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When Marshal McLuhan wrote of the medium being the message, he had no idea what kind
of message it would be for conservation. As McLuhan's vision of the Global Village nears
fulfilment, Thomas Veltre looks at the state of television in his native US and has strong
advice for Europeans: don't deregulate.

Conservation can be said to have an ethic, an
agenda for the way people on this planet should
behave. Stated briefly, we can say that conser-
vation wishes people to be restrained and
cautious in their consumption of natural
resources, to see the world as coherent and
interconnected, and to be very farsighted—
looking decades or even centuries ahead—
when considering the consequences of their
actions, Television can also be said to have an
ethic, an agenda for the way people should
behave. But unlike conservation, the television
ethic is not the product of the overt actions of
an organisation, It is for the most part not even
found in the content of the programmes being
broadcast. It is instead the largely unintended
consequence of its symbolic form, and the
economic and political structure that drives the
television industry.

With the coming deregulation of television in
Europe, conservationists and natural-history
broadcasters will find themselves in an ironic
bind. While the content of the programmes they
produce and support will try to argue persua-
sively for the ethic of conservation, the ethic of
deregulated television itself will be directly
opposed to conservation.

Conservation asks a culture to be cautious in
its consumption, coherent in its view and far-
sighted in its outlook, but deregulated tele-
vision encourages a culture to be impatient,
incoherent, and shortsighted.

The very concept that television has an
intrinsic ethic is a difficult one for most tele-
vision executives to grasp. They tend to look at
television just as a series of programmes—
news, sports, comedy, drama and so forth—
rather than as one factor within the larger mix
of forces that help shape human behaviour.

Unlike television executives, conser-
vationists have known for decades that ethics
are embedded in all technologies. They recog-
nised that a chain-saw, for example, was not
just a labour-saving tool that cuts down trees
faster than a stone axe. Chain-saws do carry val-
ues. The introduction of a chain-saw in some
parts of the world can alter a culture’s entire
relationship with the forest. Almost overnight,
teak and mahogany trees cease to be habitat.
Instead, they become resources—cash crops
waiting to be exploited..

Thankfully, conservationists have learned
that the technology of the chain-saw need not
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always lead to wholesale deforestation. Respon-
sible land-use planning and careful regulation
of the timber industry will counteract the ideas
embedded in the chain-saw, and bring them
into balance with the rest of the forces acting
on the culture,

This lesson is crucial—that vigilant regu-
lation can moderate the ethic of & technology.
Europeans must learn, before 1892, that the
regulation of television is as important to the
environment as is the regulation of chain-saws.

The mere mention of the ‘R' word—regu-
lation —strikes fear in the hearts of television
broadcasters across America. British and Euro-
pean broadcasters have lived for decades with
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strict regulations on content, hours of oper-
ation, and the number of channels available to
viewers. This is a situation that would be intol-
erable to American broadcasters, who, after
decades of a free-market approach to television
(aided in recent years by the Reagan/Bush
administrations), demand that the technology
be given free rein. Therefore, in the US we have
a television which is ‘pure television’, the full-
blown embodiment of the ethic of the technol-
ogy. As European television becomes more and
more deregulated, the technology will undoub-
tedly begin to show its true colours, and assert
its own ideas about the world. I fear that the
television ethic of America's present may be
your future.

As an American scholar of communications
issues, 1 would like to describe for you three
aspects of conservation in Europe which are in
great danger of being attacked by the deregu-
lated television ethic.

1. Conservation encourages people to delay
their gratification, not to consume today the
resources they will need tomorrow. Television,

on the other hand, is impatient, it will not toler-
ate a delay of gratification.

The symbolic form of television is instantly
accessible. It requires no training to decode.
This is its greatest strength, the secret of its
success. Unlike reading, which requires that
you read the sentence to understand the word,
the paragraph to understand the sentence, the
chapter to understand the paragraph and so on,
television requires no delay of gratification.
Because of this, Americans use television like a
public utility, something always on tap to make
you feel good now.

In fact, if you worked in the highly competi-
tive American broadcasting market, delay of
gratification is the last thing you would want.
With over half the country now wired for cable,
Americans receive an average of 27.56 channels
of television service, 24 hours a day. Each of
these services is compelled to be as satisfying as
it can be, to as large an audience as possible, at
all times, lest it lose its ever-shrinking percent-
age of the total audience. : *

With this combination of an instantly acces-
sible symbolic form and more than two dozen
channels competing to be the easiest to watch,
viewers learn that they are never far from
instant gratification.

