
 

 

(TV)antipathy: A Prolegomena to the Metaphysics of 

Television Hating 

 

V  for  Vendetta ,  now  in   theaters ,   te l l s   the  s tory  o f  a  not ‐ too‐ far ‐d is tant   future  

tota l i tar ian  Eng land  and  a   revo lut ionary   in  a  Guy  Fawkes  mask  who  f ights   to  

overthrow  i t .  No  one   fami l ia r  w i th   l i terary  and  c inemat ic  dystop ias  w i l l   f ind   i t  

surpr is ing   that  one  of  V ’s  ch ie f   targets   in  a  year ‐ long‐st rategy   to  br ing  down the  

Br i t i sh  government   i s  an  at tack  on   the  headquarters  o f   the  BBC.   In  V ’ s  n ightmare  

wor ld   te lev is ion ,  as   in  Brave  New Wor ld ,  1984,  Fahrenhe i t  451 ,  Do  Andro ids  Dream of  

E lect r ic  Sheep? ,  and  a  score  of  

other  s tor ies  about   future  he l l s   i s  

an  essent ia l   inst rument   in  

oppress ing   the  masses ,  bu l ly ing  

and  hypnot iz ing ,  harry ing  and  

manipu lat ing ,   surve i led  by  and  

surve i l ing  an  aud ience  of  dupes .  

That  one  of   the  smal l   screen’s  

harshest  detractors ,  NYU’s  

(TV)ant ipath is t  Mark  Cr i sp in  

Mi l ler ,  would  conc lude,   in   the   f ina l  

chapter  o f  h is  Boxed   In :  The  Cu l ture  o f  Te lev is ion ,   that   the  horrendous  wor ld  Orwel l  

prophes ied   for   the  20th  Century ’s  next ‐ to‐ last ‐decade  had  been  c landest ine ly  

rea l i zed ,  and   i t s  c rue l   tyrant  con jured ,   in  our   l i v ing   rooms:  “B ig  Brother   i s  You,  

Watch ing ,”  Mi l ler  was  conv inced   (309‐31) .  

Te lev is ion  has  a lways  had   i t s  detractors ,   te lev is ion  

execut ive  Newton Minnow’s  character izat ion  of   i t  as  a  “vast  

waste land”   (1961) ,   for  example ,  or  Amer ican  comic  Fred  

A l len ’s  qu ip   that   te lev is ion   i s  ca l led  a  medium because   i t   i s  

“ rare ly  wel l  done”   (quoted  by  B iancu l l i ,  59) .  Such  sn ip ing   i s  

not  my concern  here .   I  want   to   rev is i t  a  more  ph i losophica l  

form of  “ (TV)ant ipathy”   to  which   I  once  subscr ibed  myse l f .  

 

Four  Arguments   for   the  E l iminat ion  of  Te lev is ion .  My one‐

t ime monol i th ic  hatred  of   te lev is ion  began   in   the   la te  1970s  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when  I  d i scovered   former  advert i s ing  exec   Jerry  Mander ’s  1978  rant  aga inst  TV ’s  

inherent  ev i l  a lmost   immediate ly  a f ter   i t s  pub l icat ion .  Te lev is ion  cannot  be  

re formed,   the  book  argues ,  any  more   than  guns  can ,  and  un l ike  weapons   technology ,  

i t   i s   the   technology   i t se l f   that  k i l l s .  Though  d iv ided   ( I  am tempted   to  say  

“gerrymandered”  but  w i l l  not )   in to   four  parts ,  Mander ’s   t i t le   i s  a  b i t  mis lead ing ;   s t i l l  

h i s  overa l l   thes is   i s   c lear  enough.  Te lev is ion  severe ly  mediates  exper ience ,  wa l l ing   in  

human awareness ,  expropr iat ing  knowledge,  and  sett ing  us  “adr i f t   in  menta l   space .”  

