-1961 Season

9/27/60 B&H Cast the First Stone ¢

10/11/60 CBS +The Year of the Polaris s

10/1%/60 B&H *Paradise in Chains

10/27/60 CBS Money and the Next President a

11/3/60 B&H What’s the Proposition? a

11/25/60 B&H The Money Raisers a

11/25/60 CBS tHarvest of Shame p, Ib

11/29/60 NBC *The U-2 Affair

12/7/60 B&H *Yanki No!

12/9/60 B&H Featherbedding? Ib

12/10/60 CBS *Rescue—With Yul Brynner

12/20/60 NBC Sit-In ¢

12/26/60 CBS The Great Holiday Massacre

1/5/61 CBS Our Election Day Illusions: The Beat Majority a
1/19/61 CBS Keeper of The Rules: Congressman Smith a
1/22/61 B&H *The Red and the Black

2/2/61 CBS The Business of Health h

2/6/61 B&H +X-Pilot s

2/14/61 NBC *Panama: Danger Zone

2/16/61 B&H The Children Were Watching ¢

2/16/61 CBS The Case of the Boston Electra

3/1/61 CBS A Real Case of Murder: People vs. Peter Manceri Ic
3/14/61 NBC The Man in the Middle: The State Legislator a
3/16/61 CBS *Crossroads Africa: Pilot for a Peace Corps
3/28/61 B&H tAdventures on the New Frontier a

3/30/61 CBS *Britain: Blood, Sweat, and Tears Plus 20
4/13/61 CBS Carl Sandburg at Gettysburg i

4/14/61 B&H +1 Remember

4/16/61 NBC Anatomy of a Hospital h

4/18/61 B&H *Ninety Miles to Communism

4/27/61 B&H *C’est La Guerre

4/27/61 CBS TWhy Man in Space? s

5/9/61 B&H *Kenya: Land of the White Ghost, Pt. 1
5/11/61 CBS Censorship and the Movies Ic

5/16/61 B&H *Kenya, Pt. 2

5/18/61 CBS Who Speaks for Birmingham? ¢

5/23/61 NBC Railroads: End of Line? Ib

5/25/61 CBS *The Trials of Charles De Gaulle

5/30/61 B&H 1The Flabby American h

6/13/61 B&H *The Troubles Land
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6/15/61 CBS tWalter Lippmann 1961 i
6/22/61 B&H *Qur Durable Diplomats

Season total: 42

By topic: *15 8 a7 Ile2 ¢4 e0 p-1 s3 h3 1b3 i2

1961-1962 Season

9/19/61 B&H +Walk in My Shoes ¢

9/19/61 NBC *Angola: Journey to a War

10/12/61 CBS tEisenhower on the Presidency, Pt. 11
10/19/61 CBS +The Water Famine e

10/31/61 B&H The Awesome Servant 1b

11/2/61 CBS *Brazil: The Rude Awakening

11/9/61 CBS *The Balance of Terror: In Case of War
11/14/61 B&H *Behind the Wall

11/2%/61 B&H *West of the Wall

11/23/61 CBS tEisenhower on the Presidency, Pt. 2 i
11/28/61 B&H *Heresy in Red

11/30/61 CBS Biography of a Bookie Joint Ic

12/5/61 B&H Dropout p

12/10/61 B&H *The Remarkable Comrades

12/13/61 B&H +1t’s a Small World

12/14/61 CBS *The Balance of Terror: Can We Disarm?
12/21/61 CBS tWalter Lippmann, Year End i

12/26/61 NBC *Khrushchev and Berlin

1/4/62 CBS *East Germany: The Land beyond the Wall
1/18/62 CBS +The Fat American h

1/25/62 CBS Death in the City Room

1/29/62 NBC The Battle of Newburgh p

1/30/62 B&H *The Great Conversation

2/8/62 CBS Carl Sandburg: Lincoln’s Prairie Years i
2/15/62 CBS tEisenhower on the Presidency, Pt. 3 i
2/22/62 CBS tThunder on the Right a

2/25/62 NBC *Red China

3/8/62 CBS +Barry Goldwater: The View from the Right i
3/15/62 CBS *Can We Disarm: Decision at Geneva
3/22/62 CBS *Mr. Europe and the Common Market
3/25/62 NBC *Arms and the State

3/27/62 B&H *Cambodia: The Peaceful Paradox
3/29/62 CBS The Beat Majority and the Supreme Court a, Ic
4/10/62 B&H Do Not Enter

4/12/62 CBS The Taxed American: Prelude to April 15
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4/19/62
4/17/62
4/24/62
4/26/62
5/10/62
5/15/62
5/18/62
5/22/62
5/24/62
6/7/62

