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Section One: Overview 

"The whole world is watching!" protesters chanted when brutal clashes broke out between Chicago policemen and demonstrators outside the National Democratic Convention in 1968. The week’s events, broadcast to living rooms across the nation, would be recalled by many as a defining moment of the turbulent 1960s—when the divide between hawks and doves, blacks and whites, old and young, seemed an irreparable schism. In Medium Cool, shot against the backdrop of the Chicago riots, filmmaker Haskell Wexler weaves a fictional narrative around the dramatic historic events, examining issues of violence, media responsibility, and viewer accountability through the experiences of protagonist John Cassellis, a television cameraman. The film calls attention to the way in which media shapes experience in American society, enabling the development of what historian Daniel Boorstin terms the “pseudo-event”—a mediated representation of reality substituted for the real thing. As the film unfolds, Cassellis begins to question his role behind the camera, and the media’s function in supporting the institutional structure that some Americans (particularly those who sympathized with the youth countercultural movements in the late 1960s) blamed for perpetuating political and social injustice. By wedding his story with real events in Chicago, Wexler invokes the urgency of reality. The film addresses problems of actual and immediate import that, through self-reflexive cinematic techniques, entreat viewers to probe their own consciousness as media consumers. This website places Medium Cool within its historical context and presents examples of the convention week’s media coverage in order to show how the violent events in Chicago proved to be an especially prescient demonstration of Wexler’s arguments about media in American society.

Section Two: The Pseudo-Event in the Television Age


Medium Cool criticizes the camera's role in an age increasingly mediated by television. In the late 1960s, America had entered a new phase in the televised era, when networks progressively offered more news and extensive live coverage, a process that can be explained through the development of what Daniel Boorstin terms the “pseudo-event" (described below). The television medium altered America’s perception of itself, and its relationship to the world. To make sense of the events at the 1968 Chicago convention, and to appreciate the extent of television's role in inscribing the moment's historical significance, it is necessary to examine first the function and responsibility of twentieth century media in American culture. Media here refers both to the media of journalism, and to the means of information transmission: medium, plural—media. Both terms exert an impossible claim to communicate some form of objective and complete representation of truth—impossible because the journalism media cannot provide total, unbiased coverage; neither can any media (electronic, print, etc.) conduct reality, only its shadowed representation. It can be argued that, by the late 1960s, American society rarely discerned this discrepancy between the limited and the asserted ability of media—in all its forms—to convey "reality." The purveyors and controllers of communication, the media, had come to define the nature of "power" and "truth" through the proliferation of the pseudo-event.

The Pseudo-Event

In The Image, or What Happened to the American Dream (year?), Boorstin argues that the modern American experience is dominated by pseudo-events—synthetic representations of reality that society readily substitutes for the "real thing." Increasingly, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, he argues, Americans demanded new and exciting things to be reported at an unprecedented rate, much faster than such spontaneous events really occur (9). The press, to answer this insatiable desire, creates news when none is available, by asking questions of public figures, or by writing human-interest stories and speculative "think" pieces that shed light on recent or future events (10). Often the newsperson's reports will incite active responses; thus by reporting a pseudo-event the journalist creates experience. Like the reporter, the public relations officer has been an active participant in shaping pseudo-events; he or she imagines and then publicizes a future occurrence, inscribing meaning through the act of creating the event. 

Boorstin describes four attributes of the pseudo-event:

1) It is not spontaneous, but comes about because someone has planned, planted, or incited it....

2) It is planted primarily (not always exclusively) for the immediate purpose of being reported or reproduced. Therefore, its occurrence is arranged for the convenience of the reporting or reproducing media. Its success is measured by how widely it is reported. Time relations in it are commonly fictitious or factitious; the announcement is given out in advance 'for future release' and written as if the event had occurred in the past. The question, 'Is it real?' is less important than, 'Is it newsworthy?'"

3) Its relation to the underlying reality of the situation is ambiguous. Its interest arises largely from this very ambiguity....

