:"".:'1_'11.\'|H1. CovErage il [||:' [ -:I-|I1I|I||ri,l|
Shutile tragedy st Febroary olfered o
quick and dramatic response o the na-
won's hunger lor news, Incredible within
twin cdlins of the event, relatives of the fallen
astronaets agrecd oo anterviews oo ive tele-
vision, sharing their grief with total
stangers, More rensukably, they presented
themselves with poise

Mot all such interviews wrn ot as well.
A tew months before the shuitle explo-
sion, Just two days alter four boys had
drowned in the Merrimack River in
Lawrence, Massachusens, Today Shume iost
hatie Coune interviewed Francis Spraus,
4, and Javcob Morales,
tried Lo E1:~||1 their -:'1||1||:|;1n':nn.~:, bt

L, These bovs had

watched helplessly in horror as thelr
friends drowned. Couric, a parent herself,
was sympathetic, but she persisted with
fuesiions. Uhe older boy handled them,
but the vounger boy sobbed openly on
lllt"]"l. i,

“It was just so hard for me,” he eried. [
wis 50 cold.” As the mterview (imercifully)
ended, T was leflt with by r|uq~.-.riun-s.: firsi,
why do people go on television altes
tagedv? And second, who, ulmmarely, are
the victims ol tis tvpe of “ell-all TV

I diddn't have 1o |.1-|.II'||.'|.|.'I-' long before that
prickly lecling of awarencss set in, 1 re-
called an episode as a journalist, when [,
too, became caught up in the TelAIRTY
symelrome . ...
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By [anet Martn

As the networks
scramble lo inlerview
“lrve” victims of
ragedy, do they make
victims of us all?

Lucretia® was fifteen, African-American,
a mother and a student at Chasloeesville
High School in Central, Virginia. She had
been recommended o me bw Teensight, a
loeal Program working with teenage moth

ers. The [ocus of the program wias 1o raise
the career sigphts of women hike Lucrena
for whom kdentity meant coeation, or more
accurately, rescveabon of hersell as another
human being in the form of a child, Ad-
ministritors ol the Teensigh| program
thought a television story on the difficul-
tes of teen pregnancy = managing school,
work, a child and life itself = would be
good deterrent maternal for Lucreta’s
classmates and other voung women the
program wished o educate abour the reali-
tics of young, .-.'n1|_511- |:|:||'1-||I|1u|-r1.

Lucreua became pregnant with hes
habw Josh, because she “wanted somebody
o love her” In o backhanded way, withoun
meaning to, 1 rewarded this self-decep

ton. As a reporter/ producer for the Pub-
lic Broadcasting System in Virginia in
1995, [ made Lucretia the star in a region-
al television show. With o tworperson cane
e crew, | visually caprured this small girl,
barely out of pigtals hersell, dressed in a
Tshirt and jeans in the wpical teen mode,
gigpling with friends, atting attentvely m
class, rasing her hand asaf she knew the
answers o gquesttons posed. | followed Lu-
cretia down the high school halls, lined
wilth lockers and wlkanve students who
clanged metal doors open and shut, hoist
ed book bags, adjusted Walkman ear-
phones, and clasped hands in gestures of
“High Five.”

Iy :"t'}‘h‘hl‘t'q' wie wenl, these studenis olos
tered around. “Shoot me!™ They shouted
They jumpeel, waved,

camera and

"I want 1o be on TV
crafted monkey faces for the
ruined my shots. In despermation, | called
out, “Anvone who wants to be on TV,
DONT look at the camera!”™ Insently, the
halls were quict, As if ened, the students
switgrered past me and the crew, eves avert-
ed; migpling knots of Firds affected genuine
anmpesement at one another's jokes, No one
losorkiescd ar the camera,

Evervone, it seemed, wanted o be on
TV, In the Vears since, 've p:-r.lii:-.lrnll.!.
wondered, Why?

