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TELEVISION / Both mliticiansand TV programmerslive and de by the rumlers Incestioudy, ratings
give rise to polls which gve rise to ratings — § it any aurprise hat John QPublic is respndng to both with

Image Makers & Breakers

a jaded eye

BY RICK GROEN
The Aobe and Mail

T'S196Q and the elebrded @se 6 five
oclock foreshadaving. In the first pes-
dental debae evertdevised the £minal me
beween bhn F Kemed/ and Rchard Nixon,
a bt of chin dubbe dbes in the Likless
Tricky, and the nture d politics is mdcally
altered. Tekvisin, the pundis ae quick to
tel us, ha wheedin the pimacy o the
image, the acendencyof persmaity, the cut
of the baderBeware, hey intone: politicians
can nanpuate the imagerly and gnae te
stbstance dedionsturn not on the trust
of ones gdatiorm but an the cu of ones jib.

Its 199Q and TV has welded its pditical
clout, and the pindts hae repeded treir con-
ventonal wisdom, throughthreechargealte
decades But row, with the body politic
ailing and the orporate retwaks troubled,
that wisdom keas re-exanining. The smple
equdion t podts — image \ersus sibgance
— is just t@ ned; it doesrt fador in a host
of courtenalling presuesthat ean to ke
cauing viewers and \otess to kehae in auri-
oudy smilar ways, ways tha are dfeding
our vely perception of the gvenment po-
cess

Ore of thesepresstes hasits roots n a
largely ignaedpardlel. The iiseof televisin
as a plitical dgernminantis matchedby an
otherphenomeno — the eneigene of te
pdisteras a plitical guu. Althoudh each
of thesetrends has hdted anple mment
they ae dmog aways dsaussé as gpaate
forces; ew atemps ae male to onned
them.

In the dsenceof those &empts,were left
with gpaent anonalies Huge aomales,
like the ypical resut of a recait Gobe/CBC
pdl tha fourd "histaically high levels o
cynicism and dssatidaction with politiciars
in generd' It dsodisovered dso typicall
that "Canadirs ae m&ing ntadctory
demandsof thdr politicians and gsem d
govemment... xpeding politiciars to ke
regponsve to the wsh of the pole, lut &
the same ime demanding grong leadeshp
In shott, folksthink politiciars ae jerks and
sq logically encugh want tiose grks to at
as ppuist shee, merely following the pubic
mood. Yet, such is tuman nature, they aso
hope for a @viaur, ome chasmadic titan who
will leadthe flodk out df troubled m@gures

Seens were cafused Yet tis nmud is
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certan: if TV has dlowed pditiciars ©

favour image aver stbsteince the politiciars
hare mack a buy job d it. After 0 yeas
of manpuation, ther image dinks —"untrust-
ful, diredionless, and pen to rrupion'is
the polled consersus. Admitedy, what with

s@ndat and ddicits and ecessons, pliti-

cians havebrought some d this tpon them-

sdves Yet hee havealways been scandas
and déicits and ecessons, and eve has he
pditiciars image aiffered ® bady. Clealy,

tdevisionis a fidor hee. And ha'’s kecaus
TV has temythdogized" mary profesions
one held secred. Dodors, bwyers, lice,
yes,pditiciars, all hae had tteir image far-
nishel in the dedronic age Lendng itsdf

to manpuation kut dso manpuatingin re-
turn, the ube takethawgy a lot more than t

giveth.

Why? Wal, bothin literd terms (the iny
size of the ree) and n themdic terns
(Dr.Welbys life tividized b med the
dramatic demandsof episodc fiction), tele-
vision tends to dminish he ealted and, by
implication, to exal the nundae. Ameiicas
funniest home vdeo and Ameiices very
own presdentconpee for rationalattention
on the sameittle box, the godf next door
and the gu in the Oval Gfice bath shrunk
to gnalerthanfifesize, bah patreically
crying aut o be fead.

In levdling the hgh with the low; the ube
promotesa kind of ironic democraization, a
jadedsenseof equdity. This ®rse & reinbr-
ced ly the way TV is govaned by ratings,
of coursg the bax popul. Thus, athouch
TV programmes initiatethe agendaviewers
"voté' on tha agendavia the ratings To tha
exient the mass nedum runsas & ongoing
referendim, with programmes pandeing to
the popuar tage, hopng to stify most of
the peqple nostof the fme.

This perception — tha, over the yeas, we
mustbe geting the progrars we want, or &
lesst desrne — gves fise to a stong
anbivalenceanorg viewers. When edal
reeaches aganize ‘focus goups" an the
topc of televisin, wo wards keep popping
up. “"addiction' and 'guilt' Indeed pegle
talk about TV in much the same ay & an
addict talks daut hs fix: TV is a ©porific
escape, | reed f; TV is a oporific esape,
| hateit. This anbivalencefoders a pe-
vailing hypoarisy Claiming © want 'beter”
shavs tha will ergege har minds, vewers
actually use he melium in pedsdy the

‘TVratings (Pat 8
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opposite way — to dsengage har minds, to
float to chamd-surf in a ®miatentve
haze. Is no oincicence that TV's nmost
sucesdul and nost enduring ormat — he
haF-haur stugion ome¢ — is me ha
allows the viewer b parially relve tha
hypocrisy Affable, gohoristic, deverly saip-
ed the ‘udity" stcom rewards a ittle ten-
tion withouteve demanding rrore.

