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The conduct of daily life for Americans in the later 20th century would not follow the 

rules which had governed experience at the time of the nation’s founding. Technology 

would tend to neutralise or destroy some peculiar American opportunities. For these 

had arisen out of the special situation of the North American continent in space, and 

the special situation of the birth of the United States in time. In our later age, the 

therapy of distance, the shock of visible beginnings, the very meaning and potency of 

history, would be diluted or dissipated.  

 

I will begin by describing the transformation of physical distance which the new 

technology brought. The particular innovative techniques, the machines themselves, 

were the conscious product of imaginative and energetic individual men, and of 

numerous potent new institutions. But their consequences extended beyond the ken of 

the inventors. These seeping, pervasive, unexpected consequences were the daily 

problems and opportunities of 20th-century Americans, and eventually might become 

those of all mankind.  

 

Back in 1748, the pioneer French sociologist, Baron de Montesquieu, whose works 

were well known to the authors of the Declaration of Independence, had argued that a 

republic could endure only if confined to a small territory. Only then, he said, would 

the public interest be simple enough to be comprehended by the people. Many of the 

Founding Fathers of the American republic agreed. When Patrick Henry argued 

against ratifying the federal constitution in the Virginia Convention (9 June 1788), he 

challenged the Federalists to produce ‘a single example’ of a great extent of country 

governed by one congress. ‘One government,’ he insisted, ‘cannot reign over so 

extensive a country as this is, without absolute despotism.’ The War for Independence 

had been fought against government-at-a-distance from abroad. Would government-

at-a-distance on the American continent be any better?  

 

Even those, like James Madison, who championed the new Constitution, noted 

dangers in the large reach of the new confederacy. But, in the Federalist papers, they 

argued that American geography could provide a built-in American safeguard against 

the threat of centralised government. That safeguard was the variety of interests to be 

found in the wide extent of the American colonies. If a large nation would offer the 

danger of government-at-a- distance, it might also offer the salutary checks and 

balances of a heterogeneous continent. Thomas Jefferson made precisely this point 

after his party won the election of 1800. ‘Had our territory been even a third of what it 

is,’ he observed, ‘we were gone. But while frenzy and delusion like an epidemic, 

gained certain parts, the residue remained sound and untouched and held on till their 

brethren could recover from the temporary delusion; and that circumstance has given 

me great comfort.’  
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The importance of sheer distance in shaping American political thought appeared 

again and again, and in obvious ways. This federal republic assigned all the ‘police 

powers ‘—the lion’s share of legislation and administration—to the political unit 

which was closer to the citizen. For a citizen’s concern and his knowledge of affairs 

were supposed to be directly proportionate to his distance from the problem. The 

Constitution, therefore, gave to the central government only certain specified powers, 

and left all the rest to the states. In foreign policy, too, the force of distance became an 

axiom that was soon translated into policy. In 1823, the Monroe Doctrine declared the 

American determination to preserve the oceans as a moat-protective, to enforce 

quarantine from the many ills ‘on that side of the Atlantic’.  

 

By the 20th century, technology in the United States had done much to destroy the 

power of distance. Of course, the twin technologies of transportation and of 

communication played the largest role. The most influential American successes in 

these areas have been the automobile and the aeroplane, and the radio and television. 

Nothing was more obvious. But some of the indirect consequences of the American 

conquest of distance are less obvious, and it is to these that I would like to direct your 

attention. Perhaps the most important social by-product was a fantastic increase in 

man’s Power to Leap. Aeronautics and electronics extended the reach of man’s leap 

all over the earth and into the heavens. The time required to send a message across the 

planet was abbreviated until it became practically instantaneous. This was a quantum 

jump in technological progress.  

 

Aeronautics and electronics obviously brought Americans much closer to the moon, 

but not any closer to their next- door neighbours. In surprising ways, the Power to 

Leap now tended to isolate and segregate each citizen from those nearby. This is an 

example of what I would call the Law of Inverted Distance: advancing technology 

tends to have a proportionately much greater effect on large quantities than on small. 

The longer the distance to be covered, the greater the power of technology to reduce 

the required time. This means that, within the Short distances that circumscribe man’s 

everyday community, the powers of this technology are negligible.  

 

This new Power to Leap would have a profound effect on the citizen’s consciousness. 

Suddenly, every citizen was catapulted into a ringside seat in the national capital. 

Messages and images from Washington reached the citizen just as readily whether he 

was in San Francisco, Salt Lake City, or Miami Beach, on shipboard in the Great 

Lakes, or off Cape Cod. The large investment by the broadcasting networks in 

Washington and in New York made the programmes from such centres superior, both 

technically and in personnel, to local broadcasts. Now, every American, however far 

from Washington, could feel present at the inauguration of a President, at the 

histrionics of congressional hearings, at the press conferences in the State Department 

or the White House. Citizens who could not even name, much less recognise, their 

representative in the state legislature, now had a casual familiarity with the voice, 

facial expressions and intimidating gestures of a Senator Joe McCarthy, or the 

twitching eyebrows and affable smile of a Senator Sam Ervin. Nightly network 

newscasters, Howard K. Smith and Walter Cronkite, became a new type of folk hero.  

