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Abstract: In the Fall 1988 issue of Informal 
Logic, John McMurtry suggests that the current 
mass communication system "obstructs and deforms 
our thinking and our reasoning by a general system 
of deception" (p. 133). This essay suggests that 
McMurtry's view of the mass media is inaccurate. 
The mass media needs to make choices about what 
material it includes; McMurtry's description of 
the media could be explained by a rational theory 
of media agenda setting. Finally. it is argued that 
critical thinkers need to go beyond the mass media 
to make decisions; the mass media should not be 
expected to provide all arguments and viewpoints. 

In the Fall 1988 issue of Informal Logic, 
John McMurtry raises a potentially serious 
attack on the structure of reasoning in our 
society.l He suggests that the structure of 
the current mass communication system 
"obstructs and deforms our thinking and 
our reasoning by a general system of de
ception" (p. 133). He develops this posi
tion by advancing four general principles 
which he suggests guide and restrict public 
discussion: 

Principle I: There is a basic social-structural 
fact (B.S.S.F.). Its defining principle, appli
cable to most or all existing social orders, 
is that large capitalist corporations or a state 
party control production and distribution of 
social goods so as to maximize private capi
tal or social command owned by these cap
italist corporations or state party. (p. 134) 

Principle II: Corresponding to the basic so
cial-structural fact as defined by Principle I 
is a range of possibility of what can be 
said in the mass media of the society in 
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question. This range of possibility is 
defined. in turn, as whatever does not con
tradict the necessity or value of this basic 
social-structural fact. (p. 136) 

Principle Ill: Exclusion of a statement or a 
set of statements from the range of what 
can be said in the public realm occurs in 
proportion to its contradiction to accept
ance of the basic social-structural fact as 
necessary and good. (p. 140) 

Principle IV: What validates the basic social
structural fact as necessary or moral, and 
invalidates opposition to it as impractical 
or immoral, qualifies for selection for mass 
media production. (p. 142) 

To support principle II, he lists thirty 
"examples of the unspeakable in the mass 
media of the English-speaking world" (pp. 
137-138). These are claims that theoreti
cally cannot be advanced in the mass me
dia in our society .. 

McMurtry raises a number of important 
issues concerning the nature of mass me
dia in our society and the implications of 
mass media on critical thinking. There are 
two major issues raised by McMurtry that 
need to be addressed. First, is his descrip
tion of the current system of mass media in 
English-speaking countries accurate? Sec
ond, if his description is accurate, would 
such a mass media system be undesirable? 
This essay will address these two issues. 

The "Speakable" Unspeakable 

McMurtry argues that the current mass 
media does not present "arguments, posi-
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tions or facts that contradict the necessity 
or value" of the B.S.S.F. (p. 136).2 This 
argument is troublesome for a number of 
reasons. First, it is made with almost no 
support;3 there is no systematic survey of 
the mass media's coverage cited to support 
his criticism of the mass media. For exam
ple, his discussion of principle IV contains 
not a single reference to any study of how 
the mass media, in fact, covers issues. 

Second, McMurtry is overly simplistic 
in his description of our social structure. 
For example, why we should accept his 
formulation of the "basic social-structural 
fact (B.S.S.F.t is unclear. McMurtry 
focuses on the control of the ownership of 
the means of production, while others 
may argue that the B.S.S.F. is best de
scribed by defining our society as male
dominated, white-dominated, democratic, 
technologically based, class-dominated, or 
even dominated by a Judeo-Christian herit
age. Why we should focus on one B.S.S.F. 
instead of the others is unclear. In addition, 
the formulation of a society's B.S.S.F.'s 
may be contradictory; promoting one 
B.S.S.F. may involve an attack on the 
others.4 

In addition, to label the American sys
tem capitalist oversimplifies the American 
economy; it is a mixed economy. Some as
pects of the American economy-the wel
fare system, some segments of medicine 
and agriculture, and the postal service, for 
example, are more socialist than capitalist. 
Even the capitalist sectors are highly regu
lated: political speech by corporations is 
regulated; environmental and safety re
strictions are frequently imposed. 