In his classic book, The fmaee, Daniel |.
Boorstin discusses the (lowering of the
“Giraphic Revoluton”™ of the 1960x, which
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we call the “Age of Technology™ woday, The
author is concerned with the nse of psew
docvents in sociery; that is, events that are
manufactured for the benefit of news om-
crage. Amencans, he says, live i a world
“where fantasy 15 more real than reahiy,
where the image has more dignity than its
original.” In Lucretin’s case, the image ol
her as a conscientious student was true, But
it was incomplete, She wis pasang her sul-
jects, but she also was being tutored by
leensight, a Gl we canght i another part
of the show,

As we continued her saga as a teen
mom, wie showed Lucrenn mectng her fwo
vear-old child at the babwsitter’s home Lie
in the afterncon, There, for convenience,
we taped her: the atentve mother, guictl
readding a story 1o the wideeyed youngsier,
awed by the presence of Tkegami cameras
and umbilical wires stretching to sound
recorders and lights, And, as the camera
rolled, we fell right o what Boorstan calls
the Siridescent expenence,” the one thar
tikes solace m contrived reality. As he pre-
dicts, we became “eager accessories (o the
gresat hoaxes of the age, . . the hoaxes we
play on ourselves,

Reiahisucally, it = hard o imagine a hie
much harder than a child, age 15, taking
care of Iver own chuled, age two, But i shioie-
ing the difficulty on television, unintention-
ally, we broadeast the lving ol thas lile as an
icleal. Seeing her story, Lucreta’s [rends -
some who were pregnant and others who
wierre niod = wanbeed for be on TV, oo, Now,
Lucretia had a double identin: as a single
mom and a1V siar

Contemporary psvchologists and sociok
opists who anabvee the modern Bsonaton
with television come 1o varyving and some
times disturbing conclusions, Williin K.
Shrader, author of Madia Blight and the De
Fumanizemg of Ameaca, charges thal media,
particularly television, contribute to the
pervasive demoralization of the American
public. "By stimulating the public with an
endless siream of enticing, essentially unat-
tainable illusions, the media produce an
‘expericntial bind,” a phenomenon rooted
i the mcongruity between the two juxt
posed realms of vicarious and Hesthand ex-
penence.” He asserts thad such “unrealisue
and tasteless drivel™ undermines our collec
tve bases for interpreting experience m
“wiays that normally would motivine us 1o
vitriows acts of kindness, coopertion and
social cohesion.™

Anvone who has voung chaldren can
agree with Shrader. One summer my hus
bBand and 1 waveled seven hours (rom At-
Lint to Amela Island, F1, a resort paradise
of sea, sky, tennis courts and lagoon-like
swimming pools nestled under live oak
trees slung with Spanish moss. Upon arrival,
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the: children tumbled from the car and met
their cousing who lad diven by a differem
route. Excitedly, they hopped up and down,
demanding o go w the beach, but instead,
wrned on MTV, Before long, in swimming
sits not vet wet, they were flopped on the
condo cirpel. They had forgotten each oth-
er. They had forgoten the beach. They
were ranshxed by the tube, hypnotized by
long-haired musical arvses in leather pants
who screamed mito portable mikes before
erashing drums and eleciric guitins,

Boorsun would sw, “Pseudo-cvents from
their very nature tend o be more interest-
ing and more attractive than spontancous
events,” The adulis in our beach prarty
would agree, We were lorced to escort the
kiels away from a fsendo event they could
have watched at home, w a v, somewhat
expensive event we had purchased for their
enjovment — a swim in the ocean!

In addition to happenings, Boorstin
takes issue with people, otherwise known as
“human pseudo-events.” These creatres
are manufactred heroes turned celebri
ues. The author compellingly suggests than
we confuse celebriteworship and herowor
ship every day. The Runous are famous, not
Tsercsnnnse |1'I1"_'!.' are great, but because they
are well known, This, he claims, makes a
man or woman a “nationally advernsed
brand,” which becomes a new “category of
cmpliness.”

“You aren’t really anvboddy i vou're not
on TV." sws the anti-heroine Suzanne in
the mowvie, o Dre For. The clarcter, played
v Nicole Kidman, is the vehicle through
which writer Buck Henry and producer
Ceus Van Sant convey the belicf thar TV vali-
dates the world and the sell. Sweanne, an
ambitous, dimwitied local beauy who is
obsessed with going on welevision, says re-
vealingly, “What's the point of doing any-
thing worthwhile il no one can see 112"