4) Usually it is intended to be a self-fulfilling prophesy (11–12).

Political Pseudo-Events in the Television Age

Pseudo-events are evident everywhere, according to Boorstin, and the consequences of this permeation into all aspects of society can be seen significantly in the present political apparatus of the democratic system. Coupled with the onslaught of mass media available—the ability now to transmit images and sound with split-second immediacy—the political pseudo-event is driven by its self-fulfilling impulse to be reported and disseminated. "An innocent observer might have expected that the rise of television and on-the-spot telecasting of the news would produce a pressure to report authentic spontaneous events exactly as they occur," Boorstin writes, "But, ironically, these, like earlier improvements in the techniques of precise representation, have simply created more and better pseudo-events" (26). Moreover, the television camera orders events by selecting the moment and location of drama; the camera's very presence and nature emphasize the pre-determined significance of a pseudo-event. 

The permeation of pseudo-events in politics can be seen in the phenomenon of the modern candidate: a slickly packaged parrot trained to speak in thirty-second sound bites. The politician, molded by advertisers and styled by publicity spokesmen, becomes merely the shadow of his own image. "Pseudo-events thus lead to emphasis on pseudo-qualifications," says Boorstin, "If we test Presidential candidates by their talents on TV quiz performances, we will, of course, choose presidents for precisely these qualifications. In a democracy, reality tends to conform to the pseudo-event. Nature imitates art"(44). And so, when Richard Nixon told America in the 1968 election, "I am myself. And I'm going to continue playing that role," (A Look for New Meanings: 1) the candidate was confirming that the perceived representation of his public image had rendered irrelevant the existence of any separate "real" identity; the statement affirmed his status as a modern candidate in the age of the political pseudo-event. 

Though the pseudo-event has a long history in American politics (think of FDR's fireside chats), the television medium elevated the role of the pseudo-event to an entirely new level in American politics. An oft-cited example, mentioned also in Boorstin's book, is the 1960 televised presidential debates, in which the camera's gaze on Nixon's stubbled chin eclipsed the significance of the words coming from his mouth. Nixon, it is said, lost the debate, and then the election, because he was ill equipped to compete in a television-era campaign. He would not be caught in the same predicament twice, as the events of the 1968 campaign attest. In fact, in The Selling of the President, reporter Joe McGinniss, who was "embedded"—to use the current phrase—with Nixon's advertising team in the fall of 1968, demonstrates that Nixon's mastery and manipulation of the television medium was critical in securing the victory. 

The Pseudo-Event in Chicago

Using Boorstin's criteria we can trace the proliferation of pseudo-events that propelled Chicago in 1968 into the national limelight. 

First, the convention itself—one of the last in which the result was not pre-determined—was nonetheless a staged political pageant, a premeditated spectacle, designed to avoid the messy reality of spontaneous interruption by ensuring that no real events should occur un-planned. Incidentally, Chicago's International Amphitheater had hosted the first televised convention sixteen years before, in 1952. To organizers at that convention "it was soon apparent that long-accepted convention procedures needed streamlining.... Many techniques aimed at exciting everybody in the audience at conventions in the early years became uninteresting—and often boring—to the voters who watched from their living rooms" (Reinsch 64). By 1968, they had perfected the science of packaging the convention as a televised media event: nomination speeches had been shortened, television crews were positioned centrally for clear shots and close camera angles, and facilities were prepared to accommodate film development and broadcasts. Thus, in the weeks preceding the 1968 Chicago convention, in full-page advertisements in newspapers around the country, television stations promised extensive primetime coverage. Instead of the entire lengthy show, ABC even offered viewers a ninety-minute summation of convention highlights:

"You'll see all the exciting and important events of the day on our 90-minute special. You'll get the expert commentary of Howard K. Smith, William H. Lawrence and Frank Reynolds. You'll hear the provocative opinions of William F. Buckley, Jr. and Gore Vidal. And throughout the day and evening, whenever events warrant it, we'll break in for live coverage. That's what's unconventional about it. ABC News' attempt to make the convention as interesting as possible for you and, just possibly, more meaningful, too." [link] (Chicago Tribune 26 Aug. 1968). 