Lately, some younger Americans have begun
to watch television in an entirely different way
than their parents did a generation ago, when
there were only two or three stations to choose
from. With infrared remote control at the ready,
they don't just watch programmes— they watch
“television’—zapping this way and that from
one channel to another at the slightest hint of
boredom.

To such a youngster, delay of gratification is
absolutely unthinkable. In the face of this
almost ‘pathological’ impatience, conservation
may not stand a chance.

2. Conservation wants people to see that the
world is coherent and interconnected, that
events happen in a context and that actions in
one place have consequences in others. Fac-
tories in Ohio cause acid rain in Canada; rain-
forest fires in Brazil cause fears of global
warming in Europe.

But the very physical nature of television's
approach to the world is incoherent. Events in
one time and place have no connection to any
other time or place. The same piece of glass in
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[image: image2.png]the living room brings
comedy, drama, sport,
music, whatever from
wherever in the world
in quick succession.
And television events
themselves have no -
impact on each other. !
Fiction follows non- |
fiction, Dallas follows .
Dynasty, commercials
follow programmes.
This rhythm of images
is interrupted by only :
the most aberrant of
events; an earthquake
for example. In the US,
the degree to which an
event has disturbed
television’s routine
becomes the major
measure of its impor-
tance. But this sort of acknowledgement of the
consequences of an event is bad for business,
and is kept to a minimum.

Since television needs constant change and
fresh images to be visually satisfying, it would
be inconvenient for events to have an effect on
each other. While one bad event might ruin your
whole day, it will never ruin television. By deny-
ing any need to appear coherent, television is
free to supply all the images it needs, as fast as
it can, in any order, from anywhere in the world.

Events need not be tied to any particular
place. Through the use of satellites, geography
has become unimportant, images can come
from anywhere, and distance is at worst & mere
inconvenience.

For example, during the 1988 summer Olym-
pics, America’s top-rated national news prog-
ramme, the NBC Nightly News, was broadcast
from a desk in Seoul, South Korea. Few Ameri-
cans thought it strange that stories about

‘Washington, New York and the Midwest were
being reported by a man 12,000 miles away from
there. After years of a television culture, they
knew that his location was meaningless, and his
understanding of the events he was reporting
from the other side of the world was irrelevant.
The ultimate message of television is that
nothing need be connected to anything, so long
1s the pictures are good.

Once a culture’s coherent view of the world
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has been torn apart by television, conservation
may never be able to put it together again.

8. Conservation encourages a farsighted view,
using an informed historical perspective to help
make decisions, and looking decades—even
centuries— ahead when considering the conse-
quences of those decisions. Conservationists
need an expanded sense of time, an attention
span for changes that happen slowly. It is not
unheard of to find ecological problems that
developed over the course of a century and may
take several lifetimes to resolve.

But television is by far our most shortsighted
medium. The fact that American-style tele-
vision shortens the attention span is well
documented. But the impact of television’s
sense of time goes much deeper than this.

The ever-changing image of television has
two effects: it builds an expectation of quick
change into the rest of the culture and encour-
ages a culture to ignore the long term. It creates
a world where no image lasts, no idea per-
severes and nothing will bother you for too long.
Instantly accessible programmes have no pre-
requisites. No knowledge from the past is
needed to interpret the present. And a culture
with no concept of the past need have no cares
for the future. It is trapped by the tyranny of an
ever-changing present.

Working at such a high speed, television is

blind to any other kind
of change. A television
which encourages a
person to think no
further than the next
commercial can only
attend to change that
occurs instantly, or at
best within the course
of a single day. Things
that change slowly,
such as the environ-
ment, can not be tele-
vised. A culture based
on the idea of change
at breakneck speed,
with no regard for its
past and no concern
for its future, may be
lost to conservation
forever.

Although the picture
I have described is extreme, I do believe there
is cause for hope. (If we Americans are famous
for nothing else, it is our optimism.) Europe
must reconsider its head-first dive into the wat-
ers of deregulation. Perhaps the current wave of
‘green consciousness’ overtaking European
politics can embrace the idea that the future
ecology of the envirpnment is inexorably linked
to the ‘ecology’ of the media. The survival of the
natural world is at the fate of the awareness of
the culture. And the awareness of the culture is
defined by the ethic of the media it employs. For
the sake of the ecology of your media (and the
ecology of the planet), I urge all Europeans to
oppose deregulation for as long as possible. As
for us in America, I fear it maybetoolate. O
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