6/12/62

CBS
B&H
B&H
CBS
CBS
B&H
NBC
B&H
CBS
CBS
B&H

Season total: 46

By topic:

*22

The Taxed American: Loopholes of *62
*Back to Bhowani

*Britain: Ally on the Verge

*The Hot and Cold Wars of Allen Dulles
Birth Control and the Law h, Ic

$The Vanishing Oasis e

*The Inferno

*The Overseas Chinese

*Breaking the Trade Barrier

fWalter Lippmann, 1962 i

What’s So Funny?
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1962-1963 Season

9/15/62
9/26/62
9/28/62
10/3/62
10/24/62
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11/13/62
11/17/62
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11/27/62
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12/4/62
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CBS
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B&H
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B&H
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B&H
B&H
B&H
B&H
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B&H
B&H
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B&H
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CBS
CBS
NBC
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CBS
CBS
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B&H
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CBS

The Teenage Smoker h

Mississippi and the Fifteenth Amendment ¢
*Meet Comrade Student

*Showdown in the Congo

The Other Face of Dixie ¢

The Big Revolving Door, Pt. 1 Ic

The California Battleground: Nixon vs. Brown a
The Big Revolving Door, Pt. 2 Ic

*The Turbulent Jordan

"The Lost Neighborhood p

*India: The Troubled Giant

*An Hour with the Secretary of State i
Gamble at the Keyboard

The Unpaid and the Unsung a

109 Days to Venus s

1The Wonderful World of Seven

*Sabotage in South Africa

*War at the Top of the World

tEisenhower, 1963 i

*The Death of Stalin: Profile on Communism
*The Rise of Khrushchev: Profile on Communism
*Germany since Hitler: Adenhauer Sums Upi
Storm over the Supreme Court, Pt. | Ic

*Who Goes There? A Primer on Communism
The Irreplaceable e

Storm over the Supreme Court, Pt. 2 Ic

The Silent Spring of Rachel Carson e

i-7
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3/31/63 NBC tBritish Socialized Medicine h

4/9/63 B&H The Miners’ Lament Ib, p

4/14/63 B&H +The Vatican

4/17/63 CBS The Man Who Built New York

4/23/63 B&H A Vanishing Breed: Portrait of a Country Editor
4/28/63 NBC The Business of Gambling

4/30/63 B&H Smog: The Silent Killer e

5/1/63 CBS tWalter Lippmann, 1963 i

5/7/63 B&H Money for Burning

5/15/63 CBS The Great Farm Vote of 63 a

5/15/63 CBS The Verdict of the Silent Spring of Rachel Carson e
5/21/63 B&H Twenty-third Precinct ic

5/22/63 CBS tReflections of a Soviet Scientist i

5/29/63 CBS Birth Control and the Law h, Ic

6/4/63 B&H Return from Darkness h

6/12/63 CBS Deadlock: The Railroad Dispute 1b

6/19/63 CBS Storm over the Supreme Court, Pt. 3 Ic

Season total: 44

By topic: *11 16 a3 le-7 2 e4 p2 s1 h4 b2

1963—1964 Season

9/18/63 CBS The Priest and the Politician a

9/25/63 CBS *McNamara and the Pentagon i

10/23/63 CBS The Great American Funeral

11/13/63 CBS *Case History of a Rumor

11/27/63 CBS tThree Presidents on the Presidency i

12/11/63 CBS The Harlem Temper c

12/18/63 CBS tJohn F. Kennedy: The View from the Cabinet i

1/8/64 CBS 1The Crisis of Presidential Succession a
1/22/64 CBS 1+The Business of Heroin Ic

2/2/64 NBC *Cuba: Bay of Pigs

2/5/64 CBS The Catholics and the Schools

2/9/64 NBC *Cuba: The Missile Crisis

2/19/64 CBS The Flight from Hollywood

3/4/64 CBS 1The Legacy of the Thrasher

3/12/64 NBC Adam Clayton Powell ¢, a

3/18/64 CBS Filibuster: Birth Struggle of a Law ¢
4/1/64 CBS *Vietnam: The Deadly Decision
4/8/64 CBS tWalter Lippmann, 1964 i

4/14/64 CBS Cigarettes: A Collision of Interests h
4/19/64 CBS *De Gaulle: Roots of Power

5/6/64 CBS *De Gaulle: The Challenge

265
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6/5/64 CBS

6/10/64 CBS
6/24/64 CBS
Season total: 24

By topic: *8

+7

tD-Day Plus Twenty Years: Eisenhower Returns to Nor-
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Murder and the Right to Bear Arms Ic
*The Education of George Waruhiu

a-3
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undated, Daly Papers, box 31, file 17.

