CRAP DETECTION AND THE
CONTINUING NEED FOR
MEDIA ECOLOGY

BRETT LUNCEFORD

e live in a world in which conspiracy theories have run rampant. Donald

Trump went on Alex Jones’ Infowars show and told him, “your rep-
utation is amazing.”' This is the same man who claims that the Sandy Hook
school shooting was a hoax, 9/11 was an inside job, and the Boston bombing
was a false flag operation, among other things.” We have a president who calls
CNN “fake news,” all while trumpeting talking points from Breitbart, an alt-
right news site that has published actual fake news in the past.’ Incidentally,
Breitbart’s former executive chair served as the White House chief strategist.
When Kellyanne Conway was asked why Trump had claimed that “this was the
largest audience to ever witness an inauguration, period,” when this claim was
demonstrably false, she refused to call it false, insisting that they merely offered
“alternative facts.”* Now there’s a doubleplusgood piece of Orwellian dou-
blespeak! This is not merely a symptom of the Trump era. A 2007 study found
that the techniques identified by the Institute for Propaganda Analysis were
used by Bill O’Reilly as much as—and in some cases more than—the infamous
demagogue Father Coughlin.’

We can take some comfort in recognizing that this is not a new problem.
We have long had to contend with urban legends that can often be dismissed by
a cursory glance at the website Snopes.com. They used to be chain letters and
stories that spread by word of mouth, but now these tales are seeded in the
fertile ground of social media. But these stories are not merely falsehoods
dressed up in truthful garb. As folklorist Jan Brunvand suggests: “The legends
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we tell, as with any folklore, reflect many of the hopes, fears, and anxieties of
our time.”® What, then, are we to do in such a media environment, when the
entire enterprise of truth-seeking and truth-telling has been called into ques-
tion? I believe that we can take some solace and guidance from the writings of
Neil Postman.

In their book, Teaching as a Subversive Activity, Postman and his coauthor
Charles Weingartner paint a bleak picture of education:

In our society, as in others, we find that there are influential men at the head of
important institutions who cannot afford to be found wrong, who find change
inconvenient, perhaps intolerable, and who have financial or political interests
that they must conserve at any costs. Such men are, therefore, threatened in
many respects by the theory of the democratic process and the concept of an
ever-renewing society. Moreover, we find that there are obscure men who do
not head important institutions who are similarly threatened because they
have identified themselves with certain ideas and institutions which they wish
to keep free from either criticism or change. Such men as these would much
prefer that the schools do little or nothing to encourage youth to question,
doubt, or challenge any part of the society in which they live, especially those
parts which are most vulnerable.’

It is almost as if Postman and Weingartner had a crystal ball and read the 2012
Texas GOP platform, which states: “We oppose the teaching of Higher Order
Thinking Skills (values clarification), critical thinking skills and similar pro-
grams that are simply a relabeling of Outcome-Based Education (mastery
learning) which focus on behavior modification and have the purpose of
challenging the student’s fixed beliefs and undermining parental authority.”®

As a parent, I understand the utility of challenging students’ fixed beliefs
because they can have some interesting beliefs. As my six-year-old son Soren
remarked once, “I know all the answers, except the ones I don’t.” Moreover, if
teaching a student to think critically undermines parental authority, then more
than just the student was failed by the educational system. If one cannot defend
one’s values, then perhaps it is time to develop new values.

Postman and Weingartner suggest that the main focus of education should
be to cultivate people who are “experts at ‘crap detecting.””” How do we do
this? Postman offers some advice in Technopoly, when he suggests that “every
teacher ought to be a semantics teacher, since it is not possible to separate
language from what we call knowledge.”'® This applies especially to us, as
Postman explained that “Media Ecology is General Semantics writ large. It
starts with the assumption that people do their thinking and feeling not only in
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and through language but in and through all those media which extend, amplify
and transform our senses. Further, Media Ecology assumes that what is im-
portant in understanding these processes is not so much the content of media
but the ways in which they structure our transactions with them.”'' As I read
this, we are to learn two things. The language that we use matters, and the
media environment in which this communication takes place matters.

