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Todd Gitlin’s “Media Unlimited” provides a discussion of the torrential images and sounds that assault our senses on a daily basis. He looks at the usual suspect –TV – as well as radio, film, DVDs, CDs, Muzak, billboards, magazines and many more. 


He begins with an attempt to measure the sheer magnitude of the media. For example, in 1999, the average American household had the TV on for 7 hours a day. The average person watched TV for 4 of those hours. Nearly half of all Americans watch “whatever’s on.” Watching TV as a primary activity consumes 40 percent of the average person’s free time.  That percentage creeps over the 50 percent mark if you count the time spent watching TV while simultaneously doing other activities (reading, eating, writing your J611 Media and Society paper). 


And so far, we’ve only counted only what can be counted at home. 


We demand that our media experiences be plausible and somehow lifelike, an “almost real” quality. We expect images (stories) to be more intense, better than real, more vivid, “more something” than life. The modern individual is “a role-player, part-time adventurer and stimulus seeker, trying frenetically to find himself by abandoning himself. This paradoxical individual is primed for unlimited media.” (p. 39)

Gitlin’s discussion of the speed of the imagery and sounds was particularly interesting. He says we intuitively feel like everything moves faster, but then asks if we have any evidence. Through his examination of TV shows, news programs and films prior to the 1970s, Gitlin gives anecdotal evidence about the length of camera shots and the emphasis on dialogue. Twenty-first century blockbuster films like Speed and The Matrix are manifestations of what our 21st century sensibilities demand. 
It’s not just TV and film. Streaming screen savers, video games and music videos compound the feeling that we are receiving messages at faster and faster rates. Even the sentence length of bestselling books and general periodicals has shrunk from 22.8 words per sentence (1936) to 13.1 words per sentence (2001). 
The chapter of the book where he discusses navigation styles was very attention-grabbing. I think I saw a bit of myself in each of the categories. I will just review a couple of my favorites here. 

The Fan. For the fan, the connection to media is emotional. Fans are linked to other fans in a virtual community. So, even though the activity of watching your favorite show might be solitary, you know you are connected to others sharing the same experience. Almost everyone is a fan of something – a star, a team, a program, a writer, etc. I am a fan of two programs. I can remember few times since I was a teenager where I was really a fan of a TV program, to the point where I would try to clear my schedule (or at least make sure that the VCR was set) and didn’t like to answer the phone during the show. I must say that I am a fan The West Wing and Alias. The feeling of the virtual community is especially true for The West Wing.
The Exhibitionist. I am fascinated by reality TV shows. I do not watch them on a regular basis, but I find the phenomenon to be a reflection of the exhibitionist tendencies of many consumers of media. The opportunities for your “15 minutes of fame” and “microcelebrity” are vast. Not only can you be a fan, as Gitlin says, but you can have fans. New technology multiplies these opportunities. (p. 147)
The Ironist. The knowing, confident ironist is aware that the media spectacle is a “mere contrivance.” He or she surfs the channels without commitment, amused. The ironist likes to be the insider, following Neilson ratings and box office ticket sales, wants to know how things work backstage and how the publicity campaign was executed. The knowingness provides of level of superiority. This knowingness began as self-defense against the clutter is itself a style that clutters the media even further. (p. 153)
Other than my small “problem” with The West Wing and Alias, I am generally an Ironist. This is only compounded by the “inside” knowledge I get from studying mass communication. I think all media studies students must be Ironists to some degree. 

The Secessionist. For this group, the torrent of images and sounds from the media is “simply unbearable.”  The answer is to turn their back, turn their head or seal their ears. (p. 157) This group abstains from cell phones and e-mail and refuses to buy clothing with designer logos. Gitlin says that to be a secessionist is an exercise in self-discipline. The specialized media available means that the “torrential” culture produces the means for profit to be made from those who are occasional or incomplete secessionists. 
Gitlin’s book provides a more optimistic look at the way that we deal with the torrent of images and sounds than did Postman.  I feel like Gitlin offers a more complete picture. For example, the chapter on speed was one that I connected with. I feel like every year images and sounds are hurled at me faster and faster; Gitlin’s anecdotal evidence confirmed that. I experienced several, “oh, yeah” or “I’m like that” or “I know someone like that” moments while reading this book.  Gitlin allows us to step outside the experience that is the 21st century at think about our media consumption. 

