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In the classic experiment on behavior modification, Ivan Pavlov trained dogs to press a lever when a bell rang.  Pressing the lever gave them a ration of food.  After a while the dogs would press the lever after the bell rang even if they didn’t get any food.  They had been trained to respond to the bell without any reward.  

This took place in the early 20th century.  My fear is that Pavlov’s techniques are being applied in the 21st century; except this time it is the American citizen and not a dog who is the trainee.  Far fetched, you say?  Hear out my theory on this.

Remember Monica Lewinsky, Elian Gonzalez, Y2K, Jon Benet Ramsey, Gary Condit, O.J. Simpson?  For long periods of time, when these names comprised what was broadcast and printed, our attention was directed towards them.  Other incidents such as the anthrax scare and the Washington sniper also dominated the news for long periods.

In all of these cases, there was little or no relationship to the “news” and our daily lives.  Have we been conditioned by the media to accept as newsworthy whatever they continually feed us?  Is the opposite side of this that whatever isn’t repeatedly called to our attention not worthy of knowing?

I get paranoid about being manipulated.  In the interest of program ratings and the associated advertising dollars, is the business side of broadcast news and print publication deciding what constitutes news?  Are our political leaders, from the local to national, doing the same thing by controlling information?  The political side worries me more than the advertising side.  What the public is interested in is very important, both positively and negatively, to the political class.  And, the public can’t be interested in anything unless they know about it.

What this is all leading up to is a suspicion that, on the active news side, we’re being conditioned, manipulated, and directed by deliberate use of the various terror alert levels.  It’s been 848 days since 9/11 without a single terrorist incident in the U.S. and yet our lives can be impacted by the simple declaration of a changed level of alert and vague mentions of “increased chatter” on the Internet.

We accept increased airport screening and armed, uniformed, men in crowd situations such as sports and holiday events.  (As an aside, could the armed men at the New Year’s gathering in Times Square have fired even if a bomb had gone off? Can you imagine firing a machine gun in an airport or at any crowded event? What was their purpose other than to emphasize danger? It was theater.)

Our acceptance of increased and armed security in public places automatically raises our individual awareness of possible danger and lessens our interest in other information.  This is OK if there is really a probable danger.  Otherwise, it is a diversion of our attention from something else.

On the passive news side, or withholding of information, we aren’t alerted to things we should know about.  Nationally, if the term WMD isn’t spoken at any news conference, that term quickly disappears from our awareness. Can the administration divert our attention or change what is news by simply never mentioning a particular topic?  Does the media feel obliged to ignore a topic because the words related to that topic are never spoken?

Locally of course, I wish some official would tell the public what is happening with Kenilworth and the fairgrounds.  As long as we “know nothing”, we don’t have any questions or anyone to ask those questions of.  This has to be a 7/0 situation. All seven council members have to know what’s going on and not one wants to let the public in on it. Of course the School Board also knows, but in the interest of maximizing their take ($), they’re keeping quiet also.  We should remember this when they both ask us to trust them on a parcel tax.

Starting off the year suspicious of government and media collusion probably isn’t a good thing.  Hopefully, that means that things can only get better as the year progresses. Let’s hope so. 