Another station's advertisement from the same paper claimed: "The next best thing to watching it with NBC News is to be there." This assertion, that watching coverage of the event was better than experiencing the real thing, reveals the extent to which the image had imperceptibly replaced the thing represented; seeing an event on television could be perceived as the same or better than actually experiencing it. Like the Jorge Luis Borges story, in which an empire-sized map is made so large that citizens confuse it with the real thing until the map's edges begin to tatter (Beaudrillard Simulacra), the televised camera's eye covered the nation so extensively that it begged viewers to confuse the screen's image with reality. 

Consequently, in August, even as events outside the International Amphitheater occurred with alarming spontaneity, the television coverage of the pseudo-event inside the convention appeared so predictable that one reviewer complained:

Television proved again last night that gavel-to-gavel coverage of a national political convention can be, at least in the convention's early hours, something considerably less than breath-taking for the home audience. Both the National Broadcasting Company and the Columbia Broadcasting system started their marathon reporting of Chicago's Democratic conclave at 6:30 p.m., when, from the looks of the Amphitheater, there was practically nobody in the place but the Andy Frain ushers. And both networks seemed to encounter difficulty, for some time, in finding enough varied, lively, significant material to put before the cameras" (Clay Gowran, "Nets Fumble While They Await 'Cast'," Chicago Tribune, 27 Aug. 1968). [link]

The reviewer demonstrates the tendency of pseudo-events to replicate indefinitely; his "news" merely reports the coverage of the convention, and thus he generates news about (the lack of) news. Moreover, his attitude reflects that of viewers who, demanding a constant flow of "varied, lively, significant material," perpetuate the invention of pseudo-events for their own stimulation. The last line—material must be gathered to "put before the cameras"—signals to the alert reader another aspect of the pseudo-event; the camera's presence and its stationary position indicate the pre-determined nature of the event, any "news" of significance will be placed within its gaze. 

It should be noted that television networks in Chicago were unable to broadcast live from anywhere in the city other than the International Amphitheater during most of the convention week. So, even when word of "newsworthy" events poured in from the streets outside, many television networks kept their own cameras glued on the main pseudo-event.  The problem stemmed from a telephone strike that prevented the city from providing adequate lines from hotels to reporters in the street. Additionally, Mayor Daley's police ordered that remote taping or film vans not park near the Conrad Hilton and Blackstone hotels, the heart of activity for delegates and demonstrations that week (Reinsch 222). As a result of these problems, television networks had to film street demonstrations with movie cameras and then process and edit the film; the lag time was usually more than an hour. Because of this situation, delegates inside the convention—many who were watching the televised coverage along with the rest of the nation—remained unaware of the brutal clashes outside on Michigan Avenue[?] until they saw the "live" reports of what had occurred a few hours before. On Wednesday night, as inside the Amphitheater delegates answered the roll call that would nominate Hubert Humphrey, networks cut away from the live broadcast to reveal scenes of the earlier mayhem in the streets outside. 

The National Democratic Convention was not the only pseudo-event staged in Chicago that week in August. In protest of the political establishment's alleged failure to end the war in Vietnam and to create social justice in the domestic arena, various radicals and political dissenters planned a spectacle of their own. While the demonstrators also criticized the media's alleged collaborative partnership with the "system" and its role in spawning meaningless pseudo-events, they nonetheless relied on that system's media structure to recruit protesters and to engage the public's attention. Yippie activists, in January, began disseminating press releases advertising their own packaged theater to coincide with convention events. One said: 

The leaders of the National Democratic Party are planning to meet in Chicago in August; there to enact, for the television audience, all the drama and excitement of an American Political Convention, culminating, it is understood, in the nomination of L. Johnson for President of the United States, and Leader of the Free World. In the face of this act of sado-masochistic folly the free youth of America will simultaneously hold an enormous International Youth Festival in Chicago; there will be music playing and people swaying, dancing in the streets. Johnson and his delegates, locked in their slaughterhouse conventionhall theatre, will make ugly speeches and play ugly campaign music, while we, the living breathing youth of the world, will make the city a theatre, and every restaurant Alice's. [link]