These restrictions are proposed in the 
mass media, debated in the mass media, 
and reported in the mass media. The mass 
media discusses proposals to restrict PACs 
(political action committees). The mass 
media has frequently criticized the influ
ence of lobbies on Congress, and environ
mental issues have been heavily debated. 
VirtualIy no aspect of the American econo
my is not debated from tax reform (which 

according to McMurtry is an "unspeaka
ble") to environmental regulations, to mili
tary spending. Even if criticisms of 
capitalism, in general, are not debated in 
the mass media, whether state regulations 
are justified in specific sectors of the econ
omy is frequently discussed. 

A recent editorial in the Progressive, 
citing Michael Klare (neither source is 
pro-capitalist) suggests: 

As Klare suggests, we have all suffered the 
effects of the Cold War. One casualty has 
been our ability to allow more than two cat
egories of thought-goodlbad, EastlWest, 
socialism/capitalism-the sort of bipolar 
assessment that semanticists call "two val
ued orientation." The ending of the Cold 
War should liberate our mind to see the world 
more clearly, in all of its complexity.5 

The American society is much more 
complex than McMurtry implies; its nature 
is constantly being refined, new laws that 
restrict and regulate industry are constant
ly being proposed and debated. To view 
the world as static and two sided distorts 
the dynamic, changing shape of our society. 

Third, for many of his examples, he is 
simply incorrect in his description of the 
mass media. I agree that the mass media 
does not print every negative statement 
about the B.S.S.F. On the other hand, the 
mass media does print a great deal of infor
mation that undermines the assumptions of 
the B.S.S.F. Newspapers criticize high tax
es, and print complaints of taxes and prof
its in their business section. The cover 
story of Business Week's May 6, 1991 is
sue, for example, was "Are CEO's Paid 
Too Much?" Exxon and other companies 
have been criticized for environmental rea
sons, and Earth Day received massive pub
licity in every major publication-in fact, 
the editors of Time have gone so far as to 
say they will take an advocacy role in cov
erage of environmental issues (disproving 
his "unspeakable" #18: "Pollution/poverty 
are specially advantageous to the major 
shareholders of private enterprise."). In 
fact, the mass media tends to present only 



the environmental side of ecological 
issues.6 The mass media's coverage of 
Donald Trump and Leona Helmsley hardly 
suggests that the press does not question 
the assumption that wealth is correlated 
with merit (#14: "There is no correlation 
between people's wealth and their merit." 
and #16: "The very rich ought not to be ad
mired, but rather condemned for their ac
quisitive self-interest at others' expense.") 
-a conclusion further supported by read
ing any issue of the National Enquirer or 
Star. McMurtry's claim that one "unspeak
able" statement is that "there may be better 
alternatives for long-term sexual union than 
the private property structure of state
regulated marriage" (#21) can be dis
proved by watching an afternoon of soap 
operas or an evening of network TV. The 
acid rain controversy and other threats to 
Canada from the United States have also re
ceived publicity ("unspeakable" #13: "The 
greatest danger to Canada's freedom and 
security comes from the United States. "). 

Even during a popular war such as the 
Kuwait crisis in the United States there 
were nightly reports on the anti-war move
ment far out of proportion to the actual 
support for such a position.7 Several arti
cles argued that we intervened in the Mid
dle East to assist big business in keeping 
the price of oil low and to reduce pressure 
to decrease oil consumption.s The cover
age of the civil rights and women's rights 
movement and the success of the movie 
"Dances with Wolves" undermine his 
claim that statement #12 ("The history of 
Western civilization is largely a history of 
genocide against non-white peoples and 
cultures.") and #21 (there are alternatives 
to marriage) are "unspeakables." Unspeak
able #29 ("Christianity calls for the redis
tribution of wealth") is undermined by 
Pope John Paul II's "Centesimus Annus."9 