I t   co lon izes   the  mind,  d ims   i t ,   turns  us  “ into  our   images ,”   immerses  us   forever   in  

“art i f i c ia l  unusua lness .”   In  a   la ter  book,  1991’s   In  The  Absence  o f   the  Sacred:  The  

Fa i lure  o f  Techno logy  &  the  Surv iva l  o f   the   Ind ian  Nat ions ,  Mander  would  of fer   the  

fo l lowing  “Mart ian  anthropolog is t”   take  on   te lev is ion  man,  which  s tands  as  a  préc is  

o f  h is  a l legat ions :  

 

We are  scann ing   the  Amer icans  now.  N ight  a f ter  n ight   they  s i t   s t i l l   in  dark  

rooms,  not   ta lk ing   to  each  other ,  bare ly  moving  except   to  eat .  Many  of   them 

s i t   in   separate   rooms,  but  even   those  s i t t ing   in  groups   rare ly   speak   to  one  

another .  They  are  s tar ing  at  a   l ight!  The   l ight   f l i ckers  on  and  of f  many   t imes  

per  second.   .   .   .  The  humans ’  eyes  are  not  moving ,  and  s ince  we know that  

there   i s  an  assoc iat ion  between eye‐movement  and   thought ,  we  have  

measured   the i r  bra in  waves .  The i r  bra ins  are   in   ‘a lpha , ’  a  noncogn i t ive ,  

pass ive‐recept ive  mode.  The  humans  are   rece ivers .   (77)  

 

My 1970s  abhorrence   for  and  complete  d is t rust  o f   te lev is ion ,  a   s tance   that  

would   lead  me to  go  without  a   te lev is ion  set   for  a lmost   ten  years ,  a  deportment   for  

which  Mander  was  my  f requent ly ‐quoted  and  of ten  d is t r ibuted  b ib le ,  had  more   than  

a   l i t t le   to  do  with  drug  use .  Un less  you  had  been   there ,   i t   i s  d i f f i cu l t   to  descr ibe  what  

an  a l ien ,  a l ienat ing ,  Orwel l ian  “ in f luenc ing  mach ine”   (as  Mander   l iked   to  ca l l   i t )  

te lev is ion  — or  at   least  70s ’   te lev is ion  — seemed under   the  sway  of  LSD.  On  ac id ,   the  

movies  seemed  l iberat ing  and  mind‐b lowing ,  but   te lev is ion?  On my many  1970s ’   t r ips  

I   so lemnly  vowed never   to  succumb to  B ig  Brother ’s  medium,  never   to   fa l l  under   i t s  

ins id ious  sway.   I  have  s t rayed.  

 

No  Sense  of  P lace :  The   Impact  of  E lectron ic  Media  on  Soc ia l  Behavior .  Dur ing   the  

1980s ,  my  read ing  cont inued   to   feed  my d is taste  and  d is t rust  o f   te lev is ion .   In   Joshua  

Meyrowitz ’  No Sense  o f  P lace   (1985) ,   for  example ,   I   learned   that  e lectron ic  media   in  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genera l  and   te lev is ion   in  part icu lar   subt ly  a l ter  — through  a   t ransformat ion  of  our  

customary  “s i tuat iona l  geography”  — our  sense  of  proper  behav ior   in  g iven  soc ia l  

set t ings ,  br ing ing  Gof fman’s  “backstage”  behav ior   in to   the  

foreground,   for  example .   I f   today ,  we  of ten  witness  behav ior  once  

cons idered   inappropr iate   for  “mixed  company,”   i f  we  no   longer  

“know our  p lace”  or  understand   the  appropr iate  agenda  of  a  g iven  

s i tuat ion ,   i t   i s ,  Meyrowitz   shows,  because  media   l ike   te lev is ion   tear  

down the  barr iers   that  once  segregated  s i tuat ions .   “ I t   i s  extremely  

rare ,”  Meyrowitz  wr i tes ,   “ for   there   to  be  a  sudden widespread  

change   in  wa l l s ,  doors ,   the   layout  o f  a  c i ty ,  or   in  other  arch i tectura l  

and  geograph ica l   s t ructures .”  Such  change,  however ,   i s   the  norm  in  

the  wor ld  o f  mass  media ,  eng ineered  not  by  arch i tects  or  c i ty  

p lanners  but  “by   the   f l i ck  o f  a  microphone switch ,   the   turn ing  on  of  a   te lev is ion  set ,  

or   the  answer ing  of  a   te lephone”   (39‐40) .  The  spec ia lness  o f   t ime and  p lace  can  be  

destroyed.  “ I f  we  ce lebrate  our  ch i ld ’s  wedding   in  an   i so lated  s i tuat ion  where   i t   i s  

the  so le   ‘exper ience ’  o f   the  day ,”  Meyrowitz  wr i tes ,   “ then  our   joy  may  be  

unbounded”   (311) .  The   intervent ion  of  e lectron ic  media ,  espec ia l ly   te lev is ion ,  

changes  a l l   that :  

“More   than  any  other  e lectron ic  medium,   te lev is ion   tends   to   invo lve  us   in  

i ssues  we once   thought  were   ‘not  our  bus iness , ’   to   thrust  us  w ith in  a   few  inches  o f  

the   faces  o f  murderers  and  Pres idents ,  and   to  make  phys ica l  barr iers  and  

passageways   re lat ive ly  meaning less   in   terms  of  patterns  o f  access   to  soc ia l  

in format ion”   (308) .  

