INTRODUCTORY NOTE: The following passage is adapted from an essay
journalist Pete Hamill first published in Esquire magazine in 1990.

ADDICTED TO THE BOX

In the last Nielsen survey of American viewers, the average family was watching
television seven hours a day. This has never happened before in history. No people has ever
been entertained for seven hours a day. The Elizabethans didn't go to the theater seven hours a
day. The pre-TV generation did not go to the movies seven hours a day. Common sense tells us
that this all-pervasive diet of instant imagery, sustained now for forty years, must have changed
us in profound ways.

Television dominates the lives of its addicts. And though some lonely Americans leave
their sets on without watching them, using them as electronic companions, television usually
absorbs its viewers. Viewers can't work or play while watching television; they can't read; they
can't be out on the streets, falling in love with the wrong people, learning how to quarrel and
compromise with other human beings. In short, they are asocial.

One Michigan State University study in the early eighties offered a group of four- and
five-year-olds the choice of giving up television or giving up their fathers. Fully one-third said
they would give up Daddy.

Television is a consciousness-altering instrument. With the touch of a button, it takes you
out of the "real" world in which you reside and can place you at a basketball game, the back
alleys of Miami, the streets of Bucharest, or the cartoony living rooms of Sitcom Land. Each
move from channel to channel alters mood, usually with music or a laugh track. On any given
evening, you can laugh, be frightened, feel tension, thump with excitement.

But none of these abrupt shifts in mood is earned. They are attained as easily as popping
a pill. Getting news from television, for example, is simply not the same experience as reading
it in a newspaper. Reading is active. The reader must decode little symbols called words, then
create images or ideas and make them connect; at its most basic level, reading is an act of the
imagination. But the television viewer doesn't go through that process. The words are spoken to
him or her. There isn't much decoding to do when watching television, no time to think or
ponder before the next set of images and spoken words appears to displace the present one. The
reader, being active, works at his or her own pace; the viewer, being passive, proceeds at a pace
determined by the show. Except at the highest levels, television never demands that its
audience take part in an act of imagination. Reading always does.

And because television addicts are alienated from the hard and scary world, they also feel
they make no difference in its complicated events. Many Americans who fail to vote in
presidential elections must believe they have no more control over such a choice than they do
over the casting of L. A. Law.

The unspoken assumption of most television shows is that life should be easy. The most



complicated events are summarized on TV news in a minute or less. Cops confront murder,
chase the criminals, and bring them to justice (usually violently) within an hour. In
commercials, you drink the right beer and you get the girl. Easy! So why should real life be a
grind? Why should any American have to spend years mastering a skill or craft, or work eight
hours a day at an unpleasant job, or endure the compromises and crises of a marriage?

No other people on earth spend so much time talking about their feelings as Americans;
hundreds of thousands go to shrinks, they buy self-help books by the millions, they pour out
intimate confessions to virtual strangers in bars or discos. Our political campaigns are about
emotional issues now, stated in the simplicities of adolescence. Even alleged statesmen can
start a sentence, "1 feel that the Sandinistas should ..." when they once might have said, "1
think ..." I'm convinced that this exaltation of cheap emotions over logic and reason is one by-
product of hundreds of thousands of hours of television.

What is to be done? Television is certainly not going away, but its addictive qualities can
be controlled. As a beginning, parents must take immediate control of the sets, teaching
children to watch specific television programs, not "television," to get out of the house and play
with other kids. Elementary and high schools must begin teaching television as a subject, the
way literature is taught, showing children how shows are made, how to distinguish between the
true and the false, how to recognize cheap emotional manipulation. All Americans should
spend more time reading. And thinking.

ESSAY TOPIC

According to Hamill, what are the problems with television? What do you think of
his views? Write an essay responding to these two questions. To develop your own
position, be sure to discuss specific examples; those examples can be drawn from
anything you've read, as well as from your observation and experience.