The demonstrators' theatrical event, meant to invert the norm and expose the other pseudo-event as political charade, in fact was promoted employing many devices of the very system it criticized. The organizers used a press release to acknowledge the staged nature of the spectacle and to announce their intent to divert media attention toward their causes; moreover, they advertised the protests with at least the same zeal of a public relations representative. The organized demonstrations also met Boorstin's third criteria of the pseudo-event, that of the situation's ambiguous reality—the nature of the resulting violence was very much in the eye of the beholder, as the television-viewing public’s reaction would attest. Finally, the demonstrations—and the institutional response to them—were a self-fulfilling prophesy. Both sides listened and acted on the advance public statements of the other, and became paranoid and confrontational, further escalating the situation.

Medium Cool and the Pseudo Event 


These two scenes from Medium Cool demonstrate the self-fulfilling, staged nature of the convention-week events in Chicago. In the first clip, taped months before the August convention, John Cassellis covers a riot dress rehearsal in which National Guardsmen assume the role of hippie demonstrators, shouting insults at their peers and singing “We Shall Overcome.” Note how, in the opening sequence, the camera and rifle are visually linked, the parallel association reinforced by a comment about “shooting”—again reminding viewers of the film's argument that the camera is a weapon. The event (which really happened, and was not staged for Wexler’s film) ends when the guardsmen explode powder-filled balloons that billow like teargas on the “demonstrators.” In the ensuing chaos, the “actors” rush at the frame yelling “Get the guys with the cameras!”[check this], a moment eerily prophetic of what would occur in August, when police and National Guardsmen were accused of purposefully striking blows at journalists and cameras [link]. 

The second clip, filmed at the actual street demonstrations, re-asserts this relationship between the rehearsal and the real event—the riot trucks and singing protesters and teargas evoke the earlier scene, imbuing it with new significance. At the clip’s end, a bystander shouts, "Watch out, Haskell. It's real!" as a teargas canister explodes close to the camera. Although—as Wexler admits in the film’s DVD commentary—this line was added to the soundtrack in post-production, it serves as a meaningful reminder that the film is a liminal document straddling the boundaries of the fiction-nonfiction binary. Eileen's private drama shrinks in relative scope as she wanders through the larger historic moment occurring around her; this is shown visually as her bright yellow dress—the viewer's link to her fictional story—becomes an insignificant fraction of the large crowd weaving together in the streets. Similarly, the camera that records her is just one of the many present for the event; the film's role, like Eileen's, diminishes in its unique magnitude as the historical events unfold around it. The many cameras present validate the event as a historical moment and shape its significance—confirming its authenticity. The protesters acknowledge this when then they shout to a passing camera-truck "Don't leave us, NBC!" as if they believe the media's presence, as truth's witness, will somehow protect the demonstrators from the full fury of the police. Wexler's film implies that the cameras replace the errant law enforcers as the ultimate authority; their testimony verifies reality. 

These clips, side by side, unmask how the self-fulfilling pseudo-event shaped the course of the convention week in Chicago, and they reveal the media’s complicated role in the development and narration of those events.

Section Three: Medium Cool and the Responsibility of the Witness

In his book, Dispatches, about covering the war in Vietnam in the 1960s, correspondent Michael Herr describes his reasons for visiting and writing about that country: "I went there behind the crude but serious belief that you had to be able to look at anything, serious because I acted on it and went, crude because I didn’t know, it took the war to teach it, that you were as responsible for everything you saw as you were for everything you did" (21). Filmmaker Haskell Wexler takes up this question of the responsibility of the witness in Medium Cool. He argues that the cameraman and the viewer both are liable; that they must not hide from reality behind the camera lens and the television screen, rather they must acknowledge it, un-obscured, and act. Wexler uses self-reflexive camera techniques to call attention to his own function behind the camera, and uses direct address to speak to the film viewer's role as well.

