Why care about media?



The media play a huge role in our lives.
We spend countless hours exposed to television, radio, CDs, books, newspapers, magazines, billboards and the Internet. These media inform our ideas and opinions, our values and our beliefs. They reflect and influence our culture through arts and entertainment. 

As such, they play a vital role in our democracy, shaping citizens' understanding of social and political issues and functioning as gatekeepers through which issues, people, and events must pass. No matter what you care about — gun rights or abortion rights, the environment or economics — the media influence the perceptions of citizens and policymakers, affecting the policies that touch us all.

Media must not be considered just another business: they are special institutions in our society. Information is the lifeblood of democracy — and when viewpoints are cut off and ideas cannot find an outlet, our democracy suffers.

Media and Society
Print, audiovisual, and electronic forms of media have come to dominate our daily lives in ways indiscernible just decades ago. While the different uses of media vary from region to region, the very notion of employing this mode of communication for social, political, and economic purposes has been a subject of great debate worldwide.

Since the 1980’s, media infrastructure across the world has been undergoing continuous change. Today, the factors which permeate global news output are the extensive modes of integration of media corporations which underline a growing shift towards the centralized control of media. In addition, governments are having more editorial influence on what is acceptable for publishing.

The overarching role of the media is to serve as the medium through which information is delivered to the masses. This information serves the purpose of informing and educating the public, as well as entertaining them. It is this free flow of ideas and reporting that provides the necessary accountability that governments, corporations and large organizations, among others, would otherwise be without, an accountability so important to the proper functioning of plural society that it’s right is in many cases entrenched in the legislation of countries, protecting it from abuse. 

Despite the ideal of having a free and uncensored media, the realities of the world in which we live do not allow for this ideal’s success. With the increase in media integration, consolidation and powerful economic interests shaping the global media infrastructure as well as news output, the ability to preserve the “freedom of the press” is becoming less likely and more hindered.

At this time, nine corporations effectively control most of all global media output. From the morning news and the weather, to mid-day traffic reporting, to music, video and print during the day and on the weekend; the pervasiveness these conglomerates enjoy is outstanding. With combined annual revenues averaging well into the billions, they are well poised to maintain their prominence in spite of any criticism. In fact, in many countries, where state control of the media is not a factor, governments themselves encourage corporate media’s ambitions. The ambitions, of course, are to maximize revenues by consolidating operations. Though more often than not, at the expense of news diversity, variety and original perspective.
Mass Media Ethics 
Too often the debate over media ethics provokes the knee jerk response,“What ethics?” To say that many people question the media’s professional integrity is an understatement. Skepticism aside, most citizens still believe that the foremost objective of the media is to keep the public abreast of current events and issues. We, the public, have the expectation from the media to present this information in an honest, accurate, and timely fashion. And deep down, we do still believe that they are credible sources of information—why else would we continually turn to them if we didn’t?

Unfortunately, in this age of rapid privatization and commercial entertainment, the media often fall short in fulfilling our expectations of ethical journalism. By falsifying, or exaggerating information, leaking privileged information in a story, and transmitting partisan information with little scrutiny, the big media conglomerates have undermined their reputations as objective messengers of news. These actions on the part of the media reduce their medium from an “art form” to mere “tabloid journalism.”

This is not to say that the journalists themselves are unethical. Rather, the system they work within frequently encourages unethical behaviour. Pressure to attract readership, satisfy advertisers and write within newspaper guidelines, often put pressure on journalists to behave unethically. 

We need to recognize that media ethics do not end with blaming the media system. The right to demand truthful, objective, and responsible news from the media is a fundamental one. Are we, as consumers of information, in any way responsible for the unfortunate state media, and the ethics that govern it? Have we allowed ourselves to be fed half truths and lies? Have we grown complacent to this form of unethical journalism? Must we stand up, demand ethical journalism, and refuse to back down until we get what we deserve: the full unbiased truth?
Cases Study
By Bob Steele

Can Ethics Trump Law?

Six criteria to help you decide when it's OK to break the law.

Should journalists ever break the law to report a story? Is there a justification for putting ethical obligations above legal obedience?

Those questions are at the heart of the debate about the ABC News report that tested security at American ports. ABC News producers shipped a container containing depleted uranium from Jakarta, Indonesia to the United States.