 

This fantastic power to conquer distance tended to revise or abolish the circumstances 

on which Franklin and Jefferson and Madison had based their political wisdom. The 

very conditions which had supported the Founding Fathers’ hopes for the future of the 
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republic were transformed. The very same forces which abridged the continental 

distances also tended to dissolve the continental variety. As people all over the United 

States came closer to one another, they became less different from one another. When 

businessmen and labour leaders flew halfway across the continent for a few hours’ 

conference, and returned home the same day, the whole nation’s ways of doing 

business were assimilated. National advertising and national television programming 

brought the same sales slogans and the same entertainment celebrities simultaneously 

to everybody. Powerful homogenising forces produced new reasons to share 

Thoreau’s mid-l9th-century doubts. ‘We are in great haste,’ he noted in Walden 

(1854), ‘to construct a magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas; but Maine and 

Texas, it may be, have nothing important to communicate.’ The more alike became 

the economy, the standard of living, the spoken language, the folklore, the music, and 

the literary culture of the nation’s distant parts, the less was added to any American’s 

experience by bringing him words and music and images from remote parts of the 

nation.  

 

The new technology required great investments of capital and new kinds of 

specialised know-how. The high cost and the homogenising reach of the media put a 

premium on the celebrity: the celebrity product, the celebrity entertainer, the celebrity 

newscaster. The celebrity, then, was a person who was well known for his well-

knownness. To judge political candidates or commercial products by the ‘recognition 

factor’ meant that candidates, products and broadcasters would be valued 

quantitatively. The cost of commercial advertising announcements and the salaries of 

television entertainers and newscasters depended on how many people they reached 

and how many they managed to keep listening. These high costs could be borne only 

by high-powered, centralised institutions, the best financed political candidates, and 

the most widely used soaps and soups and automobiles and deodorants. Every 

advance in technology seemed to increase the power of the broadcasting networks. 

The three great networks headquartered in New York commanded the best technology 

and the best talent. An incumbent President who could command them all at will had 

a new advantage. News was now no longer mostly dispersed near where it was 

gathered, but was attracted to great centres from which it was dispersed everywhere.  

 

When Alexander Graham Bell exhibited his telephone in 1876, the popular 

imagination was excited by its fantastic possibilities. As the prophetic author of a 

popular song, ‘The Wondrous Telephone’, then envisioned:  

 

You stay at home and listen  

To the lecture in the hail,  

And hear the strains of music  

From a fascinating ball.  

 

In the following century, every new advance of electronic technology—from the 

telephone to the radio to television—tended increasingly to isolate individual 

Americans and keep them at home. Television finally made it possible to join others 

in experiencing almost anything, while remaining physically separated from them. All 

by yourself in your own home, you could attend a political rally, hear a concert, 

observe a presidential inauguration, a funeral or some other public ritual, or watch a 

parade. You were free from the need to stay silent, you could applaud or hiss, walk in 

late or walk out in the middle. Television thus brought a new personal isolation; and 
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spelled the decline of congregation. Of course, millions of Americans still paid their 

money to enjoy the living, three-dimensional excitement of the baseball stands, the 

football stadium, or the hockey rink. But many more millions preferred the close-ups 

and the replays offered free-of-charge on the television screen. Some of the best views 

of national political conventions were those that reached citizens at home.  

 

Formerly, the lavish extravaganzas brought out the biggest crowds, and actually had 

to bring out the crowds to support the events. Now, these were the very programmes 

most likely to go direct to the greatest number of individuals, each at his receiver, 

each witnessing the performance in privacy. When people went out, it was most likely 

to be for an amateur church or school performance—whether of athletics or music or 

drama. The biggest and best events tended to be witnessed at a distance.  

 

Television thus produced a new segregation. And every advance in technology, every 

reduction in the cost of sets, every improvement in the quality of reception, tended to 

increase the physical segregation of the individuals who shared an experience. When 

colour television appeared, Americans did not dispose of their old black-and-white 

sets in order to bring the family together again, before the colour screen. Instead, the 

black-and-white set was given to the children for their room, while the colour set 

moved into the adults’ living-room.  

 

A similar tendency to isolation came along with the advancing technology of 

transportation. The Pilgrim Fathers, on their voyage across the ocean, had been 

packaged together in a shipboard community, and as they lived in forced intimacy for 

weeks, they grew into a seagoing voyage. Contrast this with the experience of the 

20th-century transatlantic traveller, who is urged to keep his seatbelt constantly 

fastened. He is saved from the need to converse with fellow passengers by the headset 

which brings him a private concert or a humorous monologuist. For most of that few 

hours’ voyage, he need not even see his fellow passengers, since the lights are 

dimmed for better viewing of the motion-picture screen.  

 

Even before the aeroplane, the automobile actually had a similar atomising effect. 