Here are a few clips that address the responsibility of the witness. In the first, Cassellis's lover asks him whether the cameramen of the Italian movie, Mondo Cane, helped a group of radiated turtles, or simply shot the film of the animals and abandoned them. Cassellis, in this early scene, brushes off her concern with a joke. 

Later in the film, the cameraman visits a black Chicago neighborhood looking for a human-interest assignment. In this clip, three black characters articulate their frustration with the media, addressing first Cassellis, and then the camera directly. "The tube is life," one says—a claim worth re-evaluating in the context of Wexler's film. 

The film's final sequence, and the soundtrack during the credits that follow further illustrate Wexler's argument about the responsibility of the witness. The film's fictional thread is literally obliterated in this last scene, when Eileen and John drive away from the demonstrations, listening to radio coverage in dumbstruck silence—the narrative dialogue having dissolved rapidly after the film's transition to scenes of "reality." As the pair listens to shocked radio witnesses testify about the demonstrations, Eileen and John's faces are washed white, effaced by the sky's reflection in the windshield. Their death in a car accident seconds later is preceded by a news announcement of the event—re-asserting the strange nature of instantaneous mass media, which sometimes shapes events even as it reports them. A car drives past the scene of the wreck, slowing only enough for a young boy to snap a photograph, a moment that parallels and inverts the film's first sequence when John calmly and callously filmed a car wreck before calling for an ambulance. 

In these final shots, Wexler returns to the issue of media responsibility: is the cameraman accountable for what he witnesses, or, as John's soundman argues in an earlier scene, is he merely the elongation of the machine, a cold and inhumane recorder of images? Now, John—like other journalists in the week's events—has become an unwilling participant observer and, subsequently a victim of, the violence he before refused to notice in front of his camera. The notion of his culpability is underscored by a final tracking shot that zooms back and far above the accident scene to Wexler himself who swivels his large camera to face the screen in a self-reflexive acknowledgement of the film's accountability as a witness, and by implication, the film viewer's responsibility for what he has seen, too.

Section Four: What the Whole World Saw and Heard: Media Coverage During and Immediately Following the Event

Alternative Press: Liberation News Service

Life

Styron, Genet, etc. 

Chicago Tribune

TV Clips

Section Five: Historical Context – 1968 Year in Review, Timeline of Events
1968

It was 1968 in the United States of America. In January, the Tet offensive in Vietnam had shocked Americans who thought victory was looming; it fueled the anger of those who knew it wasn't. Two heroes had been assassinated: in April, Martin Luther King, Jr., and then, in June, Bobby Kennedy. Across the nation, campuses erupted in protest; ghettos erupted in violence. An older generation watched in awe and horror as their children decried the Almighty Institution, set fire to their draft cards, and renounced the military industrial complex that had been credited with bringing happiness and prosperity to the nation just two decades before. The first generation reared on television now tuned in and turned on to something stronger and weirder than the airwaves could convey; then it dropped out. It was a nation on the verge of boiling, and it was a nation about to elect its thirty-seventh president. The following timeline highlights significant events in the year leading up to the Chicago Convention.

Convention Week Timeline

The Democratic Party

In August in Chicago, the Democratic Party would select a candidate to replace the outgoing President Lyndon Baines Johnson, who had announced in March that he would not seek reelection to the nation's highest office. Several contenders had vied for a spot on the ticket; these were the main candidates: former senator Hubert Humphrey, Johnson's vice president, briefly a hero in passing the Civil Rights Act just a few years earlier, who could now be relied on to smile broadly and to tow the party line; New York Senator Robert Kennedy, the former attorney general whose name alluded to recent happier times, until a bullet in a hotel kitchen in Los Angeles cut his life short; South Dakota Senator George McGovern, to whom many of Kennedy's followers would transfer their allegiance; and Minnesota Senator Eugene McCarthy, the antiwar candidate beloved by well-groomed (and some less-than-well-groomed) students on college campuses. Whispered rumors of another Kennedy entering the race were heard even up to the convention, but the younger brother, Ted, would not run.