ABC News said its "project involved a shipment to Los Angeles of just under 15 pounds of depleted uranium, a harmless substance that is legal to import into the United States."

ABC NEWS reported that U.S. Government screeners failed to detect the depleted uranium in that container. ABC News said this was the second year in a row that the government screeners failed this same test. 

The ABC News website quotes Tom Cochran, a nuclear physicist at the Natural Resources Defense Council, "which lent the material to ABC News for the project."

"If they can't detect that, then they can't detect the real thing," Cochran said. The ABC News website reports "Cochran said the highly enriched uranium used for nuclear weapons would, with slightly thicker shielding, give off a signature similar to depleted uranium in the screening devices currently being used by homeland security officials at American ports."

Some government officials say ABC News went too far in their reporting methods. The Washington Post quotes Homeland Security Department spokesman Dennis Murphy: "It appears they violated the law, and the Justice Department is taking a look at that. Does a news organization have a right to break the law? Can a reporter rob a bank to prove that bank security is weak? My understanding of journalistic ethics is you don't break the law in pursuit of the news."

I think Mr. Murphy offers a simplistic, black and white picture when the issue is much more complex and full of gray. 

I believe it's essential for journalists to respect the law, but respect doesn't mean blind obedience nor does it require absolute compliance. 

There are times when individuals choose to test the limits of the law. Some citizens have chosen civil disobedience –- including law breaking –- to honor what they believe to be a higher ethical purpose. Some citizens have broken the law to protest what they believe to be unfair or discriminatory laws. Others violate the law to make their point on issues of social injustice and violations of civil rights. Others have chosen to break the law to challenge government policy.

Over the years, some news organizations have tested the legal line to reveal great system failure by government agencies and to prove significant wrongdoing by powerful people who victimize the vulnerable.

I'm not advocating law breaking as a routine course of action. A society's laws serve multiple essential purposes. But there may be those rare instances when someone believes his or her personal responsibility or professional duty trumps a particular law.

It's unclear to me, in this case, whether ABC NEWS violated a law or, if they did, whether they should be prosecuted.

ABC NEWS reports on its website that "On the night the shipment left the Los Angeles port, on Sept. 2, the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security began a weeklong investigation of ABC NEWS personnel and others involved in the project, suggesting possible violations of felony smuggling laws."

The Washington Post story quotes Senator Charles Grassley (R-Iowa) as saying, "I would urge that significant caution must be used by the federal government to ensure that legitimate reporting is not chilled. If my neighbor told me my barn was on fire, my first instinct would be to thank my neighbor and get some water for the fire ... Time and again, I find federal agencies devoting time and energy to attacking whoever put the spotlight on a government mistake."

Murphy: "My understanding of journalistic ethics is you don't break the law in pursuit of the news." 

Journalists and news organizations have a professional duty to scrutinize our government and its ability to measure up, particularly on such weighty matters as national security. This scrutiny is part of the time-honored watchdog role of the press in a democracy. Journalists reveal important truths so that citizens are well-informed. 

There are times when a rigorous watchdog may test the limits of the law in fulfilling the ethical responsibility to "hold the powerful accountable." To be sure, those decisions and actions are inherently subjective. Human beings are weighing competing values and loyalties.

Any decision to test the limits of a law should be made with great deliberation and full recognition of the consequences. One test is to apply threshold criteria, similar to those I've offered in the past for determining whether it is ethically justifiable to use deception to reveal truths.

Since each of the six criteria addresses a different threshold, you must fulfill all of these criteria to justify your actions.

The journalist's ethical duty to reveal important truths may justify the testing or breaking of a law:

• When the information sought is of profound importance. It must be of vital public interest, such as revealing great "system failure" at the top levels, or the information must be necessary to prevent profound harm to individuals.

• When all other alternatives for obtaining the same information have been vigorously examined and exhausted.

• When the journalists involved are willing to fully disclose their methods and the reasons for such actions, including any violations of law.

• When the journalists and their news organization employ outstanding craftsmanship as well as the commitment of the time and funding needed to pursue the story fully and fairly. 

• When the journalists involved have conducted a meaningful, collaborative, and deliberative decision-making process on the ethical and legal issues and weighed the potential positive and negative consequences to all stakeholders.

• When the journalists and their news organization are willing to accept and justify the consequences that can occur if they are charged with violating the law. They must consider consequences to themselves and to their profession, including public opinion and precedents from legal proceedings.