We have witnessed a coarsening of public communication in my lifetime.
This is not to say that there were not previously instances of such language.
After all, the Watergate tapes are filled with profanity.'? However, it is difficult
to imagine any previous presidential race in which one candidate brags that he
could simply “grab ‘em by the pussy,” and that he could get away with it
because “when you’re a star, they let you do it. You can do anything.”"?
Contrast this with the case of Gary Hart, whose presidential aspirations were
torpedoed when he was photographed with Donna Rice on his lap (on a yacht
named Monkey Business, no less).'*

Thus, in 30 years we have gone from innuendo (Hart denied that he had a
sexual relationship with Rice)'® to bragging about sexual assault with seem-
ingly little political consequence. Then again, Trump famously boasted: “I
could stand in the middle of 5th Avenue and shoot somebody and I wouldn’t
lose voters.”'® Speaking of shooting people, we have also seen what seems to be
an increase in violent rhetoric. Sarah Palin told her followers: “Don’t Retreat,
Instead — RELOAD!” but then expressed shock that one of her “targets,”
Gabrielle Giffords’ congressional district (which was notated with crosshairs),
was the site of a mass shooting that severely wounded 20, including Giffords,
and killed six others.!” With the rise of the alt-right and the current rhetorical
environment, it seems to be getting worse. As Jonathan Greenblatt, the na-
tional director of the Anti-Defamation League explains: “It’s allowed some of
the worst ideas into the public conversation in ways we haven’t seen anything
like in recent memory.”'®

Let me be clear—I am not arguing that we should return to some utopian
era of civility that never was.'” Rather, I am arguing that we be more careful
and precise with our language. As Wendell Johnson states: “The way we
classify, or label, an individual or thing determines very largely how we will
react toward it. When our classification, or labeling, of an individual de-
termines, entirely and without exception, our attitudes and reaction toward
that individual, our behavior is scarcely distinguishable from the behavior of
Pavlov’s dogs.”? The terms that we use to describe people, actions, and beliefs
not only color our perceptions, but also maintain in/out group boundaries. I
once taught a course on uncivil discourse at the University of South Alabama in
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which we explored such issues as hate speech and rioting. One day we examined
the website of the Ku Klux Klan, and as we discussed some of the shirts on their
merchandise page, I realized that I recognized some of them—the ones em-
blazoned with the Confederate flag and the words “Heritage Not Hate.” 1
realized that I had not seen them for sale anywhere other than the Klan’s
website, and it finally dawned on me that these shirts functioned as code. I
would remain blissfully ignorant, whereas they would easily recognize each
other. As media ecologists, we have a responsibility to decipher such codes
when we find them, especially when these messages serve to promote dangerous
ideologies.

Along with the discourse itself, we have the media through which these
ideas travel. Donald Trump has been called America’s first Twitter president,
and this is quite consistent with his style of government so far.?! His proposals
have been heavy on slogans and light on substance. After all, there is only so
much that one can convey in 140 characters (unless you happen to be Robert
Blechman and use the medium to write a novel).?> The medium itself shapes
and constrains the message, and Twitter is an excellent example of this process.
These constraints, in turn, shape the political environment as well. As Navneet
Alang writes in the New Republic: “Donald Trump will likely reign as the
Twitter President, and he will do so like the worst of Twitter itself—primed for
outrage, and quick to react with only the barest amount of thought.”**

So, what are we to do? First of all, Postman observed: “No medium is
excessively dangerous if its users understand what its dangers are.”* Lance
Strate, in his extension of Postman’s thought, writes: “What we need to do,
then, is to engage in concerted evaluation of what we are doing and how we go
about doing it, to carefully weigh the costs and benefits of our technologies, to
consider what are the appropriate uses of our media, and what uses might be
inappropriate, and to proceed with caution, understanding that our in-
novations will always result in unanticipated effects, many of which will also be
undesirable.”*® In short, we must understand well the media environment in
which we live. In the introduction to Amusing Ourselves to Death, Postman
contrasted the divergent dystopian futures of George Orwell and Aldous
Huxley: “Orwell feared those who would deprive us of information. Huxley
feared those who would give us so much that we would be reduced to passivity
and egoism. Orwell feared that the truth would be concealed from us. Huxley
feared the truth would be drowned in a sea of irrelevance.”?® His suggestion
that Huxley’s vision was the more likely possibility seems almost prophetic in
an age of total media saturation. My family recently had to spend two weeks in
a hotel because a faulty water heater in the unit above us had leaked into our
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walls. Rebecca, my wife, remarked that we were surrounded by televisions at
every restaurant that we went to for dinner and that the din made it almost
impossible to carry on even a brief conversation. Those around us who were not
watching the large screens above us were looking down at the small screens in
their hands. As Sherry Turkle poignantly asks: “Technology reshapes the
landscape of our emotional lives, but is it offering the lives we want to lead?”?’
This question is at the heart of media ecology.