By August it was clear to most that Humphrey would win the nomination and, despite a small but vocal dissent from McCarthy's antiwar delegates, the vice president captured the necessary number of votes quickly on August DATE. The question then, to be answered at the convention, was not what candidate would represent the party in November but, rather, the plank on which he would run. Would the Democrats, who would not nominate McCarthy, adopt the peace plan he advocated? Would Humphrey, grateful for the president's friendship shown in darker personal political moments (as in 1964, when Humphrey had been an ostracized hero for promoting the Civil Rights Act), now show his loyalty by refusing to criticize Johnson's failed policy? The president, though absent from the Chicago events, was everywhere present—a larger-than-life ghost, protested on the streets and in the convention hall, asserting himself.

Chicago

If it had been a rough year for the nation, the city of Chicago—the great American city (as proclaimed by Norman Mailer that year) [Siege of Chicago, p?]—fared no better than the rest in 1968. In April, after Dr. King's assassination, race riots in the ghetto were answered with brutal police violence—when Mayor Daley famously ordered his officers: "Shoot to kill." In a city legendary for Law and Order, the mayor was powerful, a law man of mythic proportion; as such, he seemed reluctant to display weakness before the national television audience that turned its gaze to his city in the summer of 1968. But problems rose at every turn: a telephone strike, bus strike, and then a taxicab strike hindered preparations for the convention. Additionally, the mayor faced the promised presence of thousands of protesters who planned to stage an anti-convention demonstration, the "Festival of Life," spearheaded by the newly formed and loosely organized Youth International Party (the YIPPIES). In January, the radical group began advertising in alternative newspapers and on college campuses, inviting all to Chicago in August to demonstrate and to nominate their own candidate for the presidency. (The YIPPIE candidate eventually nominated was a pig—the four-legged kind—named Pigasus.) Unwilling to be embarrassed by the public spectacle of these rowdy protesters—one rumor alleged that the YIPPIES planned to spike the city's water with LSD—Mayor Daley at first refused to issue permits for any demonstrations during the convention week; radical activists, professional agitators, and peaceniks alike would have to exercise their right to dissent elsewhere, he said. Daunted by Daley's refusal and wary of forecasts of violence, many would-be protesters stayed home to watch the events safely in front of their television sets. But, at the last minute, the clean-shaven and articulate Rennie Davis, of the National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam discovered a friendly face within the Chicago city bureaucracy and managed to wrangle a permit to demonstrate for one afternoon at the bandshell in Grant Park[?] on August [?]. The planned demonstration was to be peaceful. 

Section Six: Film Synopsis

Medium Cool: Synopsis
In Medium Cool, the camera is a weapon capable of wreaking violence on society. "Is that thing loaded?" a character jokes during an interview at a shooting range. The nature of the weapon-holder's responsibility is a question raised throughout the film as cameraman John Cassellis covers many of the remarkable events of 1968: the Poor People's Campaign in Washington, D.C., presidential candidate Robert Kennedy's assassination, and the National Democratic Convention in Chicago. In the pre-credit shots of the film, Cassellis and his soundman Gus tape the wreckage of a fatal car accident, radioing for an ambulance only as they leave the scene. In the next sequence, the two men mingle at a cocktail party where journalists debate the role of violence in society and whether the media’s role is to explain or to record events. When one woman accuses Gus of lacking a conscience, he explains that he acts merely as “the elongation of a tape recorder”—the reporter is, in effect, a machine. 