For other issues, he assumes the public 
is ignorant. Election results are widely 
publicized (and complaints of low voter 
turnout are commonplace); any person 
with an elementary knowledge of math 
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could calculate that 70% of the population 
did not vote for Reagan (unspeakable #8), 
although why this statement is worth print
ing is unclear (just because voters did not 
vote does not mean they would have voted 
against Reagan). Workers need only to 
look at their paychecks to discover unspeak
able #24 ("Over 90% of Canadian citizens 
are not capitalists but members of the 
working class who depend for their living on 
wages or salaries."). 10 They can form their 
own judgement on "unspeakable" #2 ("The 
capitalist workplace is anti-democratic. ") 
without help from the mass media. Does 
McMurtry really think most people believe 
that corporations do not make a profit from 
selling weapons (#9: "The arms race and 
international wars are very profitable for 
most multinational corporations"), a con
clusion much discussed in the mass media 
in the first quarter of 1991 ? Why the mass 
media needs to tell people what they 
already know is unclear, at best. 

Individuals are not denied the "effec
tive right to criticize the capitalist system" 
(#11). They have an unlimited right to 
speak out against the system. Unions have 
legal protection to organize, picket, and to 
publicize their views; these activities are 
often covered in the mass media. If Mc
Murtry'S argument is that those opposed to 
capitalism do not have the right to force 
mass media to say what they think it 
should say, I doubt that many people 
would deny that, but it is also a trivial at
tack. The argument that people are pun
ished in any way for speaking out against 
the social structure is developed only in a 
footnote (p. 148), and there is no evidence 
that anyone in the United States has been 
punished for expressing an idea. The histo
ry of first amendment litigation would sug
gest that where individuals have been 
prevented from expressing an idea, the re
strictions have been successfully challenged. 

McMurtry would probably respond 
that tolerance for small amounts of dissent 
is merely symbolic, creating an atmos
phere of tolerance to hide the more sinister 
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"censorship" of critical views: 

... such variation in what can and cannot 
be supposed, inferred and argued does not 
mitigate the hold of this underlying struc
ture of unreason, but only masks it in the 
play of diversity. This play of diversity is 
essential to the appearance of "pluralism" 
in a society when its communication field 
is in fact systematically intolerant of basic 
alternatives or criticisms. (p. 141) 

This defense, however, removes his thesis 
from an arena where it can be rationally 
evaluated and makes his thesis, in effect, 
self-sealing-immune from any possible 
refutation. On page 137 he argues: "All 
that are needed to disprove the claim of 
Principle II, then, are assertions of fact, 
opinion, or value reproduced in the mass 
media of a society which do in fact contra
dict the necessity or value of social rule." 
Now, however, this counter-evidence be
comes evidence for his theory. Presuma
bly, if the mass media only presented 
material attacking the social system, this 
also could be used as evidence of an at
tempt of the powers that be to present an 
image of tolerance. II How, given such a 
view of the world, can his thesis be dis
proved? Even if there was complete criti
cism of the government, that could be 
rationalized as merely allowing protest but 
not making any substantive changes. 

Suppose I argued an opposite conclu
sion from that advocated by McMurtry: the 
mass media only publishes stories attack
ing the B.S.S.F. In response to his exam
ples, I respond, "Aha!; that just proves my 
point. The mass media only publishes pro 
B.S.S.F. stories to pretend it promotes di
versity. It pretends to be tolerant when it 
really only tolerates criticisms of the 
B.S.S.F." Why is this conclusion (the op
posite of McMurtry's) any more unreason
able than his conclusion? 

For many of the viewpoints which 
McMurtry argues are not covered in the 
mass media, the complaint is undermined 
because the opposite of these viewpoints 
do not appear in the mass media. While the 

mass media does not attack religious based 
justifications for war (#20), I have not seen 
such justifications advanced in the mass 
media. In fact, I cannot think of reading the 
opposite of any of the thirty "unspeakable" 
arguments in the mass media. When has 
the mass media published that industry is 
harmed by pollution or that military spend
ing hurts industry? These issues are not 
"unspeakable," they are merely issues that 
are not addressed at all, in either a manner 
pro-state or anti-state, because our empha
sis is on other issues. One could equally ar
gue that the mass media "censors" 
pro-social order speech by citing the oppo
site of the thirty "unspeakable" arguments 
as being "unspeakable". 