. Telex from jim Beach to John Daly, September 29, 1960, Daly Papers, box

32, file 3.

. Peter G. Peterson to “Ollie,” November 1, 1960, Daly Papers, box 32, file 17.
. Memo from John Daly to Oliver Treyz, November 11, 1960, Daly Papers,

box 31, file 17.

. Although “Yanki No!” and other direct cinema documentaries have re-

ceived a great deal of historical and critical attention, these programs (while
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influential) were exceptional. Both CBS and NBC showed particular reluc-
tance to adopt this verité style of documentary. Perhaps the key reason they
eschewed this style was that it eliminated the need for an on-air correspond-
ent. Both of these networks invested heavily in promoting the star status of
their correspondents, and therefore almost all of their documentaries were
anchored by a news personality who provided commentary and analysis.
ABC, whose tiny news organization had much less star power, was more
likely to remove the reporter from center stage; however, it still produced
many documentaries with voice-over narration and with a visual style that
was more reminiscent of its competitors than it was of the style pioneered by
filmmakers such as Robert Drew and Ricky Leacock.

Patricia Zimmerman, “Reel Films: A Social History of the Discourse on Am-
ateur Film, 1897-1962” (Ph.D. diss., University of Wisconsin, 1984), 387,

I am not suggesting that these earlier films by Grierson, Ivens, Riefenstahl,
Vertov, and others had no influence on network documentarists. They may
well have. Nevertheless, I have found little to indicate that network news
workers talked about these films or drew on them for inspiration in their
work. On the other hand, they often did comment about the influence that
Hollywood film had on their work. This might be explained by the impact
that Hollywood had on television in general, particularly during the late
1950s when live New York productions were being displaced in network
prime time by Hollywood telefilm. Thus documentarists, in an effort to
compete for ratings with entertainment programs, sought to employ many
of the techniques of entertainment television.

One of the few network documentarists who made explicit reference to

earlier nonfiction film genres is Burton Benjamin, executive producer of
the CBS Twentieth Century series. See “The Documentary Heritage,” in
The Non-Fiction Film: Theory and Criticism, ed. Richard Meran Barsam
(New York: Dutton, 1976), 203-208.
Although many innovations can be attributed to Murrow and Friendly,
their programs mostly offered radio-style analysis interspersed with cross-
cut interview clips. They do not have the narrative and visual “sophistica-
tion” that becomes apparent in the period under study. One of the pro-
grams that most closely approximates later stylistic developments is “The
Case of Milo Radulovich,” a program that focuses on the impact of Mc-
Carthyism on a single individual. This program does enjoy a narrative co-
herence, but it was the exception rather than the rule at See It Now. For
example, compare it with “Argument in Indianapolis” or Murrow’s famous
critique of McCarthy.

As for visual characteristics, the Radulovich program is riddled with awk-
ward camera techniques, inconsistent framing of subjects, and technical in-
trusions, such as poor lighting and microphones in the frame. The pro-
grams often lacked the “polish” that would come to characterize the genre.
Fred Friendly himself later commented that, with a few exceptions, these
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See It Now programs could not have competed in prime-time like their later
counterparts. See “The (Fred) Friendly Touch,” TV Guide, February 6,
1960, 14.

Clipping, Variety, March 14, 1962, Frank file, BRTC; also see memo from
Bob Asman, producer of This Is NBC News, to “The Correspondents,” Sep-
tember 13, 1962, Asman Papers, box 10, file 1, NBC collection, SHSW.
Furthermore, it should be noted that such notions have a continuing influ-
ence on the genre. See Carter, “What Ever Happened,” 43—46.

In 1963 Secondari received an Emmy Award and was named Television
Writer of the Year for producing documentary dramatizations of Colum-
bus’s voyage of discovery and the drafting of the Declaration of Independ-
ence. See Clippings, Variety, February 12, 1975; Newark Evening News, May
7, 1961; and Current Biography, April 1967, Secondari file, BRTC.
“Churchill Series: ‘Just Like a Western,’” Variety, May 18, 1960, 31. In addi-
tion, Bob Lang, one of the producers of The Twentieth Century, noted that a
similar formula had made that program a ratings success. Said Lang, “We
built this show for 6:30 p.m. on Sundays, when kids control the sets. So we
built in ‘cops and robbers’ (we called them Nazis and Poles and British and
Americans) and the ratings were there. Here we have an outstanding ex-
ample of thoughtful material, but . . . a review of the subjects treated might
suggest certain of the controversial aspects of the subjects remained unex-
plored.” Sponsor, March 25, 1963, 75.