Cassellis re-examines his role only after learning that his employer has allowed the FBI to scrutinize station footage; he discovers with anger that he has unknowingly been a "fink"—the reason for which many cameramen have been attacked by their subjects. Just as Cassellis starts to develop a human interest in his assignments, and befriends an Appalachian widow Eileen and her son Harold, the station fires him without explanation, and the protagonist becomes another victim of the corporate media system that Wexler's film criticizes. The film's most notable footage is from the climactic sequence when Eileen weaves through the Chicago street demonstrations in an effort to reach Cassellis inside the convention and locate her runaway son. It is here that fiction and documentary collide, as Eileen's personal drama is eclipsed by the epic events she witnesses around her. 

In the final scene, John and Eileen's death in a car accident is preceded seconds earlier by a radio announcement of the event—a reassertion of the strange nature of instantaneous mass media, which sometimes shapes events even as it reports them. A car drives past the scene of the wreck, slowing only enough for a young boy to snap a photograph, a moment that parallels and inverts the film's first sequence. Wexler's film comes full circle, returning to the question of media responsibility: is the cameraman accountable for what he witnesses, or is he merely the elongation of the machine, a cold and inhumane recorder of images? The notion of culpability is underscored by a final tracking shot that zooms back and far above the accident scene to Haskell Wexler himself who swivels his large camera to face the screen in a self-reflexive acknowledgement of the filmmaker's accountability as a witness, and by implication, the film viewer's responsibility for what he watches.

The title of the film, Medium Cool, stems from the work of media theorist Marshall McLuhan, who defined "cool" media as those with low-definition images that require a lot of the viewer's sensory participation to complete. Television, in the 1960s, with its small blurry shapes and images, was a cool medium, he said. McLuhan's argument that "the medium is the message" is helpful in examining Wexler's film and the Chicago events.

Notes:

reality tv -- obsession with nonfiction television forms

"documentary's lure of authenticity"22 renov

epic dimensions of drama: public v. private. compare eileen and John to great history going on around them, also however, compare the magnified import given this event—journos calling themselves war correspondents—compared with the degree of real war carnage in Vietnam, Prague. No one, after all, was killed in Chicago. 

The heavy police presence, in many ways, incited the crowd as much as or more than it quelled any rioters—witnesses and spectators were ill at ease around the heavy-handed presence of Authority and reacted as most crowds would—defensively—in such a situation. 

By continually dancing across the line between documentary and fiction, Wexler calls the viewer to discern between reality and fiction in what witnesses.

What was staged? What was created for the cameras? 

How did the media presence change the nature of the event? 

Examples: Life Magazine's pre-article, the refusal to allow demonstrations incites demonstrations, calls reality into question!!

-"The politician... himself in a sense composes the story; the journalist ... himself generates the event. The citizen can hardly be expected to assess the reality when the participants themselves are so often unsure who is doing the deed and who is making the report of it. Who is the history, and who is the historian?" (30)

"The American citizen thus lives in a world where fantasy is more real than reality, where the image has more dignity than the original.... Pseudo-events from their very nature tend to be more interesting and more attractive than spontaneous events. Therefore in American public life today pseudo-events tend to drive all other kinds of events out of our consciousness, or at least to overshadow them." (37)

-Boorstin's conclusion on the pseudo-event... it can only be stopped by being recognized at an individual level? [look this up]

Making of the president, debates discussed on 42

-Pseudo-events overshadow spontaneous events because 1) they "are more dramatic...  2) ... being planned for dissemination, are easier to disseminate and make vivid .... 6) more convenient to witness ... (19​–40).

cloud confuse detach dissociate engage


Wexler wants to remind us of our own culpability, 

in a society mediated by the camera. 

The Chicago convention week was not the first time that television had shown violence on America's streets. Nor would it be the last. Also, Americans had watched the war in Vietnam on their television sets, and 

This time, however, journalists and cameramen outside the convention reported with disbelief and then with horror that they, too, were the objects of violence. As the convention week's events escalated, journalists increasingly found themselves in the center of the story[link], unexpected subjective participants, caught in the line of duty by the blows of policemen. In these two clips, a city spokesperson denies that Chicago police intentionally targeted cameramen; then he criticizes the media's role in encouraging and defending the demonstrators.