But it is not enough that we understand the media. Postman was, above all,
an educator, so it is incumbent on this organization to assist in that work. One
will notice that we have the standard awards for scholarship, but we also have
the Mary Shelley Award for Outstanding Fictional Work, the John Culkin
Award for Outstanding Praxis in the Field of Media Ecology, the Jacques
Ellul Award for Outstanding Media Ecology Activism, and the James W.
Carey Award for Outstanding Media Ecology Journalism. All of these are
“public facing” awards, rather than the standard academic articles that have as
their audience other academics. At their best, the recipients of these awards help
teach people how media work. One exemplar of this is the 2008 Culkin Award
recipient Eric Goodman for Thus Spoke the Spectacle, a tour-de-force of media
criticism that is easily accessible to the layperson.

Postman offers the solution of becoming a “loving resistance fighter.
Postman couches the “loving” portion of this corrective in terms of love for our
nation and its symbols, but I do not think that this goes far enough. We must set
a positive example of how to use discourse. It is quite seductive to demonize
what we perceive as the opposition. Richard Gregg notes: “By painting the
enemy in dark hued imagery of vice, corruption, evil, and weakness, one may
more easily convince himself of his own superior virtue and thereby gain a
symbolic victory of ego-enhancement.”®® Eric Hoffer puts it another way:
“Mass movements can rise and spread without belief in a God, but never
without belief in a devil.”** In our own narratives, we are always the good guys
and gals. But this already paints us into a black and white, us versus them, false
dichotomy. Media ecology should teach us that things are rarely so clearly
differentiated into good and evil categories. As Jacques Ellul wrote: “Let
us refrain from erecting the kind of Manichean world that propaganda
suggests—one side white, the other black, a good side, a bad side—saintly
information, on the one hand, diabolical propaganda, on the other. The truth
about the devil is that he created ambiguity.”*!

Becoming a loving resistance fighter requires a kind of informed skepticism;
one must critically assess the information that is given to us and the means by
which it is disseminated. Postman argues that there is “no definitive history of
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anything; there are only histories, human inventions which do not give us the
answer, but give us only those answers called forth by the questions that have
been asked.”** This requires not only a considerable amount of humility on our
part, but also a willingness to entertain the potential that our own dearly held
narratives may be flawed. Langdon Winner argues that technology is “a license
to forget,”** and it is precisely this kind of forgetting that Postman guards
against. In her classic study on the “banality of evil,” Hannah Arendt argued
that the problem with Eichmann was not that he was a monster, but rather that
he was merely a cog in a machine, helping the work of death move along
smoothly even as he “never realized what he was doing.”** Indeed, Arendt
notes: “He was not stupid. It was sheer thoughtlessness—something by no
means identical with stupidity—that predisposed him to become one of the
greatest criminals of that period.”*

Becoming a loving resistance fighter requires that one become aware and
vigilant, which brings us back to the crap detectors mentioned at the beginning
of this talk. As Postman argued: “One way of looking at the history of the
human group is that it has been a continuous struggle against the veneration of
‘crap.” Our intellectual history is a chronicle of the anguish and suffering of men
who tried to help their contemporaries see that some part of their fondest beliefs
were misconceptions, faulty assumptions, superstitions, and outright even
lies.”® The more fundamental these assumptions and beliefs, the more difficult
it is to critically assess them, but this is precisely what we must do.>® As I have
written elsewhere: “Just as societal norms are created through language and
action, they can be dismantled through language and action.”*’ This is the task
that we have before us.
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