TV Guide, February 6, 1960, 14.

CBS News Clinic. NBC producer Fred Freed makes a strikingly similar ob-
servation in Yellin, Special, 259.

It also was noted that audiences preferred fewer and more developed
scenes. See CBS-TV Research Department, “What We Have Learned about
Documentary and Educational Programs,” Mickelson Papers.

This is not to suggest that producers were only concerned with filmic issues
and correspondents with journalistic concerns. Job responsibilities often
overlapped. Correspondents usually were brought in to perform particular
tasks—such as scripting, narrating, and conducting on-camera interviews—
whereas the producers were assigned overall responsibility for the program
from start to finish. Producers not only made decisions about production
techniques, but they were also deeply involved in the research and framing
of issues.

Quoted in Yellin, Special, 126. Also see interview with former NBC White
Paper producer Albert Wasserman in Rosenthal, Documentary Conscience, 92.
Wasserman recalls: “I think the early concept, particularly in television, was
that the function of the documentary was to present simple information
and simple content. My whole approach, however, was that film is essen-
tially an emotional medium, not an informational medium. I know it might
sound platitudinous but I thoroughly believed one should not pack films
too full of substance, but should try to make films that involved people, and
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25,
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that helped involve the audience in an experience. Then if they came away
with one or two ideas, this is as much as can be expected from a film.”
Clipping, New York Herald Tribune, May 1, 1960, Gitlin file, BRTC.
Wasserman in Rosenthal, Documentary Conscience, 93.

New York Times, January 28, 1962, 15.

Whiteside, “One-Ton Pencil,” 42. The cumbersome equipment caused com-
plaints from correspondents as well. See Schoenbrun’s comments at CBS
News Clinic, p. 67, and Yellin, Special, 163.

Friendly’s filmmaking style was criticized by some of his contemporaries as
“old-fashioned.” Whiteside wrote, “One of Friendly’s critics in the business
has called his television ‘big head TV'—a world bounded, in Friendly’s end-
less closeups of people, by the chin and the eyebrow—a form of representa-
tion in which the camera is accepted as a great, clumsy machine, into whose
glassy visual range the subject has to be taken, rather than being made a
truly flexible and mobile instrument that can reach out to the subject and
readily travel with him.” Whiteside, “One-Ton Pencil,” 69.

This was despite the fact that most people watching on their home set had
trouble telling the difference between 16mm and 35mm film stock.

For example, Whiteside notes that Reports never produced a documentary
about Navajo Indians because CBS crews could not find “strong” interview
subjects. Whiteside, “One-Ton Pencil,” 47—48.

Bluem attributes this to the legacy of radio documentary. Bluem, Documen-
tary in American Television, 93—111.

Whiteside, “One-Ton Pencil,” 52; Jack Gould makes a similar point in his
review of “Who Speaks for the South?”: “As is typical of the Murrow-
Friendly team at its best, the fascination of the program lay not only in the
sharply conflicting opinions voiced either with moderation or passion but
also in the close ups, which reflected the personalities involved.” Jack
Gould, clipping, New York Times, May 28, 1960, “CBS Reports: PR and Re-
views” file, CNL. On the other hand, Friendly also was criticized by col-
leagues and competitors for his cloying and deferential attitude toward cer-
tain interview subjects. Harvey Swados conveys the opinions of these critics
when he describes Friendly’s “‘Washington syndrome’—the seductive talk
about the national purpose, the awe of the celebrity and the abject reliance
on ‘the world’s leading authority,” the belief that the New York Times is the
sole criterion not only for news, but for intellectual significance. . . . Behind
all the high-flown talk resides the kind of belligerent low-brow who is fasci-
nated by technique and by the ‘wisdom’ symbolized by a handful of sages,
and who knows nothing of an entire world of art and intellect.” Harvey
Swados, “Fred Friendly and Friendly Vision,” New York Times Sunday Maga-
zine, April 23, 1967, 31.

Richard Dyer, “Stars as Signs,” in Popular Television and Film (London: BFI,
1981), 236—-269, and John Fiske, Television Culture (New York: Methuen,
1987), 149-178.
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Note that although the Sunday interview programs were shot in “real
time,” the purpose of Friendly’s editing technique was to construct the
appearance of a contiguous set of responses from disparate bits of foot-
age culled from hours of exposed film. Thus the notion of temporal con-
tinuity within the interview itself is largely a fabrication designed to
achieve dramatic effect. Similarly, spatial continuity was often implied
even though juxtaposing different points of view often meant cutting
back and forth across space.

Quoted in Yellin, Special, 164. Also note that Oppenheimer was a favorite
interview subject of Murrow’s and Friendly’s. See Friendly, Due to Circum-
stances, 69—75.