A casual reading of right-wing publi
cations such as Human Events or National 
Review would reveal a number of arguments 
that would support the B.S.S.F. that are not 
covered in the mass media. The well docu
mented benefits of CO2 to agriculture or the 
studies defending acid rain l2 are rarely 
mentioned in the mass media. There is 
very little discussion of the libertarian phi
losophy. Why did the collapse of state
socialism in the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe come as a surprise to our society? 
If McMurtry's thesis is true, the impending 
collapse should have been the topic of every 
newspaper and television station. Why did 
the CIA continually report that the USSR 
had a significantly higher GNP than recent 
reports suggest is credible? Why did the 
mass media not report on the millions killed 
in the Soviet "Harvest of Sorrow" or the 
existence of Soviet controlled Polish con
centration camps after World War II? Where 
were the stories on the Soviet subsidies of 
Cuba?13 Where were the reports of the 
genocide of Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge? All 
of these omissions clearly contradict his 
"Principle IV"; nor can they be justified as 
exceptions that prove society'S tolerance. 

It is also worth noting that criticisms of 
the B.S.S.F. need not match defenses of the 
B.S.S.F. one-to-one to satisfy McMurtry's 
criticisms. As long as it is moderately easy 



to locate attacks on the B.S.S.F., the mass 
media should pose no barrier to effective 
critical thinking. 

Finally, McMurtry also fails to explain 
how the system operates to allow minor 
dissent, but not major dissent. If I want to 
criticize the government, where do I go to 
make sure that the quota for dissent has not 
been filled? Where are the massive arrests 
for dissenting? How are arguments kept 
from the mass media? 

The Need for Assumptions 

McMurtry's criticism of the mass me
dia also suffers from a misunderstanding 
of the mass media. There are millions of 
potential arguments in the world and bil
lions of potential statements that could be 
deemed worthy of coverage in the mass 
media. Libraries are filled with articles and 
books addressing a number of issues; any 
one of those issues could be deemed wor
thy of inclusion in the mass media. The 
mass media (and any critical thinker) must 
make choices about which arguments 
should be researched, analyzed, devel
oped, and evaluated, and which arguments 
should be either assumed or ignored. 
Edward Jay Epstein suggests: 

In the more complex and ambiguous re
cesses of political life, where the outcome 
is almost always in doubt or dispute, news 
reports could not be expected to exhaust, or 
perhaps even indicate, the truth of the matter. 
This divergence between news and the truth 
stemmed not from the inadequacies of news
men but from exigencies of the news business 
which limited the time. space, and resources 
that could be allotted to any single story.'4 

If the mass media attempted to cover 
every issue, fact, assumption, implicit val
ue, and proposed policy in depth, we would 
be swamped with facts and we would be 
unable to absorb all the information. 15 As a 
result, we-as teachers, critical thinkers, 
arguers, logicians, and/or citizens-need 
to be selective in deciding what arguments 
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we analyze. Similarly, the mass media is 
forced to make decisions about what is 
news and what material should be exclud
ed from the mass media. 16 This process 
means that the mass media inherently must 
neglect discussion of many issues. Given 
the finite space in the mass media, if the 
mass media included McMurtry's "un
speakables", the result would be that much 
of what is now in the mass media would be 
left out, shifting that material into the zone 
of the "unspeakables."17 

The limited number of messages that 
the mass media can present to the public 
does not, by itself, negate McMurtry's the
sis; if the mass media uses their finite 
amount of space in a manner that is "sub
verting of reason" (p. 133), his argument 
would still be persuasive. In any mass me
dia system, however, there will be argu
ments that could be included in the mass 
media but are not; a critic of the system 
could point to those arguments that were 
left out and claim that these arguments are 
"unspeakable" when, in fact, the exclusion 
of these arguments might be done for ra
tional reasons; excluding these arguments 
may enable us to focus in more depth on 
other, more important arguments that oth
erwise would be crowded out of the sys
tem. McMurtry may be correct that the 
mass media does not cover certain argu
ments; that does not mean that it should 
cover those arguments. 