Sigmificantly, her view is widely shared,

Cm New York's Upper West Side where |
lived while enrolled at Columbia’s Gradu-
ate School of Journalism, 1 fell inte conver-
sation with a member of the rising televi-
sion generaton. Javier Valverde, then 16
and a student at New York's Manhatian
Center tor Science and Math, lived with his
family on the MNoor above mine, Mr,
Valverde s a gooddooking voung man of
Hispanie ongimm. He has swimming brown
eves and dark hair He is uncommonly
helplul and polite, On certain alternoons
he walked my two dogs while T attended
class, Curious about him and his [riends, |
asked Javier what being on TV meant 1o
him sl has pecrs. "t means you've accom-
plished something that a lot of people
couldn’t do. I mean look at the stars,
They're good role models. They do some-
Haing!™ e samiled.
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I posed a scenario: “But what il the cor
ner store was robbed and you were i the
crowidl when the police arrested the sus
pect. The welevision cament pans across
your. Would vou gather vour Gumily to waich
it on the news that nghts™

=Sure. The word would spread. It woukd
miake me feel good about mysell = Excited.
I'd want other people o see me, oo, Being
on TV s a moment people rarely get 1o
hawve, You're a pant of something, They <,
‘Look. look, look!™™

Knowing that Jawier s an ansi (he pens
Japanese animatons with pencil), 1 posed
another scemanio. "What if a4 cunera crew
came o vour school class and pho-
tographed vou over your drawings and
then showed closeaips of vour work on tele-
vision? How would that make you feelz”
“This is who | am,” the boy smiled, “This is
what 1 ean do. I like o share, be a role
maodel.” “Does television make you fa-
mous?” 1 persisted. " Depends on what you
de” he said. “Who is more famouss George
Washington or Tom Cruise?" “George
Washington,” Javier answered, Then he
claborated. “Fyen though he was not on
TV, he accomplished more than Tom
Cruise.” But here, the boy pausec, his brow
furroweel. “But whiat did Washingon do”
he asked. “Revolutionary War? Something
like than?™

A small exchange, this conversation, yel
it reflects the light of recent Gondings by
media psvchologists

First, from television, Jmaer knew who
actor Tom Cruise was. From history,
George Washington's idenuty was a hule
vague, Collecinve memory, it appeanrs, s re
inforced by recuring electronmic images,

Second, the value of appearing on tele
vision in Javier's mind was recogmtion:
Word would spread: his friends would
know. He would be publicly displaved
theveby making Jwier Teel good about s
work and himsell,

Some analysts have drawn parallels be-
ween the relationship ol television and
spectator to that of mother and child. lna
1995 article, “Narcissistic Vision and Visibil
ity™ i Pecuso, a Portuguese journal, author
Rogerio angues that in the mother-infant
relationship, the inknt sces s own e i
the mother's. Rogerio draws the conclu-
sion that likewise, “the television viewer
wes his/her own image in the audiovisual
material caprured by his/her pswehe.” Con-
sequently, the spectator's own visibility i
guarantesd,

In another journal article entitled, °|
and the (M)other,” published in Lieralune
& Psychology, anthor Angelika Rauch G-
serts that the “unconscious mechanism of
parcissistic identification with the (mjoth-
er might be what underhics the current
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(acddicuve) consumpion of medizanmages.”
Rauch believes that the ego wdentifies with
the mage w gain a sense of pleasurable
identity. The fictitious identity, further-
more, s "motivated by an unconscious
memory of pleasurable mother-child
union.” Thus, the elevision viewer reqns
and returns.

Viewing the sell’ on television, one es-
capes his own pont ol view 10 see himsell
ws object. Pswehologises call this “seli-objecti-
lication,” and when tiken o extremes i
can be damaging. Ravmond Barglow exam-
ines the self as media object in The Craus of
the Self i the Age of Informalion: Cowfruters,
Diolphins and Dreams. Individuality, the au-
thor savs, is socially constructed. "One’s st
tues as an individual depends on recogni-
i, hjl. others amed by onesell, of than sa-
s.” In Western culiure, recogmition in-
phies personal relationship among sclves,
Barglow continues, “on the model of the
link between God and His subjects in the
Judeo-Chrstan trdition,”

Tenlay, than vebionship is often not be-
tween Godd and person, or even prerson and
person. Rather, it becomes person 1o im-
age, via a television screen. In a world
where cameras are so small they can be
worny in hiathands, so ubsquitons thar they
survey department stores and banks and
oty sirects around the clock and so prolific
that news s covered every 24 hours and -
ble programming is nonstop, people are
constantly being tiped. The omniscient
camera in daily life encowages in an unio-
ward way the “culture of narcisism” dent-
fiedd by Christopher Lasch in his book by
the same name. The reflection ol sell’ pro-
motes “liddling with the psyehe while cna-
lization trns soft and runny all around us,”