Travelling by train had been a social experience. In the 19th century, the characteristic 

open design of American railroad cars—by contrast with the British or the 

continental—developed out of the Americans’ desire to move about and mix with 

fellow-passengers. The Pullman smoking- room became a fertile source of American 

folklore. Those Americans who still commuted by train continued to have the friendly 

experience of waiting with their neighbours on the station platform, of conversing or 

playing cards, or even having a cocktail en route.  

 

But the automobile was isolating and encapsulating. The American travelling to work 

by car was apt to be travelling alone, probably listening to his radio for music or news 

from some distant centre. The improved American highway system still further 

isolated the American-in-transit. On his speedway, which was identified only by a 

highway number, graded and landscaped and fenced, with not so much as a stop light 

to interrupt his passage, he had no contact with the towns which he bypassed. If he 

stopped for food or petrol, he was served no local fare or local fuel. This vast ocean of 

superhighways was nearly as free of culture as the sea traversed by the Mayflower 

Pilgrims.  
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Meanwhile, technology tended to clog the short-distance channels. Americans found 

it difficult to accommodate traditional neighbourhoods to the needs of the new 

machines. The automobile, which had the capacity to cruise at 60 miles an hour,  

seemed, at first, to give man a new Power to Leap on land. But, as automobiles 

multiplied, they gave him, instead, a costly and irritating new Power to Creep. Around 

cities, where short-distance transportation was crucial, automobile passengers were 

often confined in traffic jams where they could not even progress at a walking pace. 

The shorter the distance, the larger the parking problem. Again, the Law of Inverted 

Distance seemed to be at work. The automobile proved to be an effective time- saver 

only for longer distances, where it did not clog the channels of its own passage.  

 

The aeroplane would provide another example. It had made Daedalus’s dream into an 

everyday reality. Habits and institutions changed as the aeroplane abridged large 

distances. Businessmen, headquartered in Chicago, flew to Los Angeles or New York 

for a few hours’ conference, and came back the same day. Baseball leagues no longer 

had to be concentrated in one part of the country—the Brooklyn Dodgers moved to 

California to become the Los Angeles Dodgers, and the American League spread 

across the continent.  

 

Again, the Law of Inverted Distance was at work. The aeroplane had little effect on 

commuting habits. Aeroplane schedules had to include a factor for the traffic jam. 

When it took only an hour to fly the 213 air-miles from National airport in 

Washington to La Guardia airport in New York, it might take as long, or longer, to 

traverse, by car, the eight miles from La Guardia airport to midtown Manhattan. 

Bigger planes required metropolitan airports to be located at ever greater distances 

from the city centre. Several cities, such as Dallas and Fort Worth, shared a single, 

equidistant airport. To avoid the travail of short-distance transportation, inter-city 

meetings were held in hotels right at the airport. But the multiplying aeroplanes, like 

the multiplying automobiles, also could clog their channels in the air. It was not 

uncommon to spend two hours flying the 1,000 miles from Chicago to Atlanta, and 

then spend half-an-hour circling in sight of the airport before air traffic control gave 

clearance to land.  

 

In the founding era, as we have seen, many of the special opportunities of American 

civiisation had arisen from the fact that the long distances—between the Old World 

and the New, between one end of the colonies and the other, between one side of the 

continent and the other--were still intractable and still appeared unconquerable by any 

speedy means. This helped explain why Americans who were so far from the British 

Isles had established self-government, while the inhabitants of nearby Ireland had not, 

and why London monopolists could not enforce their privileges across the Atlantic. 

Simple remoteness explained countless American opportunities.  

 

But those 20th-century successes of American technology, which brought people all 

over the United States closer to one another, also made them less different from one 

another. New problems and new confusions came along, with new benefits and 

opportunities. The tendency of modern industry to congregate workers in ever- larger 

factories had long been noted. In the early 19th century, Karl Marx shrewdly 

predicted that this fact might give a new self-consciousness, a new sense of 

community, and a new power to those who worked together. What Marx could not 

foresee— and what few Americans in the 20th century noted—was that the ever-
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wider diffusion of the products of American factories tended toward the increasing 

isolation of consumers from one another. It was not just that Rebecca no longer went 

to the village well for her water—and her gossip. She no longer needed to go outside 

her kitchenette apartment to have her hot and cold running water, her hot and cold 

running entertainment. Even her garbage no longer had to be carried out, for the waste 

food went into the Disposall, while papers, cans and bottles went into the trash 

compactor.  

 

Was it any wonder that the troubles of American cities multiplied beyond measure? 

American city-dwellers were not backward in complaining of crime on the streets, of 

the inadequacy of municipal services and of public transportation. Yet they seemed 

unable to bring their energies and ingenuities to bear on these problems.  

 

Was it possible to restore the therapy of distance? Were there antidotes for the 

technological segregation of individuals? Was there any way of using the new Power 

to Leap so as to restore the neighbourliness of the near?  

 

 

 

 