In fact, many of the exclusions criti
cized by McMurtry could be justified be
cause they are low-priority arguments that 
a rational mass media system would ex
clude in order to address higher priority ar
guments. Rather than promoting 
"unreason", the mass media may be pro
moting rational argument by focusing our 
attention on more important issues instead 
of issues of lower priority. The fact that the 
lower priority arguments happen to criti
cize the B.S.S.F. does not mean the mass 
media system promotes unreason. 

To develop a rational system of argu
ment, some criteria must be established to 
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detenrune what arguments we should raise 
in the mass media and what arguments 
should be left out. There are a number of 
possible criteria that could rationally be 
used to justify the "restrictions" that 
McMurtry complains about. These rational 
restrictions could explain why a number of 
the "impossible statements" which he 
complains are not covered by the mass me
dia are excluded. This is not a matter of 
"precluding individuals from communicat
ing." There is nothing to preclude the state
ments being made in journals, books, 
public discussion, and so on. Critical 
thinkers can easily locate copies of Marx 
in bookstores (probably more easily than 
they can locate works by Adam Smith). 
Left-wing publications can find ample 
financial support. 18 The question is, 
however, given a finite amount of time and 
resources, how should the finite resources 
of the mass media be allocated?19 

What Should the Mass Media Report? 

Suppose I had written an identical arti
cle to McMurtry's, except that I had 
changed the examples and included the 
following "unspeakable" arguments: 

A. Anarchy is the best form of 
government. (or) 

B. Tyranny is desirable because liberty 
and freedom are evil. 

C. Genocide would be beneficial. 
D. A nuclear war would be good. 
E. UFO's exist. 
F. Air pollution helps agriculture. 
G. The earth would be better off if all 

humans died. 
H. Women should have no rights. 
L Minorities are inherently inferior to 

whites. 
J. Slavery is good. 
K. Philosophers are the largest source of 

misery in the world today. 
L. The extinction of species is good. 
M. Employment is bad. 
N. The world is flat. 
O. Driving on the left side of the road 

would reduce the number of tornados 
in the Northern hemisphere. 

Every argument McMurtry advances 
for why the current mass media subvert 
reason would apply to a medium that ex
cluded the statements on this list.20 This 
list consists of a number of positions that 
almost never appear in the mass media. 
These positions cannot be rejected out of 
hand since there are individuals who have 
advanced almost every one of these posi
tions. Yet a system which excludes these 
arguments from the mass media would not 
bother me very much (assuming individu
als had the freedom to express these argu
ments in other channels). There could be a 
number of rational reasons for excluding 
such discourse from the mass media. 

First, the mass media should exclude 
the false from public discourse. This 
guideline, of course, is ambiguous, since 
what is false to some individuals may be 
true to others. It is always possible that an 
opinion that we view as being false ends 
up being true. The decision to exclude 
some arguments in favor of others inher
ently risks excluding the truth. Unfortu
nately, someone or some group has to 
decide what arguments are more likely to 
be true than others, and this requires elimi
nating some arguments because they are 
not viewed as having a great deal of likeli
hood of being true. This decision may be 
made easier if some of these arguments 
have been made before and resolved. A 
number of McMurtry'S examples might be 
excluded since the issues raised have been 
debated before and the conclusions have 
been detenruned to be false. While there 
may be some who disagree with the con
clusion of society, it would make much 
more sense to address those issues that are 
still being actively debated instead of those 
issues settled long ago. If significantly new 
information is discovered, the debate can 
be reopened; individuals who wish to re
open the controversy can start at the grass 
roots level or within academia. The mass 
media would be much better off addressing 
areas of ongoing controversy than to 
pursue dead ends. 