ABC News presented a compelling report on what they believe to be a serious weakness in the security at U.S. ports. The ABC journalists also must defend their modus operandi.

I've asked ABC News to shed additional light on their handling of this story based on the six criteria listed above. I'll keep you posted on their response. Stay tuned.

Diversity in The Media
When we think of diversity in the media we may only think of the faces we see, the voices we hear, or the narratives we read. 

But it is equally important for there to be diversity in the ownership of these mediums to ensure a multitude of voices and opinions are expressed.

Diverse ownership leads to diverse media. Culture can be expressed and maintained throughout the media. Underdeveloped cultures can use the media as a forum to strengthen culture and awareness. 

This can also occur through those that are producing media. It is important for media consumers to be aware of diversity or lack of diversity in media. 

In recent years there has been an increase in diversity. However, there is always room for improvement since a variety of voices lead to diverse opinions, which allow consumers more choices.

How Media Affect Us?
Why care about the media and media policy? Because the media shape our views on the issues that we care most about. All our opinions are formed by information — and while some of that information may come from personal experience, we get much of what we know from the media.

Today, the media are failing to provide us with the information we need to make informed decisions about the issues that affect us all. The media are also making it harder to get our voices heard and to bring about change. The media are affecting the issues that matter to us most — our Core Concerns.

Media may not top your list of issues to care about. But media are inevitably central to advancing the issues that do top your list — because the media control the flow of information to the public, and play a huge role in shaping opinion. Without a democratic media system that allows a variety of voices and perspectives to be heard, all concerns face a steep uphill battle.

To find out more about how the media and media policies affect you and what you care most about, click on the various Core Concerns at right.

Cases study

By Freepress

Commercialism

· The average American sees 400 to 600 ads per day — that's 40 to 50 million by the time they've turned 60. 

· In 1983, only $100 million in TV advertising was aimed at children, but by 1997 the figure had climbed to $1 billion, with the total amount of ads and marketing in all media reaching $12.7 billion. 

· Almost half of all parents report that their kids are already asking for brand name products by age 5. 

The media barrages us with advertising. There are ads in schools, movie theaters, on buses and subways, at public parks, in restrooms, on ATMs, and just about everywhere in-between. This onslaught of commercial messages has not only increased in volume, it has also become more sophisticated. 

The effort to commercialize and commodify anything and everything not only leads to the degradation of American culture, it is harmful to us as citizens. The lifestyle of consumption encouraged by the mass media is ultimately unsustainable. 

But a commercial media system — whose primary goal is to make a profit from advertising revenue — has no interest in exposing the true risks of unchecked consumption. The more we consume, the better for their bottom line. Challenging the commercialization of public space, schools, and everyday life is one of the most pressing issues of our time.

Commercialism on Global Trade and Media 
In recent years, industrialized nations led by the US have imposed global trade agreements more favorable than ever to the giant media corporations. This has resulted in the rise of a global media oligopoly: a few tightly knit, dominant transnational firms with interlocking boards of directors and unprecedented lobbying power. 

These firms create pressure in every country for the privatization of public service media and reregulation in the corporate interest. They are currently lobbying multilateral bodies such as the WTO to implement trade sanctions against any nation that tries to support its own national culture, limit foreign ownership of media systems, limit the ratio of foreign to local audiovisual content, or subsidize the production of local content. This has an especially harsh impact in the developing world, where many countries have historically argued for media systems that can reach the broadest base of poor people and achieve development objectives, rather than skim a thin segment of wealthy audiences in order to attract advertisers. 

Still, media reform movements in some nations have successfully resisted this trend toward the elimination of public service media and the concentration of ownership in the hands of a few transnational conglomerates, and held media corporations accountable for their blatant failure to serve the public interest. To replicate these successes in the US and at the international level, media reform groups here are joining forces with similar movements in other nations. Solidarity across national borders will be key to influencing global media policy.

Freedom and Independent of Media Information
Freedom of information (FOI) is the foundation for media content and accuracy. 

Without the freedom to access information, media would not be able to provide story backgrounds, political mistakes, controversial government bills, and other facts important to citizens.

Most countries have a basic FOI act which allows members of the media and public access to various sources of information.

