“I WANT IT ALL NOW”

                         The passage below is excerpted from an essay by Paul Robinson, 

                         who teaches modern European history at Stanford.

         On July 20 [1978] NBC aired a documentary on life in Marin County. The program was called "I Want It All Now" and its single theme was the predominance of narcissism in Marin. The program's host, Edwin Newman, introduced viewers to a variety of "consciousness raising" groups ensconced in Marin and insinuated that this new narcissistic manner was leading to a breakdown not only of the family (a divorce rate of 75 percent was mentioned three times) but also of traditional civic virtue. The following day the San Francisco Chronicle carried a long, front‑page article on the outraged reaction of Marin's respectable citizenry to what it considered a grossly distorted portrait of itself. Several residents argued, persuasively, that Marin was in fact a highly political suburb‑‑that it had been a hot spot of the anti‑Vietnam war movement, and that only last year it had responded dramatically to the water crisis in California, cutting back on water use much more than was required by law. Television journalism appeared to be up to its old tricks: producers saw what they wanted to see.

        I was reminded, however improbably, of an experience in Berlin, where I had spent the previous six months teaching. The Germans were exercised over a recent movie about Adolf Hitler (Hitler: Eine Karriere), which is based on a biography by the journalist Joachim Fest. The charge leveled against the film is that it glorifies Hitler (though it uses nothing but documentary footage; there are no actors), and it has been linked with a supposed resurgence of Nazism in Germany. I saw only parts of the film and therefore can't speak to the justice of the charge. What I wish to report on‑‑and what the Marin program brought to mind‑‑is a lecture I attended by a young German historian from the Free University of Berlin, in which he took issue with the film because it had failed to treat Hitler's relations with the German industrialists, who were crucial in supporting the Nazi Party before it came to power and apparently benefited from its success.

        The critics of the Newman program and my young scholar friend in Berlin were guilty of the same error. They both bought the assumption that television and movies can be a source of knowledge, that one can "learn" from them. By knowledge and learning I obviously don't mean an assortment of facts. Rather I have in mind the analytic process that locates pieces of information within a larger context of argument and meaning. Movies and TV are structurally unsuited to that process.

        There is no great mystery here. It's a simple matter of time. Learning requires one kind of time, visual media are bound to another. In learning one must be able to freeze the absorption of fact or proposition at any moment in order to make mental comparisons, to test the fact or proposition against known facts and propositions, to measure it against the formal rules of logic and evidence‑‑in short, to carry on a mental debate. Television is a matter of seconds, minutes and hours, it moves inexorably forward, and thus even with the best will in the world (a utopian assumption), it can never teach. In the last analysis there is only one way to learn: by reading. That's how you'll find out about Hitler's relations with the German industrialists, if you can find out about them at all. Such a complex, many‑layered phenomenon simply cannot be reduced to a scene in which, for example, Hitler has dinner one evening with Baron Krupp. Similarly, you will not find out about life in Marin County from an hour‑long TV program or, for that matter, from a 24‑hour‑long one. What are the control populations? Is there more consciousness raising going on in Mill Valley than in Berkeley? What is the correlation between narcissism and income level, educational background, employment, marital status, and so forth? If these kinds of questions have answers, they are to be found in the books and articles of sociologists, not on TV.

        I am prepared, indeed eager, to follow my argument to its logical conculsion: the worst thing on TV is educational TV (and not just on educational stations). Educational TV corrupts the very notion of education and renders its victims uneducable. I hear grown‑ups launching conversations with, "Mike Wallace says that . . . '' as if Mike Wallace actually knew something. Viewers hold forth authoritatively about South Africa, or DNA, or black holes, or whatever because they have watched a segment about them on "60 Minutes" or some such program. Complete ignorance really would be preferable, because ignorance at least preserves a mental space that might someday be filled with real knowledge, or some approximation of it.

Respond to one of the topics below:

1. Robinson claims that movies and TV are structurally unsuited to the process of learning. To what extent do you agree with this claim? Where possible, make direct reference to Robinson's arguments.

2. If TV isn't suitable as a teaching or learning device, what uses does it have? Be sure to answer as fully as you can.