To be sure, there are limitations to this 
perspective. The mass media (or other 
sources) would make this determination, 
but there needs to be some manner of sepa
rating the good arguments from the bad. 
The editors of mass media publications act 
as a testing ground for the effectiveness of 
the arguments that are advanced. If an edi
tor rejects an idea as being unpersuasive or 
false, it is quite possible that the public 
would also reject the argument even if it 
were printed. My guess would be, for ex
ample, that a publication publishing the 
"unspeakable" arguments would not be read. 

McMurtry argues: "Good evidence or 
reason can be given to support all of these 
assertions [referring to his "unspeaka
bles"], and none commits an evident error 
of logic or fact" (p.139). This statement, at 
best, is overstated. Many of the issues he 
outlines have been raised and discussed for 
centuries, and the conclusion our society 
has reached is that some of these premises 
are false and/or inconsistent with the evi
dence. Such "unspeakable" premises as #1: 
"Taking more out than you put in as a regu
lar practice-as in money profits-is mor
ally wrong"; #4: "Unearned wealth should 
be abolished as a matter of public policy"; 
#14: "There is no correlation between peo
ple's wealth and their merit"; #15: "In 
many cases, social ownership of major in
dustries is sound social policy"; #17: "A 
small minority's monopoly ownership of 
society's means of production is an issue 
that needs to be carefully examined"; #19: 
"Our major social problems are caused by 
the profit imperative overriding all other 
values"; #23: "Socialist revolution has 
been by and large beneficial for the living 
standards of most citizens in societies 
where it has occurred."; #26: "The busi
ness community has excessive political 
and economic power in our society"; and 
#30: "The mass media are essentially a 
joint-stock company of profit and advertis
ing for major private corporations" would 
clearly be rejected as inconsistent with the 
evidence by numerous individuals. For 
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many of the issues, even if there is 
evidence supporting McMurtry's "un
speakables" (something that has been 
greatly undermined by the events in the 
last couple of years), the evidence is often 
overwhelmed by counter-arguments. 

Suppose, however, that McMurtry is 
correct that all criticisms of our form of 
government have been suppressed. There 
is a second reason why such discussion 
could be relegated to a minor importance 
in the marketplace of ideas: some "un
speakables" concern issues that are unlikely 
to be changed. To my knowledge, there has 
been no great demand to significantly alter 
our form of government. It is highly unlike
ly that, even if every argument McMurtry 
advances were made public, our govern
ment would I.Jlldergo dramatic change. 
Given this fact, there seems to be no great 
need to devote energy debating issues that 
are unlikely to ever be altered. Instead, it 
would make sense to focus on eliminating 
the major problems brought on by capital
ism, changing the system gradually rather 
than dramatically overturning it.21 

Third, some material can be excluded 
from the mass media because it is not ap
propriate for the mass media. McMurtry'S 
indictment is directed at the mass media. I 
do not think he could argue that the "un
speakable" arguments cannot be located in 
any source in the library. In fact, my guess 
is that any student with a reasonable 
knowledge of the library can locate any of 
the "unspeakable" arguments he cites in 
less than fifteen minutes in any decent li
brary. The question is, why must these ar
guments be located in the mass media, as 
opposed to other locations? 

It does seem reasonable that, given the 
complexity of argument in our society, that 
some division of responsibility is needed 
in order to examine arguments in depth. 
One would not expect to be able to reach a 
conclusion about any major public policy 
issue without researching the issue in the 
library. It would make sense to permit 
some issues to be discussed openly in the 
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mass media, while other issues would be 
discussed in specialized journals, open to 
anyone who is interested in them. If the 
public is interested in the issues McMurtry 
raises, they can read Zeta, the World Marx
ist Review, or the Socialist Review. Why 
must they appear in the New York Times? 