Over the last couple of decades, international scandals have led to the mobilization of international FOI movements. Additionally, the global impact of 9/11 has sparked an interest in the issue of access to information.

However, it isn’t always easy to obtain information, even though citizens may be entitled to it. Bureaucracy and waiting periods are often called into question. 

And although there may be a legal right to access information, it is not always as simple as it sounds.

Cases Study
By Danny Schetcher

How Media Has Changed Since the Day that 'Changed Everything'
NEW YORK, September 11, 2003 -- This is a time for remembrance and reflection. It is also a time for media people to assess the role we have played since two planes smashed into the Twin Towers two years ago this week -- smashing with them some of the illusions that drove the media system in the era historians may yet call "B-9-11." 

September 11 was the day that is said to have "changed everything." But did it change the media that played a central part in the drama of that day? I was sitting at this same computer on that morning, writing about the U.S. walkout at the racism conference in South Africa a day earlier, and preparing to note the anniversary of the brutal September 11th 1973 overthrow of Chile's President Salvatore Allende. 
And then, a colleague stuck a radio in my ear. There was trouble brewing a few miles south of our Times Square offices. As I listened to breaking news breaking everywhere, I started writing these words in what has become a daily Weblog born on that tragic occasion: 

September 11, 2001 

"Here we are in the morning in New York listening to reports of planes crashing into the World Trade Center, as if they were coming from Edward R. Murrow during the blitz in London. Unconfirmed reports. And then rumors. And then, more alarming information. First one plane, An accident? Then another. Not an accident. A tower collapses. Then another. The Pentagon is hit. 

"The BIG MEDIA is in action with graphics, music and a drumbeat of urgency. It is, of course, wall-to-wall coverage, with each outlet featuring its own 'exclusive coverage' of the same scene -- that jet plane tearing through the World Trade Center. And when we weren't seeing that horrendous image being recycled endlessly, used as what we in the TV business used to call 'wall paper' or B-roll, other equally compelling images were on the screen: the Pentagon on fire, smoke coming out of the buildings, buildings collapsing, people jumping from high floors, and panic in the streets. 
"And then the parade of 'expert' interviews begin, featuring virtually the same group of former government officials and terrorism specialists on each show…. You can imagine the booking agents all working overtime from the same Rolodex, shuttling these pundits-for-all-seasons, from studio to studio, from CNN to Jim Lehrer's News Hour, to CBS and back again. 
"It was only back on PBS, in one of Jim Lehrer's interminable 'snooze hour' beltway blather sessions that one got an inkling of what the Bush Administration may actually be planning to do, once the final fatality count sinks in, and the sadness of the funerals and mourning begin. Then, as everyone knows, Americans will go from shock to outrage. One of Lehrer's mostly conservative experts, Bill Kristol of Rupert Murdoch's Weekly Standard, passed on an official high-level leak. Namely, that the US will link Bin Laden to Iraq's Saddam Hussein." 

Professionalism Under Fire 

Reading all this now, two years on, I wouldn't change much, I was pleased to be reminded that I paid attention to the Iraq connection that many missed. But none of us at the time were ready for what was to come. 9/11 shot a massive dose of adrenaline through our newsrooms. It brought out the best in us -- bravery, honesty, and the sight of highly competitive journalists cooperating with each other, sharing footage, working like demons to get the word out. It was an awesome display of professionalism under fire -- literally. 

The coverage that day celebrated the people who died in those towers and the working class men and women who responded and in many instances gave their lives while doing so. Journalists were humbled by the surprise and scale of what happened. Suddenly, all the junk news that was TV fodder in the month before 9/11 mattered little: The shark attacks, the Gary Condit sex scandal, and even Monica Lewinsky was quickly junked to make way for a dangerously new reality. 
In the immediate aftermath, there was some real digging into how this could happen, and a variety of attempts to gauge the hostility to American foreign policy in much of the world with probing reports and magazine pieces about "why they hate us." Many media outlets counseled against vengeance against innocent Muslims. 
Many of the Americans who flocked to the media that week sought out new sources. There was a surge in traffic to overseas news sites, such as Arab News, Asia Times Online and the Guardian, and global broadcasters like BBC and CBC. Non-Western broadcasters like Al Jazeera and Abu Dhabi TV were being taken seriously for the first time. Many of us demanded more diverse perspectives, context and background. And we found it by circumnavigating dominant media outlets in favor of news organizations based in once obscure locales, such as Quetta, Qatar and Kandahar. The news outlets soon followed our lead, parachuting brave journalists into remote regions of the world to "lift the veil" on terrorism. 