By   the   t ime  I   read  Meyrowitz ,  o f  course ,   I  had  a l ready  a l lowed the   intruder  

back   into  my home — how cou ld   I  depr ive  my young  daughter  o f   the  essent ia l  

encu l turat ion   i t  a lone  cou ld  prov ide?  — but   I  put  No  Sense  of  P lace   r ight  bes ide  

Mander  on   the  bookshe l f  and   in  my mind.  

 

Cambodia:  A  Book   for  People  Who F ind  Te lev is ion  Too  S low .  

Indeed,   I   remained  on   the   lookout   for  more   fue l   to   feed  my 

(TV)ant ipathy .  Though   large ly  s t i l l ‐born  and   ignored,  Br ian  

Fawcett ’s  Cambodia :  A  Book   for  Peop le  Who F ind  Te lev is ion  Too  

S low   (1986)  pract ica l ly   jumped of f   the  she l f   in to  my greedy  

hands .   In  a  book  with  a  most  unusua l   format  —  i t   cons is ts  o f  a  

ser ies  o f  essays  and   f i c t ions ,  w i th   t i t les   l i ke  “Universa l  Ch icken”  and  “The  Fat  Fami ly  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Goes   to   the  Wor ld ’s  Far ,”  on  a  w ide  var iety  o f  phenomena  f rom crowd contro l   to  

baseba l l ,   t ra in  wrecks ,  and   the  nove l i s t  Malco lm Lowry  and  a   runn ing  subtext  

concern ing  Po l  Pot  and   the  Khymer  Rouge’s   re ign  of   terror ,  McLuhan’s   fe l low 

countryman Fawcett   fu lminates  aga inst  memory  and   imag inat ion ’s  exterminat ion   in  

the  modern  wor ld .  Cambodia  was   rea l ly  a   runn ing  commentary  on   the  progress  o f  

what  He idegger  ca l l s   “ the  ob l iv ion  of  be ing ,”  our  modern  a l ienat ion   f rom the  

authent ic   sources  o f   rea l i ty .  A l though  prominent ly  d isp layed   in  h is   subt i t le ,  Fawcett  

has   re lat ive ly   l i t t le   to  say  spec i f i ca l ly  about   te lev is ion ,  but  h is   thes is  was  c lear  

enough:  we are   in  danger  o f   los ing  “our   r ight   to   remember  our  pasts  and  env is ion  

new futures ,”  and  we can  watch   th is  cu l tura l  genoc ide   te lecast   l i ve  on   the   tube.  

“Cambodia ,”  Fawcett   ins i s ts ,   “ i s  as  near  as  your   te lev is ion  set .”  

 

 

Boxed   In :  The  Cu lture  of  Te lev is ion .  The  same year   (1988)   I  became a  professor  o f  

media  s tud ies  at   the  Univers i ty  o f  Memphis ,  my   fe l low Eng l i sh  Ph .D .  Mark  Cr i sp in  

Mi l ler  pub l i shed  Boxed   In :  The  Cu l ture  o f  Te lev is ion ,  wh ich  presented  e loquent  and  

subt le  new denunc iat ions  o f   te lev is ion .  Of fer ing ,  a   few years  a f ter  1984  had  come 

and  gone,  a  Copern ican   revo lut ion  of   the  Orwel l ian  dystop ian  pr imal   scene,  Mi l ler  

would   ins i s t   that  “B ig  Brother   i s  You  Watch ing .”  