This argument has another implication. 
The reason a medium is part of the mass 
media is because people choose to buy a 
publication. Publications such as Nation, 
the Progressive, and In These Times can 
readily be found on any major newsstand 
in the United States. All of these publica
tions contain many of the "unspeakable" 
statements. The reason McMurtry would 
exclude these publications from the "mass 
media" is probably that they are not widely 
read, but that is a choice made by 
readers.22 If a mass media pUblication be
came more like the Nation, it would proba
bly quickly lose circulation and exit from 
the mass media. At best, his argument may 
be, don't read the New York Times; read 
Progressive (or read both). 

A number of arguments would best be 
developed in more specialized publica
tions. For example, the mass media does 
not discuss such topics as the forward 
based maritime strategy, our military bases 
in Diego Garcia, anti-satellite warfare, and 
a variety of other topics in depth, yet these 
significant subjects are treated in depth in a 
number of other sources reflecting a varie
ty of perspectives. The perspectives are 
available to anybody that wants the infor
mation. A good critical thinker would pre
sumably look up these sources before 
reaching a conclusion about the topic. If 
McMurtry's argument is that a good critical 
thinker should be able to decide rationally 
on major issues of contemporary policy 
without going to the library, his view is na
ive. If a critical thinker does go to the li
brary, who cares if one source of informa
tion does not present all perspectives as 
long as the overall structure presents di
verse viewpoints? Furthermore, the evi
dence is quite clear that the perspective he 

advocatt!s is strongly entrenched in colleg
es and universities; why the mass media 
need to provide this perspective is unclear.23 

Fourth, arguments may be left out of the 
mass media if they are irrelevant to ongo
ing debate or are trivial. Whether or not in
dustry profits from military spending (#9), 
for example, is irrelevant to whether or not 
we should spend money on the military. 

Fifth, arguments covered in the mass 
media should be timely. What companies 
did in World War II (#3) or in the distant 
past (#12) cannot be changed; what can be 
changed and what we should be arguing 
about is what actions we should be taking 
in the future. While the past is certainly 
relevant to these decisions, the purpose of 
mass media is not to replace history books; 
rather it is to focus on ongoing issues of 
controversy. History should be mentioned 
in the mass media only if it is more rele
vant to understanding the choices facing us 
than other information. 

It is not my argument that the current 
mass media system is perfect. There are a 
number of topics not covered by the mass 
media that are important. I do suggest, 
however, that the fact that material is not 
included in the mass media does not make 
the system subverting of reason. Most of 
the "unspeakable" arguments mentioned 
by McMurtry would be excluded under a 
totally rational system of mass media 
communication. 

Conclusion 

McMurtry's view of the mass media is 
inaccurate; the mass media covers many 
stories attacking our basic social structure. 
In addition, his view of the role of the mass 
media is simplistic. The purpose of mass 

. media is complex, and includes both enter
tainment and news gathering purposes. To 
expect mass media to convey all the neces
sary information required for making criti
cal decisions is naive. 



We cannot intelligently understand and 
evaluate all potential arguments in 
the world around us. We need to make 
choices about what arguments to evaluate 
and what arguments to ignore. In so doing, 
there are some premises that must go 
unquestioned and some assumptions that 
must be made. This decision is both 
inevitable and imperfect; mistakes can and 
will be made. There are guidelines that can 
assist in the making of this decision, such 
as the timeliness of the issue, the 
likelihood that the assumption will be 
changed, the probable truth of the premise, 
and so on. 
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The bias in the mass media system can 
and should be compensated for by exten
sively researching any subject. No rational 
individual should rely on the mass media 
in forming a judgement; this argument by 
itself makes McMurtry's attack on the 
mass media irrelevant. If the mass media 
was dominated by Human Events (or the 
Progressive) it would present a slanted 
view of the world, but this would not be 
harmful since other sources of information 
exist. In reality, however, our mass media 
does not approach the degree of bias cited 
by McMurtry, given the type of decisions 
facing our citizens. 
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