Quoted in Yellin, Special, 165.

Ibid.

Tuchman argues in her study of news in the 1970s that the close-up and
the extreme close-up are not acceptable for “straight, hard news” cover-
age because they are associated with moments of drama. She also notes
that it is highly unacceptable to shoot reporters at this range because that
might imply involvement. Rather, they are framed by a more neutral
middle shot that is conventional both for news readers and for official
spokespeople. Tuchman, Making News, 118—119.

Hackett, “Decline of a Paradigm?” 251. On the ideological implications of
news photography, also see Stuart Hall, “Determinations of News Photo-
graphs,” in The Manufacture of News, ed. Stanley Cohen and Jock Young
(Beverly Hills: Sage, 1973), 188. Furthermore, it is important to point out
that even though claims that film “documented” reality were quite common,
we also have seen in regard to Friendly’s shooting techniques that docu-
mentarists were well aware that the filmic representation, like narrative, was
highly malleable. Although the claim was often made that film footage was
the guarantor of validity, the fact was that few considered it an unimpeach-
able source. Thus I would argue that the narrative had to work just as hard
to guarantee the validity of the image as the reverse.

Clipping, New York Herald Tribune, January 9, 1961; also see Gitlin quoted
on same topic in Variety, July 27, 1960, Gitlin file, BRTC.

CBS News Clinic, p. 64.

I am not arguing that television documentary adopted all or even most of
the conventions of Hollywood style. However, the influence of these con-
ventions was strong. My understanding of Hollywood style derives from the
work of Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson, Classical Hollywood Cinema.
Yellin, Special, 132, 233.

CBS News Clinic, p. 49; italics are mine.

Ibid., 44.

Yellin, Special, 82.

Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson, Classical Hollywood Cinema.

Memo to “The Correspondents” from Bob Asman, September 13, 1962.
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Also see CBS News, Television News Reporting (New York: McGraw-Hill,
1958), 63-78.

These conventions were not adopted with the sole purpose of conform-
ing to Hollywood style. Other factors, such as the social relations of produc-
tion, are important as well. A conventional style facilitated the integration
of operations by dispersed groups of news workers. One person might
shoot footage on location in Africa, but another would edit in New York.
Technical personnel did not always follow their work through to comple-
tion. Therefore the social relations of production encouraged an aversion
to idiosyncratic styles. Even though the producer worked with a project
from beginning to end, this was not necessarily true for the camera opera-
tor, the sound recordist, or the editor. Thus conventions were a means of
extending managerial control in order to coordinate production activities.

Gaye Tuchman has observed, “One can change the written word, but
cannot easily alter the recorded spoken word to insert a new phrase. Nor
can one change the distance between camera and speaker, the framing of
the picture, short of filming again. . . . Those limits mean that the rules
governing the visual language of news film must be more explicit.” See
Making News, 107.

It can therefore be argued that conventions make it possible for news
workers to operate within a corporate framework. But given the variety of
filming situations that documentary workers confronted, the boundaries
had to be broad enough to allow a certain amount of discretion. These
conventions were not framed in terms of inviolable rules that subjected the
transgressor to disciplinary action; rather, they were framed in terms of
professionalism. Those who observed the codes of the profession made it
possible for executives such as Richard Salant to defend their expertise.
And, not coincidentally, they were rewarded with career advancement.
They became the senior producers and unit managers.

Tuchman, Making News, 110.

Clipping, Variety, March 14, 1962, Gitlin file, BRTC.

Rosenthal, Documentary Conscience, 92.

Ibid., 94; clipping, New York Times, November 17, 1965, Gitlin file, BRTC.
Variety, September 20, 1961, 21, and clipping, New York Times, September
23, 1962, Webster file, BRTC.

. Bluem, Documentary in American Television, 134—136.
52.

Clipping, New York World Telegram and Sun, October 2, 1963, Webster file,
BRTC. Another documentary producer who worked at both ABC and CBS
during this period was Stephen Fleischman, who got his start in Hollywood
as well, working as a film editor at Columbia Pictures. CBS press release,
January 16, 1959, Fleischman file, BRTC.

Network report, “CBS News on the CBS TV Network,” September 1965,
21, “CBS Reports PR and Reviews” file, CNL,
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Clipping, Newark Evening News, September 25, 1965, David Lowe file,
BRTC, and Madison, Wisconsin, Capital Times, August 17, 1989, 43.

See Winter, “Differential.”

See, for example, Brian Winston, “Documentary: I Think We Are in Trou-
ble” and “The Tradition of the Victim in Griersonian Documentary,” both
in New Challenges for Documentary, ed. Alan Rosenthal (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), 21-33, 269-287.