'Respecting' Authority 

But this introspection was short lived. The unmistakable odor of "patriotic correctness" turned news organizations red, white and blue. Soon there would flags flying in the graphics and in the sets and lapels of anchor people. As the government moved to war mode, most of the media returned their focus to Washington, marching in step in a stunning display of conformity and deference. Australian-born media tycoon Rupert Murdoch showed his true American patriotism by declaring that it was important that the world learned to "respect" America's war in Iraq. Mr. Murdoch gave several interviews in the run up to the attack on Iraq expounding his pro-war beliefs. All of his newspapers backed the war, and his newscasts pumped their coverage full with patriotic music and computer animation. 
Few questions were raised about the government's (and the media's) failure to respond to previous threats and official predictions of imminent terrorist attacks. These concerns were quickly sidelined by discussions of public complacency and/or naiveté about the world. How the U.S. intelligence apparatus could have missed the attack was taken only as evidence that it needs more money, not a different policy to serve. 
No one delved deeply into the media's decision to cut international news coverage from their daily papers and nightly broadcasts. The media trotted out its usual excuse: "we give the public what they want. And they don't want stories about the rest of the world." 
Missing in the mainstream media's coverage of all of this -- and still mostly missing two years later -- is a real discussion of possible motives of the alleged terrorists, why would they do it, and why now? What was their political agenda? How did it tie into U.S. economic interests and geo-political alignments? There was certainly no mention of the fact that State terrorism by countries like the U.S. and Israel often trigger counter terrorism by guerilla forces. 
A study by the Project for Excellence in Journalism, examining news coverage in the months after 9-11, found that solid sourcing and factualness dominated the coverage of the attacks in the weeks after 9-11. But as the story moved to the war in Afghanistan, analysis and opinion swelled -- so much so that the level of fact sourcing declined to levels lower than those seen in the middle of the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal. 
After the Taliban fell, news producers returned to a studio-based, talk-show format, populated by western "experts" who ruminated over the White House view on the war. There was virtually no international angle offered except a few snatches of file footage of Osama Bin Laden fondling an AK 47, with the worlds "Exclusive" stamped on it. Bin Laden looked like a cartoon figure. 

In the newsrooms, even prominent anchors were intimidated by conservative watchdog groups and a White House run spin operation that blanketed the outlets. Almost nine months later, Dan Rather -- the CBS news anchor who in the immediate aftermath of September 11 wrapped himself in the flag, telling late night CBS program host David Letterman that he was waiting for the President to tell him what to do next -- was more reflective about the tension between jingoism and journalism that played out in the media and inside the souls of many viewers. 

To the surprise of those who saw him as a voice of the Establishment, Rather, speaking out on the BBC not his own network, blasted media coverage including his own role as one of America's best-known TV newscasters. "It is an obscene comparison -- you know, I am not sure I like it -- but you know there was a time in South Africa that people would put flaming tires around people's necks if they dissented. And in some ways the fear is that you will be 'necklaced' here, you will have a flaming tire of lack of patriotism put around your neck," he said. 
"Now it is that fear that keeps journalists from asking the toughest of the tough questions." 

Fear Before Facts 

This fear in the newsrooms, especially after those still unsolved anthrax attacks targeted media outlets, mirrored and enflamed fear in the heartland of America. News about terror often became distancing and frightening with alarmist reporting of an often unsubstantiated, if not, misleading kind, leading to a panicked response in which millions of Americans said that they were ready to sacrifice their basic freedoms for security. In many instances, "breaking news bulletins" forecasting new attacks proved wrong, based on skimpy evidence or none at all. 