“ In  Amer ica ,   there   i s  no  need   for  an  ob ject ive  apparatus  o f   surve i l lance  

(which   i s  not   to  say   that  none  ex is ts ) ,  because ,  gu ided  by  TV ,  we  watch  ourse lves  as  

i f  a l ready   te lev ised ,  check ing  ourse lves  both   inward ly  and  outward ly   for  any  s ign  of  

unt id iness  or  g loom,  moment  by  moment  as  guarded  and  se l f ‐consc ious  as  Winston  

Smith  under   the  scrut iny  o f   the  Thought  Po l ice .   ‘The  smal lest   look  cou ld  g ive  you  

away.  A  nervous   t i c ,  an  unconsc ious   look  of  anx iety ,  a  hab i t  o f  mutter ing   to  yourse l f  

— anyth ing   that  carr ied  with   i t   the  suggest ion  of  abnormal i ty ,  

o f  hav ing  someth ing   to  h ide . ’  A l though   th is  descr ipt ion   re fers  

to   the  ob ject ive  per i l  o f   l i fe   in  Ocean ia ,   i t  a l so  captures   the  

anx iety  o f   l i fe  under   the  scrut iny  o f   te lev is ion”   (328) .  

“ I t   i s  poss ib le ,”  Mi l ler  wr i tes ,   “ that  no  contrast ,  

however ,  v io lent ,   cou ld   jo l t  TV ’s  overseasoned aud ience ,   for  

whom d iscont inu i ty ,  d i s jo intedness  are   themselves   the  norm;  

a  spectac le   that  no  s tark   images  cou ld  shatter ,  because   i t  

comes  a l ready  shattered .  TV  cease less ly  d is rupts   i t se l f ,  not  

on ly   through   the  sheer  mult ip l i c i ty  o f   i t s  o f fer ings   in   the  age  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of  sate l l i te  and  cab le ,  but  as  a   s t rategy   to  keep   the  v iewer  semi‐hypnot ized .  Through  

i t s  monotonous  aesthet ic  o f   incessant  change,  TV  may  make  actua l  change  

unrecogn izab le ,  o f fer ing ,   in  every  qu iet   l i v ing   room,  a  coo l  parody  of   the  Herac l i tean  

f i re”   (13‐14) .  

We may  never  be  ab le   to  s tep   into   the   f low of  TV ’s   r iver   tw ice ,  Mi l ler  would  

have  us  be l ieve ,  but  we wi l l  d rown  in   i t s   inauthent ic i ty .  

 

The  Age  of  Miss ing   In format ion .  B i l l  McKibben 's  book   (1992)  was  pretty  much   the  

last  o f  my major  ant i ‐ te lev is ion   in f luences .  Two years  before   i t s  pub l icat ion   I  had  

fa l len   in   love  with  a   te lev is ion  show for   the   f i r s t   t ime.  As   in  a l l   f i r s t   loves ,   I  would  

never   forget  Twin  Peaks ,  and   though   i t s  cance l la t ion  broke  my heart ,   I  was   ready ,  

w i l l ing ,  and  cr i t i ca l ly  enab led   to   love  aga in  and  would ,   severa l   t imes .  S t i l l ,   I   found  

the  arguments  o f  McKibben  compel l ing .  Wr i t ing  a f ter   the  Go lden  Age  of  

(TV)ant ipathy ,   the  author  o f  The  End  of  Nature   sought   to  change   te lev is ion  hat ing 's  

dominant  contro l l ing  metaphor   f rom drug  add ict ion   (Mit te l l )   to  env i ronmenta l i sm.  

The  media  eco logy  of  The  Age  of  Miss ing   In format ion ,   you  wi l l   reca l l ,   i s   the   record  

of–or ,  more  prec ise ly  a  meditat ion  on–an  exper iment ,  an  extended compar ison  and  

contrast  essay  on   two days ,  on   two rea lms  of  exper ience ,  

two sources  o f   in format ion:  1 )   two thousand  hours  o f  

v ideotaped   te lev is ion ,  a l l   recorded  on  a  s ing le  day   (May  3 ,  

1990)  on   the  93  channels  o f  Fa i r fax ,  V i rg in ia 's  cab le  

te lev is ion  and  2)  a   summer  day  spent  ent i re ly   in  nature .  A  

chapter  o f  descr ipt ion  and  commentary ,  ca l l  and  response ,  

to  an  hour  o f   te lev is ion   i s   fo l lowed by   re f lect ions  on  h is  

t ime  in   the  “rea l  wor ld .”  