Eight. The Overdetermined Text

1.

N

Stuart Hall, interviewed by Lawrence Grossberg, “On Postmodernism and
Articulation,” Journal of Communication Inquiry 10 (summer 1986): 45—60,
and Hall, “Signification, Representation, Ideology: Althusser and the Post-
Structuralist Debates,” Critical Studies in Mass Communication 2 (June 1985):
91-114.

. Broadcast February 14, 1961.
. NBC Television Network News Release, January 18, 1961, “NBC White

Paper” file, CNL.

. Note that these characters are social groups rather than individuals. Al-

though this would be unusual for the Hollywood cinema, the notion of
narrative tension between human actors is nevertheless very much in keep-
ing with the storytelling style of entertainment television during this period.

. Walt W. Rostow, Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960).

Nine. The Missing Audience

1.

2.

3.

Gary A. Steiner, The People Look at Television: A Study of Audience Attitudes
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1963), 4.

Part of this may have been due to scheduling. Documentaries were often
given marginal time slots. Network programmers contended, for ex-
ample, that 10:00 was a good time for documentaries because they were
primarily targeted at an adult audience. Yet this was also a time when
fewer sets were in use and when many adults opted for relaxing enter-
tainment before retiring for the evening. An earlier time clearly had ad-
vantages, as became clear in the 1962—1963 season when CBS Reports
switched from Thursday nights at 10:00 to Wednesdays at 7:30 and saw
its average rating rise from 6.4 to 9.8. This still left the program third
behind its rivals, Wagon Train and The Virginian, each of which drew an
audience of twice the size. See memo from Market Planning and Devel-
opment to May Dowell, April 9, 1963, “CBS Reports” file, CNL. For the
ratings of the competing entertainment fare, see Brooks and Marsh,
Complete Directory, 925—926.

“TV’s ‘Quiet Revolution’ Investigated,” Broadcasting, March 5, 1962, 53,
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10.

11.

and “Sponsorship Brightest Spot in Public Affairs,” Sponsor, March 26,
1962, 31.

- N. 'W. Ayers and Sons, Directory of Newspapers and Periodicals (Philadelphia:

N. W. Ayers and Sons, 1962).

- This is a product of the “pass-along” phenomenon whereby those who pick

up an issue while waiting at the dentist’s office are listed as readers as well as
multiple users in a single home. As a resul, it is very difficult to know how
many of these readers actually pay substantial attention to each issue. Fur-
thermore, one study of subscribers (those who clearly had the option to
spend the most time with the magazine) showed that fewer than half read
the national or international sections with any regularity. The most com-
monly read sections were those that dealt with personalities and enter-
tainment. See Gans, Deciding What's News, 221-225.

. A comprehensive study of attitudes about the Cold War showed strong and

continuing public concern about the Soviet challenge. Yet these concerns
about Communism did not translate into public endorsement for a more
vigorous involvement in Third World countries. See Benton and Bowles,
Inc., “A Series of Seven ‘Measurements’ of Public Concern over Selected
Cold War Issues and Certain Other National Problems, July 1960 through
April 1963,” staff files, Arthur Schlesinger, box WH-3, JFK.

. Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis: University of

Minnesota Press, 1983), 28.

- BBC radio had a similar mission during its early days. See David Cardiff

and Paddy Scannell, “Broadcasting and National Unity,” in Impacts and In-
Jluences: Essays on Media Power in the Twentieth Century, ed. James Curran,
Anthony Smith, and Pauline Wingate (London: Methuen, 1987). Also see
Scannell, “Public Service Broadcasting,” 135—~166, and Morley and Robins,
“Spaces of Identity.”

- Memo from Arthur Schlesinger Jr. to Newton N. Minow, September 15,

1961, accompanied by a report entitled “National Cultural Policy,” which
was drafted by Max Isenberg of the State Department, NMP, box 56, White
House file. Also see Schlesinger, “How Television Can Meet Its Respon-
sibilities.”

For an insightful discussion of the relationships between home, family, me-
dia, and leisure in twentieth-century America, see Spigel, Make Room for TV.
In fact, during this period, network news divisions became increasingly
aware of the importance of personality in the production of news audi-
ences. NBC linked the success of its growing news operation to the audience
appeal of its star anchors Chet Huntley and David Brinkley. CBS re-
sponded by easing out Douglas Edwards in favor of Walter Cronkite and
actively promoting his status as a personality. Meanwhile, ABC was openly
pursuing a news figure with starlike charisma to take over the anchor duties
of its nightly news program. See Mickelson, “Some notes from Eisenberg
analysis”; promotional memo for Chet Huntley Reporting, March 1, 1962,
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Reuven Frank Papers, box 292, file 26; clipping, “Huntley-Brinkley Scores
1-2 Punch in TV Q’s 1963 Home-Test Polling,” Varzety, August 21, 1963,
Charles Collingwood Papers, box 1, file 3, SHSW. Regarding TV Q-ratings,
it should also be noted that news personalities were not only compared with
their peers but also with entertainment personalities.