AL ity worst, maurcissism can be meelia in-
Batwanon gone mad, Consider John W,
Hinckley, Jr. As described by author Jay Mar-
tn i his book, Whe Am I This Time?, Hinck-
ley was the thind chald in a family of three
chubdren, Living in the shadows of a success
Il brother and sister, he was describaed Iy
chssmates as “mousy,” or "o normal he ap-
peared 1w Ewle mito the woodwork.™ As an
adule he was a loner whose mind began to
Hll with ficoons, As a student ar Texais Tech,
Marnn recounts, Hinckley did linle work.
His Landlord remembered, “He just sar
there the whole tme, stanng at the TV." In
the Ll of 1950, Hinckley stalked President
Jimmy Carter. He began 1o collect guns. He
abay beggan o live in a maovie, Taxs Drver, di-
rected by Martin Scorsese. The main char-
acter, Trawis Bickle, was plwed by Robernt De
Niro, In Hincklev's mind, the chamacier was
Hinckley himsell. Martin suggests the pey-
chologcal appeal of the film for Hinckley
was the way it was shot,

“ln faxz Drrver, the camera is used ex-
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|1n:r:'n':-.:|ui-.lir.'|||j.', sov Lhatl the viewer 15
wapped insade i, and confined 10 the emo-
tions it conveys. . . . The opening sequence
shiows how Bickle's mind works: how the
cameri lunctions, confmes the viewer. . . .
The stvle of the lilm is 1o stress explosive
insiants rather than narvanve low, since
Bickle's bagmentary internal life sees the
wor ld in incandescent momenis,”

Ax the camera Follows Travis Backle
arcandd, it mirrors the character's percep-
tions; scenes of anger, antagonism, suspi-
cion. His is an oflcenter, out-ol locus workd.
The chuacter s alone, cut ofl, amalile w res
Lite 1o amvone. John Hinckley, a “hetive per-
somality,” seized Bickle's point of view as lus
ot His aciions mimiicked the mosae char
acter, who was modeled, incdentally, afver
Arthur Bremer, the man who shot presiden-
tial candidate, George Wallace,

When Hinckley found the oppormunin
1o shoot President Reagan, he later wild a
psvchiatrest that he felt as of he were Tjust
there, living out an experience,” in which
the parncipants “were bit plavers.” In 2
specch prepared lor the expected guily
verdict, he wrote; "My lile has become o
melodrama; | am now a howsehold name.”

Declared insane, Hincekley was remand-
il 1o St Ehsbeth's I'hﬂ!lit'.\l T “';l\}lilih-
won, 1. C, where workers approached ham
for autographs. Hinckley achieved the des
tiny of his movie hero, He escaped povate
solation, and becanse of media coverage,
he caumie forth publicly w exist.

Hinckley's confusion is the resul of ill-
ness, Our confusion, Boorstin suggests, is
seli-willed. His parting advice in The Tmage is
o let the owtside world i, He arges us o
awake, o [orego slecpwalking, “The least
and most we can hope for,” he o, s that
ach of us may penetrate the unknown jun-
gle of images in which we live our daily
lives. That we may discover anew where
dreams end and where illusions begin,”

Cien the line between dream and illu-
sion can blur. For this reason, we who cre
ate unages as prolessionals and we who
CLFsLIIme II]I:IR["\ ok !'-l'“"l.'l;'l.l”I!\ ISk ree
mamn vigilant, [ sometimes think of Lucre-
tia, now prolably in her pwenties, and her
growing son, Josh, 1 hope she hinshed
high school and attended community col-
lege as she plnned, Most of all, 1 hope
that being an unwed, teen-mother celebn-
ty did not blind Lucretia to the Fact tha
TV stardom is a shortlived illusion, But
lowing a child and pursiing one's dreams
can buld a satisfving hie. a

_,'m.rn' Martin, nﬁm.ru'r If.m:rhl'l'.l'l" for the Puls

lie Broadeasting: System of Vingmma, 15 @ free
Lerner pierneelist fvangr in Cendrad Virgima,
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