OKAY, but what has his © do with to-
day's political mood? Consder the marallels.
Whereasprogrammes ae obgssd by rat-
ings, pliticiars ae increamgly guided by
pdls. $ ae the pliticiars "meda alvisa's"
— they use mlls to aa&ft ther canddaes
imege b fit an dedronic medum tha
gaugesits worth by ratings But it getseven
moreincestious latdy, the melia hemselves
have aken to ommisoning thar own polls
to geneae tre kind of popuist headine
(Tory Support Sumps to Record Low) tha
in turn gererates kigger raings

Réings gving liseto polls gving lise to
raings — hesetwo yardsicks aert just
linked theyre ementd. Consejuenty,
while viewers havelong ssen TV program
mess as he hdkeys d Mr. Nielsen, wteis
are row begiming © view pditiciars as he
puppetsof Mr. Gallup. O course the same
pemle ae twigging © the dovious — who
are Mr. Nielsen and Mr. Gallup hut you and
me In this gane d manpuation ad
caunermanpuation, were tolding a bt o
stings And waning to pull them,to hare
our will enacteddiredly. Little wonde tha
the Burkean oncept of demaracy — n
which politiciars ae deded ly the pole
but eponsble to her congienes — $ mow
in tattes, redaced ly the ey for popuist
pdicies from every regon and the lamour
for a nationalreferendim on eely issie.

So the ¢vdling dfed of television has ts
anabgle in aur percedtion of government
itself, whee weve diminishel the acees-
teaned pditician while ealing aursdves,
the indvidual voter (Pschdogically, the
stdistical premse sed in both pdls ad
ratings — wheebythe random saiple repre-
sats the niverse and the sleded fw
edo the wice d the nary — has pedsdy
the same évdling dfed) Rediced 6
mary look-dike Fnocchios, pditiciars and
the pariesthey enbrace like prograns and
the retwaks they espouse, have stated b
seen prety much interchagealte.

(continued aveled)
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The parallels conthue On one fand we
have politiciars pandeing to ther "audene"
exatly as TV programmes i, each <liing
content with lowestcomnon-denommaor
appeal each gquided by the numbers. On
the aher rand we have the dedorae
reponding © the political process gactly as
viewers react to television: with an aldicted
mix of ambivalenceand lypoaisy Thd is,
they daim to reed a worng leader(quality
programmig) who will ergage tem, while
also cemanding a ppuist figure igestble
pap) who will appeaseghem. In cther words,
folks want to gt the government hey deseve,
and stl wantto beleve hey deseve beter

I F the TV format tha most sucessully
bridges this gap is e dcom, the aly
recet politician to eroy the same siccess
possasedall the chaacteistics of a gcom.
Rorald Reggan of course He, bo, was

affable, gphorisitc and deverly saipted He,
too, ewarded a little dtention without ever
demandng nore, smultaneudy seen as he
ideological leaderand a man fo(if not for)
the peple. Yes, RPnaldReganwasChees
incanate

By contast, the curent Bian Mulroney is
failing on both fronts Having altivated an
imege perceved as snooth to the mint of
siick, hes row trying to ll us o his leader
ship grergths, a heoic man bavely laurch-
ing the GST aairst the ppuar tide. Of
course nobody’s kbuying. Thesedays, The
Life d Brianis viewed & reither qudity fare
nor digestole pap, it's nore like Dynasty
metamorphosel into The Nations Busness

Butthe purpose lere is to mint out parallels
na to estalish an dsdute caiseand-effed
relationshipbeween the d/namicof television
and the ralase & politics. Neither insttu-
tion @n kea the weight of tha burcen
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However thee do ®am to be onneding
forces at vork that go far beyond the éched
image versis-sitbstince dialedic. And the
forces refled the fad tha both inditutions
are row guidedby esentially the same -
bers tha the dgpendenceon those mmbers
hasyieldedsimilar styesand #milar coneent;
that, in each case viewers and \otes ae
reponding with jaded atttudes ha are
thensdves smilar; and tha netwaks and
pditiciars have bath experienceda mnse-
quent lossof dlegane and repect.

Appaently, those vho Ive by the nmbers
are dying by the numbers, and hose who @n-
trive b manpuate ther image ae siffering
an mae poblem — he faded cut of the
leaderis being eroded ty the fickle will of
the peple. Thrty yeas dter the airtain
rose @ the Kemed/-Nixon cebate its
gettirg latein the nght, and tha 5 dclock
shalow is adurrbraing more than ve know.

The aticle EM9038 eprintedoveleaf and bove s uisedin Figure 816a of the STAT 220 Caurse Materals.
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