For   the  most  part  h is   ins ights  about  TV   i t se l f–that  

te lev is ion  a l ters  our  percept ion  of   the  natura l  wor ld ;   that   i t  

funct ions  as  an  “emot iona l   thermostat” ;   that   i t   i s   “ less  an  art   form than   the  out let  

for  a  ut i l i ty” ;   that   i t s  content   i s  a lmost   immater ia l   ( te lev is ion ,  he  notes ,   “can   f ind  

sub jects  o f   in terest   to  a l l  on ly  by  eras ing  content” ) ;   that   te lev is ion   reduces  a l l   that  

came before   i t s  ex is tence   to  “preh is tory”   ( the  medium's   four  decades ,  McKibben  

wr i tes ,  now “seem utter ly  normat ive   to  us ,   the  on ly  conce ivab le  pattern   for  human 

l i fe” ) ;   that   te lev is ion  preempts  our  susp ic ion  of   i t  by  cease less ly  be l i t t l ing   i t se l f ,  

adopt ing  a  “der ide  and  conquer”  s t rategy–these  are  not   rea l ly  new.  Mander ,  Todd  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Git l in ,  Mi l ler–a l l  have  wr i t ten  urgent ly  and   inc is ive ly  on  such   themes,  and  McKibben  

du ly  c red i ts   the i r   in f luence.  

He  casts  h is  nets  w ide .   (A  good  one   th i rd  o f  The  Age  of  Miss ing   In format ion  

cou ld  be  character ized  as  d igress ion ,  as ides ,  usua l ly   in terest ing   in   the i r  own r ight ,  

not  so  much  about   te lev is ion  as  suggested  by   i t s  Rorschach  patterns . )  He  exp la ins  

why   i t   i s  more   important   to  understand   the  Brady  Bunch   than  Twin  Peaks .  He  

ana lyzes   te lev is ion 's   ro le   in   the  “g loba l i zat ion  of  markets .”  

He  exposes   the   fa lse  appea l  o f  an imals  on  TV   (”nature  

documentar ies  are  as  absurd ly  act ion‐packed  as   the  soap  

operas ,  where  a   l i fe ' s  worth  of  d ivorce ,  adu l tery ,  and  

sudden death  are  crammed  into  a  week 's  worth  of  

watch ing”) .  He  contrasts  God  in  nature  vs .  God  on  TV.  He  

specu lates  on  why   i t   i s   that   the  memor ies  o f  Baby  Boomers  

are  “spook i ly   fami l ia r .”  He  shows why  an  ad   for  

“G lassmates”   revea ls  how pa l t ry  are  “ the  k ind  of  dragons  

we have   le f t   to  s lay”   in  an  age  of  consumpt ion .  He  wonders  

about  TV 's  mot ives   in  “act ive ly   .   .   .   savag ing   .   .   .  an  o ld  order   i t  once  he lped  set   in  

s tone.”  He   t races   the  evo lut ion  of   teenage   te lephone secrecy   f rom Leave   i t   to  Beaver  

to  One Day  at  a  T ime .  He   invest igates   the  “breakup  of   [ the]  Donna Reed  o rder ,”  

exp la ins  TV 's  complete   inab i l i ty   to  br ing  war   in to  our   l i v ing   rooms,  cons iders   the  

techno‐ef fects  o f  v i r tua l   rea l i ty  and  HDTV,  ponders  what  would  happen  i f  God  

de l ivered   the  Ten  Commandments  on   the  Today  show,   recounts  how F in land  

terminated  a  McDonald 's  ad  because  “ i t   fa l se ly   leads  people   to  be l ieve   that  a  B ig  

Mac  can   rep lace   f r iends  and  ease   lone l iness ,”  and   ident i f ies   te lev is ion 's   ro le   in  

mak ing  weather   less   rea l .  

TV 's   inauthent ic  ce lebrat ion  of  cho ice  draws  McKibben 's   spec ia l  a t tent ion:  “As  

much  as   [ te lev is ion]   loves  cho ice   .   .   .   i t  doesn ' t  actua l ly  be l ieve   in  choos ing .   I t  urges  

us   to  choose  everyth ing–th is  and   th is  and   th is  as  wel l . ”  He  unearths   te lev is ion 's  

secret   l ink   to  contemporary  d isembodiment :  