Millions of people ended up relying on such reports, often believing they were being well served by them. Quickly, many of our minds and attention spans were tethered to a flow of bulletins, headlines and buzzwords floating cryptically as text at the bottom of their TV screen, endlessly presenting a parade of headlines about wars and deaths and celebrity divorces. All of these items were treated with the same sense or urgency as if they are all the same. 
And then came the wars, In Afghanistan, more journalists died in the early days than soldiers. The Pentagon tried to operate in secrecy, limiting information and access. When protests mounted and coverage turned critical, there was a policy shift, Successful experiments were conducted in embedding reporters getting them to bond with service members, When that worked well, it was expanded and later helped insure a fawning and cheerleading posture by most mainstream media outlets throughout the world, (For chapter and verse, see my new book "Embedded: Weapons of Mass Deception" available through the mediachannel.org) 
Now as media coverage becomes more critical as U.S. Iraq policy unravels and a pricey "war on terror" soldiers on with no end in sight, an un-brave media system may be changing its tune. Yet even as newly critical questions start being raised now about government duplicity and deception on issues like the WMDs and Saddam's threat to U.S. security, the questions could be turned on the media too. Why wasn't the public told all of this before the war is one that suggests itself. 

Public Backlash 

When -- in an unprecedented display of hostility against big media -- more than a million Americans spoke out against a FCC rule change that would benefit conglomerate owners of news outlets, the media began to take note. A groundswell of dissent against media ownership became indicative of a broad shift in American attitudes toward those who control what we watch, read and listen to. What was once a casual complaint about coverage of the news has transformed into an issue around which Americans from every stripe were organizing. Media no longer just objectively reports the news of the world. They have become news. And the story isn't altogether good. 

With the consolidation of more media outlets under fewer and fewer owners, the organizations that present the news have become less transparent. Their owners' rise to prominence in business is paralleled by their increased influence over the political process. Media that once served as the fourth estate -- keeping in check the powers of government and large corporations -- are today bedfellows to this same elite. 
This cronyism came to the fore most clearly after 9-11 as big media formed a line behind an Administration eager to bolster its tenuous case for a war in Iraq. Washington returned the favor in June by bowing to Big Media interests in the FCC's as yet unsuccesful attempt to deregulate the industry. 
After Gulf War 1, Rather condemned most TV news for playing the role of lap dog, rather than watchdog. What will he say about all the wagging the dog that went on in this one? When we look back, we may discover that what did change for the media after 9/11 was the public's respect for it. 

News Dissector Danny Schechter writes a daily column for Mediachannel.org. He has written a book on post 9/11 coverage, "Media Wars: News At a Time of Terror" (Rowman & Littlefield) 
Media Fairness and Bias
Most individuals expect the media to present the information accurately, objectively and free from bias. Yet personal, political, and professional factors often bias the presentation of information. The entire media system is potentially biased, from the journalists’ decision on how to research the story, to the editors’ decision on how to edit a story, to the media outlets decision to feature the story. 

This is not to say that the various media management outlets are corrupt. Those within the media are often subjected to pressure from advertisers, media outlet owners, and political pundits, to conform to certain viewpoints. Such groups have a great deal of power over how information is transmitted to the masses. Without advertisers, the media outlet potentially loses revenue which displeases the owners. Political pundits, who have the power to enact legislation that could help or hurt media owners, want their positions heard. They will pressure the media outlets to present their viewpoints, sometimes to the exclusion of other viewpoints. When dissenting ideas are presented by the media, they often quickly dismissed as being radical, or extremist, viewpoints. These factors affect the ability of the media to present the news fairly, and without bias. 

To truly understand the world around us, one needs to know what is happening in the world on a daily basis. Audiences need honest, objective, and fair accounts that present both sides of any given story. In short, we need to ensure that journalists, editors, and media outlet executives are presenting the information fairly, rather than being influenced by the political, social and economic pressure.

Cases Study
By Jacqueline Bacon

Reparations and the Media

A slanted arena for discussions of slavery recompense
Speaking in defense of reparations for slavery on Fox News Channel’s Hannity & Colmes (4/25/01), attorney Alexander Pires explained that if advocates for reparations could "tell the story" of slavery and its consequences, the public would "respond to it." "So what you’re saying is you really want a debate," Alan Colmes replied, "and...that’s exactly what we’re doing here. We’re discussing it. We’re debating it."

There have certainly been numerous radio and television programs on the issue. Yet have the media really featured fair debates, providing a level playing field for advocates and opponents of reparations to voice their concerns and argue their cases? A careful look at these exchanges suggests otherwise.