Lisa A. Lewis, ed., The Adoring Audience: Fan Culture and Popular Media (New
York: Routledge, 1992).

Memo from Sig Mickelson to Frank Stanton, February 1, 1955, with at-
tached report “Objectivity in Radio News and News Analysis,” and Westley,
“Objectivity Study,” and memo from Mickelson to Stanton, December 6,
1955, Mickelson Papers, box 1, file 11.

Regarding television and the move to the suburbs, see Spigel, Make Room for
TV, and George Lipsitz, Time Passages: Collective Memory and American Popu-
lar Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1990), 39-75.
Winston, “Racial Consciousness,” 171-182.

. This concern about what the individual could do to affect foreign policy was

the focus of a campaign mounted in the early 1960s by the Advertising
Council, an organization that included the heads of all three networks along
with top executives from the advertising field. See correspondence between
Theodore S. Repplier, president of the Advertising Council, and top ad-
ministration officials, central subject file, box 209, JFK.

New York Times, September 19, 1961, 72.

18. Jack Gould, “TV: An Intelligent Study,” New York Times, November 12,

19.

20.
21.

22,

23.

24.
25,

26.

1959, 71.

“The Population Explosion,” November 11, 1959, in Variety Television Re-
views, vol. 6, ed. Howard H. Prouty (New York: Garland, 1989).

New York Times, September 28, 1962, 68.

Fred M. Hechinger, “TV: Russian Education,” New York Times, September
29, 1962, 47.

“Meet Comrade Student,” October 3, 1962, in Variety Television Reviews, vol.
7.

The Star did not begin reviewing television programs in its daily edition
until 1963. Most discussion of the medium took place in the weekly pro-
gram guide, which provided station schedules and viewing tips. Here too,
entertainment was the overwhelming focus.

Indianapolis Star, September 28, 1962, 19.

Gary A. Steiner’s research during this period shows that before their bed-
time hour, children were generally most influential in shaping family pro-
gram choices. He also found that only 11 percent of his respondents chose
adult information shows when asked which programs were best for their
children. See Steiner, The People, 174—184, 104. It should also be pointed out
that Steiner’s research on television audiences was partially funded by CBS.
One CBS network study concurred with this interpretation: “Most of the
support comes from people who were calling for more and better news and
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35
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41.
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educational types of programs and were most vocal in expressing opinions
that everybody ought to watch these when they were made available.” Memo
from Sig Mickelson to Files, January 12, 1961, Mickelson Papers, box 1.
Steiner, The People, 159.

Ibid., 233.

Cited in Yellin, Special, 275.

Tore Hallonquist, CBS Research Department, Program Analysis Division,
“What We Have Learned about Documentary and Educational Programs.”
George E. Pitts, “Jim Crow Rampant in TV, Films, and Publishing,” Pitts-
burgh Courier, February 28, 1961, sec. 2, p- 21.

“What's on TV?” and “Congressional Committee Hears How TV Ignores
Negroes,” Amsterdam News, February 24, 1962, 15.

For example, this was the reason African American political leaders punc-
tured President Kennedy’s trial balloon regarding the appointment of J.
William Fulbright as secretary of state. They charged that Fulbright's rec-
ord on race issues disqualified him despite his touted abilities in foreign
policy. See Enoc P. Waters, “JFK Couldn’t Act on Fulbright as FDR Did on
Black in 1937,” Amsterdam News, December 24, 1960, 2.

Amsterdam News, October 1, 1960, 1.

. Amsterdam News, September 24, 1960, 1.
36.
37.
38.

Amsterdam News, October 1, 1960, 1.

Ibid,, 3.

Ibid. It should be noted, however, that the National Baptist Ministers’ Con-
ference (the “largest Negro organization in the world” with a membership
of five million) was itself deeply divided between a conservative leadership
and the growing power of activists such as Martin Luther King. These activ-
ists, though publicly focused on the issue of integration, were often pri-
vately critical of American foreign policy. See Amsterdam News, September
16, 1961, 1, 11. Also see editorial, “A Disgrace,” in the same issue, 10.
“Playing It Cool,” Amsterdam News, October 1, 1960, 10.

“A Mistake,” Amsterdam News, October 1, 1960, 10.