    I f   i t   i s  do ing   i t s   job  “correct ly ,”  you   lose  consc iousness  o f  your  body,  a t   least  

unt i l  a   sort  o f  achy   torpor  beg ins   to  assert   i t se l f ,  and  maybe a f ter   some hours  a  du l l  

headache,  and  of  course   the   insat iab le  hunger   that  you  never   rea l ly  not ice  but   that  

somehow demands  a  constant  s t ream of  ch ips  and  soda.   I f  you  of f  your  nose   to  sp i te  

your   face ,  or   for  any  other   reason,   i t  wouldn ' t   impair  your  ab i l i ty   to  watch   te lev is ion .  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A baby  boomer   l ike  myse l f ,  McKibben  grew up  with   te lev is ion  and   immerses  

h imse l f  w i l l ing ly   in   i t ,  not  w ith  metaphys ica l   in tent ,  but   just   to  watch  what  he  ca l l s  

“TV  TV.”  Cont inu ing  h is  metaphor ,  he  compares  h is  exper iment   to  “spending   the  

ho l idays  w ith  your  parents  once  you 've  grown up– in   three  days  you  comprehend 

more  on  a  consc ious   leve l  about  your  mother   than  you  d id   in   twenty  years  o f   l i v ing  

w ith  her .”  And  what  he  d iscovers   i s   that   the  parent  he  had  once   loved   i s   in   fact  

dys funct iona l .  

What   i s  new here   i s   the  context   in  which  such   ideas  are  presented.  When 

Susan  Sontag   i ssued  her  ca l l   for  a  new “eco logy  of   images”  a lmost   three  decades  ago  

( in  On Photography ) ,   she  had   in  mind   the  app l icat ion  of   the  pr inc ip les  o f  a   then  

emergent  sc ience   to   the  pro l i ferat ion  of  media  messages   in  order   to  sa feguard  our  

consc iousness  aga inst   the i r  poss ib le  po l lut ing  e f fects .  The  Age  of  Miss ing  

In format ion  answers  her  ca l l ,  part ly   through   i t s  own metaphors   (cons ider ,   for  

example ,  McKibben 's  observat ion   that  “The  most   fanat ic  env i ronmenta l i s t  doesn ' t  

recyc le  w ith  ha l f   the   re l i sh  o f   te lev is ion  producers” ) ,  but  most  o f  a l l   in   i t s  pro ject   to  

s tudy   te lev is ion  as  a  phenomenon  in  and  of   the  natura l  wor ld .  The  book 's  or ig ina l  

dust   jacket  shows a  “peaceab le  k ingdom” scene  with   l ion  and   lamb  ly ing  down 

together–before  a   te lev is ion  set .  

 

“Remote  Contro l :  Myth ic  Ref lect ions .”  The   fo l lowing  year   I  would  s t i l l   f ind  an  

ind ic tment  o f   te lev is ion   l ike   the   fo l lowing  passage   f rom a  Barthes ian  meditat ion  on  

channel   sur f ing  ent i t led  “Remote  Contro l :  Myth ic  Ref lect ions”  compel l ing  and  

persuas ive :  

 

Apoca lypt ic ‐minded  cu l ture  cr i t i cs  are   fond  of   suggest ing   that ,  as   the  century  

nears   i t s  end,  we  are  “ rearrang ing  deck‐cha i rs  on   the  T i tan ic .”  However  

accurate ,   the  metaphor   i s  now a  c l i ché .  Let  me of fer  an  a l ternat ive .  We are ,  

to  be  more  prec ise ,  cha ined   in  a  s tate‐of ‐ the‐art  vers ion  of  P lato 's  cave  of  

i l lus ion ,   remotes   in  hand,  graz ing  shadows.  As  we come to   l ive   th is   l i fe  o f  

a l legory ,  as   the  myth  becomes  complete ,   i t   seems  less  and   less   l i ke ly   that  a  

ph i losophica l ly ‐minded  couch  potato–or  even  a  semiot ica l ly   inc l ined  one,  

enraptured  by  TV 's  new,  open   textua l i ty–wi l l  bother   to  get  up   to  br ing  news  

f rom outs ide ;   less  and   less   l i ke ly   that   the  shadows wi l l  be  cross ‐checked  

aga inst   rea l i ty .  As   I  wr i te ,  new remote  powers  are  on   the  hor izon   for  average  

consumer .  Soon  we wi l l  be  ab le ,  us ing  our  RCDs ,   to  se lect  camera  ang les  on  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certa in  programs,   t rack   into   the   f rame  in  search  of  other   th ings   to  see ,  

in teract  w i th   the  d ieges is   f rom the  comfort  o f   the  sofa .  And   in   the  near  

future ,  we  wi l l  be  o f fered  even  greater  contro l .  With   the   l ike ly   la te  20th  or  

ear ly  21st  century  d isseminat ion  of  V i r tua l  Rea l i ty–descr ibed  by  Wi l l iam 