Consider, for example, the media’s treatment of reparations opponent David Horowitz. His controversial advertisement, "Ten Reasons Why Reparations for Slavery Is a Bad Idea--and Racist Too," led to protest at many college campuses when he attempted to place it in college newspapers during Black History Month in 2001. Despite the fact that, as prominent African-American scholars demonstrated (Black Scholar, Summer/01), the advertisement presented faulty historical information, commentators accepted Horowitz’s premises as factual. On National Public Radio’s call-in show Talk of the Nation (3/26/01), Juan Williams remarked, "The ad had no factual errors, but it is strongly opinionated." 

One of Horowitz’s ten arguments against reparations declared that African-Americans actually owe a debt to America because "in the thousand years of slavery’s existence, there never was an anti-slavery movement until white Anglo-Saxon Christians created one." As scholars have pointed out, this historical account is inaccurate, ignoring the central role played by African-American abolitionists, some of whom worked on the issue long before most white reformers became interested. 

Yet, when a caller to Talk of the Nation challenged the assertion that African-Americans owe a debt to America, Williams defended Horowitz, telling the caller, "It seems to me what you’re saying is if someone says that reparations, in fact, should be owed from black Americans to white America for ending slavery, you view that as a racist statement. . . . I don’t take it as a racist statement. I take it as a point of opinion." 

Taxpayers = whites

The media have also followed opponents of reparations in promoting misunderstanding about the payment of reparations. Although advocates argue that the U.S. government should make recompense for its role in facilitating slavery, which would involve funds provided by all taxpayers, the media have continually suggested that African-Americans are "unfairly" asking white Americans alone to pay. "You want us to pay reparations because we happen to be white," Chris Matthews demanded of Rev. Al Sharpton (Hardball, 1/10/02). As Sharpton tried to explain the notion of governmental responsibility, Matthews interrupted him continually with comments such as "so I have to pay taxes," "you’re asking me, personally, to pay taxes" and "my parents weren’t even--grandparents weren’t even here in 1865."

Likewise, prominent advocates of reparations such as Rep. John Conyers (D.--Mich.) and Randall Robinson, author of The Debt: What America Owes to Blacks, have repeatedly asserted that they do not favor giving payments to individual African-Americans, instead favoring programs that would counteract the lasting effects of slavery. But many media figures have refused to listen. "Should Washington cut each and every black American a big check?" inquired ABC’s Barbara Walters, introducing a 20/20 segment (3/23/01) devoted to the issue. In what followed, reporter Chris Cuomo commented that "many are looking for a dash of cash with their justice."

When addressing the call by some African nations for the West to consider reparations for its role in slavery, the media have similarly focused on money, often in hostile terms, even though there has been no official proposal for financial damages. Interviewing Rep. Tom Lantos (D.--Calif.) on Hardball (9/06/01), Matthews asked, "Do you have any idea what they mean when these people who are pushing for reparations, what they have in mind, how much loot they’re talking about here, holding the West up for?" These questions only thinly veil a stereotypical view of greedy African-Americans and African nations demanding "easy" money.

A common strategy of those who oppose reparations has been to portray supporters as driven by revenge. Walter Williams, for example, has described the reparations movement as "a sniveling cry for collective retribution" (Washington Afro-American, 1/26/01), while Horowitz claimed in the online magazine Salon (5/30/00) that advocates seek "legislated payback." The media have unquestioningly adopted this biased characterization and terminology. 

Introducing a segment of Fox’s Hannity & Colmes (5/28/01) devoted to a debate on this issue, Sean Hannity declared, "A growing number of black Americans are saying it’s payback time for slavery." Similarly, Nina Totenberg, as guest host of NPR’s call-in program The Connection (8/21/01), told the audience during an hour featuring a discussion of reparations, "We’re talking with two professors deeply involved in the debate over payback for those who’ve suffered the effects of American slavery." Again, a troubling stereotype is invoked: Angry, vindictive African-Americans are seeking revenge against innocent white Americans.

Respect vs. hostility

In interviews and debates, the media have been respectful, even complimentary, when describing opponents of reparations, while they have approached supporters of reparations with suspicion and hostility. Those who oppose reparations are portrayed as reasonable, logical participants in a debate. On CNN’s TalkBack Live (3/26/01), Bobbie Battista asked, "Doesn’t [David Horowitz] have the right to . . . express his opinions?" On The Point With Greta Van Susteren (3/27/01), CNN’s David Mattingly described Horowitz as "a man with a clear, but highly controversial, point of view." By contrast, those students who protested against Horowitz’s advertisement on college campuses constituted, in Mattingly’s terms, "a predictably emotional audience." 

