to the editor

TV and politics

There is a journalistic tendency, I'm
afraid, to treat every battle as a war—
and every slightest sign of change as a
revolution. Doubtless the behavioral sci-
entist as a consultant, the computer as
a tool and television as a medium for
political persuasion have together pro-
duced changes in the way the political
wars are fought but I like to think that
the first two of these, in particular, have
contributed to making the process more
rational. What behavioral science tends
to do, I suspect, is not to rob the politi-
cal practitioner of his options or blunt
his power but to make him examine
his assumptions. That’s about all the so-
cial scientist can do, after all—to con-
front the popular wisdom of the poli-
tician with evidence that it ain’t neces-
sarily so.

The behavioral scientist who fears
that television will take the play away
from the political organization (see
“Campaigns and the new technology,”
SN: 9/12, p. 229) should look more
closely at what our data tell us. They
don’t tell us that the mass media are
effective tools of mass persuasion under
most conditions. Yes, it is true that peo-
ple in general and the less sophisticated
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information users in particular assign
more credibility to television than to
newspapers and other print media. That
doesn’t mean that they accept influence
from television more than they accept
influence from peers. In fact the more
structured his opinions the less the
media can influence them, and political
attitudes tend to be highly structured.
While Steve Chaffee, Dorothy Douglas
and I have found that a public infor-
mation campaign can produce large-
scale changes in information level and
attitude, this appears to be possible only
when initial knowledge is low and at-
titudes are relatively unformed. The
content of a political campaign tends
to concern attitudes and values already
strongly held.

Research on the TV debates showed
that measurable changes in candidate
image can be brought about by a sin-
gle television exposure. But it was also
true that subsequent debates and inter-
vening events quickly moved that trend
back toward the “before” profiles. The
trouble is that in our desire to demon-
strate such effects we all too rarely look
at the sustained consequences. TV can
probably influence the starting image
profiles of a new political personality,
but unless he defines the issues in en-
tirely new ways it is doubtful that the
one-to-many media can produce politi-
cal conversions or even have much sus-
tained effect of any kind. Or so, it
seems to me, our data tell us.

Perhaps the new rationality in poli-
tics will convince the politicians that
television is not magic. So there goes
your revolution.

Bruce H. Westley
Professor and Chairman
Department of Journalism
University of Kentucky
Lexington, Ky.

Enthusiasm shared
Your newsbrief article on our arti-
ficial upwelling experiments (SN: 8/15,
p. 137) was accurate and informative.
Although brief, it included in a few
paragraphs the essence of our upwelling
experiment in the Virgin Islands area
and gave proper credits to the individ-
uals concerned and the funding organ-
ization. I consider it an example of the
kind of good science reporting that we
have come to expect in SCIENCE NEws.
Many of my scientific colleagues
share my enthusiasm for the fine scien-
tific reporting in SCIENCE NEws. Keep

up the good work.

Dr. Robert Gerard
Lamont-Doherty Geological
Observatory
Palisades, N.Y.
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color, English sound, 21 min. The air-cushion
technique used in French ground effect ve-
hicles has been under development since 1957.
Two systems have been used: the peripheral
jet and the plenum changer. To make air-
cushion vehicles an economic proposition, they
had to be made capable of clearing obsta-
cles. Which ever system was adopted, too
much power was required to lift the vehicle to
a sufficient height. This was solved by fitting
a flexible skirt to the rigid structure. Film
shows various air-cushion vehicles that have
been developed. Audience: engineers, gen-
eral. Loan for $5.00 service charge from
Society for French American Cultural Serv-
ices and Educational Aid, Dept. SN, 972 5th
Ave., New York, N.Y. 10021.
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ate level biomedical. Free loan from Lobund
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