Gibson,   the  creator  o f  cyberpunk  sc ience   f i c t ion ,  as  potent ia l ly  “ letha l ,   l i ke  

f ree‐bas ing  Amer ican  TV”   (Aust in ,  1992) ,   the   remoteness  o f fered   in   the   la te  

1980s  and  ear ly  90s  w i l l   come to  seem amateur ish .  

 

I   found  that  passage  cred ib le  because   I  wrote   i t ,  and ,  a lmost  a  decade   la ter ,   i t  

s t i l l   s t r ikes  me as  phenomenolog ica l ly ,  eco log ica l ly   re levant .  As  a  c r i t i c  o f   te lev is ion ,  

however ,   I  was  no   longer  s leep ing   the  s leep  of   the   just .  My re lat ionsh ip  w ith   the  

medium had  of f ic ia l ly  become  love‐hate .  

 

“We become what  we hate ,”   the   I r i sh  poet  and  myst ic  Æ  once  wrote ,  and   though  he  

was   th ink ing  of  The  Troub les  and   the  h is tor ica l   re lat ions  o f  Eng land  and   the  Emera ld  

I s le  and  not  o f   (TV)ant ipathy ,   the  observat ion  seems te l l ing ,  a t   least  on  a  persona l  

leve l .  Over   the   last   two decades  my own Golden  Age  of   (TV)ant ipathy  d is taste   for   the  

medium has  morphed  into  an  obsess ion  with   i t .  The   l i terary  scho lar  who had  once  

concurred  with   Jerry  Mander 's  ca l l   for   te lev is ion 's  erad icat ion  now takes  s ides  w ith  

te lev is ion  cr i t i c  Dav id  B iancu l l i ' s  observat ion   in  Te le l i teracy   that   the  ant i ‐ te lev is ion  

s tance   I  have  cata logued  here   i s  exact ly  what  we might  expect   f rom “someone who 

wr i tes  about  TV  a   lo t  more   than  he  watches   i t–or ,  a t   least ,  o f   someone who watches  

a l l   the  wrong   th ings .”  Carefu l   to   ins i s t   that  he   i s  not  h imse l f   “sof t  on   te lev is ion ,”  

B iancu l l i ' s  book  seeks   to  expose   the  or ig in  and  nature  of   te lev is ion  pre jud ice ,  a   form 

of  b igotry  s t i l l  acceptab le   in  even   the  best   in te l lectua l  c i rc les .   “Where  e lse ,”  he  asks ,  

“but   in   the   land  of  TV  cr i t i c i sm are  pre jud ice  and   ignorance  cons idered  assets?”  

“A lmost  a lone  among  the  major  c r i t i ca l  d i sc ip l ines ,”  he  compla ins ,   “ te lev is ion  

cr i t i c i sm fosters–and  of ten  encourages–an  overt  antagon ism toward   the  medium 

be ing  ana lyzed.  A   f i lm  cr i t i c  d isp lay ing  constant  contempt   for   that  medium would  

soon  be   rep laced;  a  TV  cr i t i c  w i th   the  same att i tude  would   l ike ly  be  promoted.”  

Ask ing   for  a  “change  of  venue”   for   te lev is ion 's   t r ia l ,  he   then  sets  out   to  prov ide   i t .  

H is   semina l  book,  w i th   i t s   la rge  h is tor ica l   canvas ,   i s   the  new court  he  seeks .   “Only  

id iots ,”  B iancu l l i   conc ludes ,  “cont inue   to   th ink  o f   [ te lev is ion]  as  an   id iot  box .”  F i lm  

rose   to  prominence  and  at ta ined  ser ious  cons iderat ion  as  an  art   form,  B iancu l l i  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suggests ,  because  TV  “absorbed  most  o f   the  cu l tura l   f lak .”  The  era  o f  TV   the   f lak  

catcher   i s ,  Te le l i teracy  a rgues  conv inc ing ly ,  may  and  shou ld  be  over .  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