P. L. Prattis, “Why Berlin?” Pittsburgh Courier, September 23, 1961, 9. It
should also be pointed out, however, that around the same time the Chicago
Defender sampled opinion among its African American readership and con-
cluded, “Chicagoans Would Fight over Berlin If Necessary,” Chicago De-
fender September 16, 1961, 1.

“Lumumba!” “He Hailed U.S. Negroes,” “Becomes Martyr in Death,” Pitts-
burgh Courier, February 25, 1961, 1, and “Strange,” an editorial, Amsterdam
News, February 18, 1961, 31.

James L. Hicks, “Patrice Lumumba,” Amsterdam News, February 18, 1961, 8.
On the same page is an editorial cartoon with the likeness of Lumumba and
Lincoln side by side and a smoking revolver in the foreground. It is cap-
tioned, “Price of Leadership?”

Amsterdam News, February 18, 1961, 1.
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Chicago Defender, October 15, 1960, 18.

Amsterdam News, March 18, 1961, 17.

Pittsburgh Courier, September 30, 1961, sec. 2, p. 21.

Amsterdam News, December 24, 1960, 8; Puttsburgh Courier, September 30,
1961, sec. 2, p. 21.

Pittsburgh Courier, September 30, 1961, sec. 2, p. 21.

Amsterdam News, December 10, 1960, 9.

“Malcolm X Rips JFK Advisor,” Pittsburgh Courier, February 4, 1961, sec.
2, p. 10.

Poppy Cannon White, “Temper Tantrum,” Amsterdam News, December 21,
1963, 13.

Although it has not been possible for me to pursue research regarding the
reception of network documentaries in international distribution, these Af-
rican American newspapers suggest some of the alternative reading strate-
gies that may have been employed by audiences in other parts of the Free
World.

54. Joan Landes shows how feminist scholars have interrogated the gender pol-

55.
56.
57.

58.

itics of the public sphere in “Jurgen Habermas, the Structural Transforma-
tion of the Public Sphere: A Feminist Inquiry,” Praxis International 12 (April
1992): 106—127.

Clipping, TV Guide, March 12, 1960, Helen Jean Rogers file, BRTC.
Clipping, New York Times, January 8, 1961, Helen Jean Rogers file, BRTC.
Andreas Huyssen, “Mass Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other,” in
Studies in Entertainment: Critical Approaches to Mass Culture, ed. Tania Mod-
leski {Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 188—-207; Patrice Pe-
tro, “Mass Culture and the Feminine: The ‘Place’ of Television in Film
Studies,” Cinema Journal 25 (spring 1986): 5-21; and Tania Modleski,
“Femininity as Mas(s)querade: A Feminist Approach to Mass Culture,” in
High Theory/Low Culture: Analyzing Popular Television and Film, ed. Colin
McCabe (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1986), 37—-52.

This does not mean that the networks were not interested in women as
viewers. Rather, the primary address of these programs was to the father—
decision maker as the head of the household. Certainly women were en-
couraged to watch, but the discourse of these programs was the discourse of
the public sphere, a domain dominated by men. It was often suggested that
the reason women watched documentaries was because it freed them from
the isolation of suburban domestic life and enlightened them so as to make
them interesting companions for their husbands. As one CBS study of doc-
umentaries argued, “There was surprisingly high favorable response from
younger married women who apparently feel that their household duties
keep them from sufficient contact with news matters of importance and
they enjoy the show as a means of contact with the important issues of the
day.” Memo from Sig Mickelson to Files, January 12, 1961, Mickelson Pa-
pers, box 1. Furthermore, children were encouraged to watch documen-
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taries in the hope that the programs would serve an educational function.
Nevertheless, the target audience for network documentary was the father—
decision maker. See memo to May Dowell from Market Planning and De-
velopment, April 9, 1963; memo to Miss May Dowell from Charles Stein-
berg with attached study guides for children regarding specific episodes of
CBS Reports, October 10, 1962, “CBS Reports, 1962” file, CNL; and promo-
tional memo regarding NBC documentary series Chet Huntley Reporting,
March 1, 1962, Reuven Frank Papers, box 292, file 26.

Modleski, “Femininity as Mas(s)querade,” 41.

TV Guide, December 10, 1960, 6.

Curtin, “Packaging Reality.”

Variety, June 28, 1961, 31.

This policy was formalized in a speech by CBS president Frank Stanton in
the fall of 1959 when the quiz scandals were beginning to heat up. One of
the key criticisms of the quiz genre was that audience emotions and critical
faculties were being manipulated by producers who tampered with reality.
Dubbed laughter and applause were two of the key culprits. Consequently,
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