Although Horowitz clearly had much to gain personally from the publicity surrounding his advertisement, his arguments were described as beneficial to the public. "I will say this for you, David Horowitz," NPR’s Juan Williams commented on Talk of the Nation (3/26/01), "I think that this issue is now receiving widespread attention all over the country because of your efforts." Later in the program, Williams asked Horowitz, "So in fact you accomplished your goal, which is to get people to pay attention?" 

The deference shown Horowitz stands in sharp contrast to the media’s reaction to reparations supporters. On Fox News' The Edge (9/7/01), host Laurie Dhue questioned the motives of reparations supporter Jesse Jackson, asking, "Is the embattled civil rights leader exploiting the ancestors [sic] of slaves in order to mobilize black support for his own political comeback?" On Hardball (9/04/01), Chris Matthews similarly attacked Jackson for supporting the quest by some African nations for reparations from the West for slavery. "And now these jokers down there in Africa who’ve made a botch of their countries for 30 years are now trying to get some sort of money for what? For 200, 300 years ago, the slave trade?. . . It’s the biggest joke in the world, and you’ve got Jesse down there just playing it like the best show in town."

For Matthews, African leaders were not merely "jokers," but were themselves suspect for bringing up the question of reparations. "Is this a cover for their failure to pay their debts?" he demanded later in the program. "Is that what it’s about? They can’t manage the world debt they owe, those Third World countries and Fourth World countries? . . . So they’re talking about reparations."

"Go back to Africa"

Fox’s Bill O’Reilly even suggested that some reparations supporters should not have the right to argue their case. On The O’Reilly Factor (3/06/01), reparations supporter Rev. Al Dixon argued that the hardships faced by African-Americans should not be compared to the experiences of other immigrants because they "didn’t come here on [their] own." In response, O’Reilly issued a shocking challenge: "Reverend, you can go back to Africa if you want to. I mean, you could go and repatriate back to the continent or anywhere. Not any country will take U. S. citizens, but African countries will."

One can hardly imagine O’Reilly admonishing a white American guest to leave the country rather than to exercise the fundamental right to criticize America. And although O’Reilly’s choice of words--"go back," "repatriate" (not expatriate)--was inaccurate, since Dixon is African-American, not African, the errors were revealing. African-Americans, O’Reilly suggested, are not true citizens with the right to voice their concerns. 

Media coverage of reparations shows that it is not enough to be asked to participate in a debate. Even in such a forum, it is often the media’s approach that slants coverage against supporters of reparations. In The Debt, Randall Robinson comments on the media’s often detrimental influence on Americans’ views, noting that what Americans "know" is "distilled, shaped, edited, and ultimately permitted by news industries in private hands." Yet we can hope that supporters will continue to challenge the media and argue their case before the American public, refusing to be intimidated or silenced.

Jacqueline Bacon, a writer living in San Diego, California, is the author of The Humblest May Stand Forth: Rhetoric, Empowerment and Abolition (University of South Carolina Press, 2002), and has written articles on African-American rhetoric and history for various periodicals.
Media and Youth

There’s a number of ways to look at the topic of media and youth. All depend on whose viewpoint you are looking at the topic from—the advertisers, the broadcasters, the researchers, or the youth themselves. 

Advertisers see youth as a potential target. They recognize how valuable youth are. Unfortunately, they value youth not for their ideas, but for their disposable income. To access this income, they begin marketing to youth very early on. This corporate brainwashing often begins in early childhood where approximately 90% of the ads shown during children’s programmes promote food and drink products. The advertisers know that this early marketing will increase a person’s familiarity with a product, and increase the likelihood that they will buy it later on.

Media broadcasters often see youth as a threat. Far too often, the media portrays young people in a negative light. Constantly focusing on youth crimes, particularly those crimes committed by minority men, creates the false impression that youth crime is rising, and that all minority men are criminals. Not only is this a completely false, racist and ageist stereotype, it also detracts from all the youth who are well adjusted, intelligent and accomplished.

Researchers often see youth as victims. They argue that exposure to the media has led to obesity, smoking, under age drinking, increased sexual activity, aggression, violence, and other criminal behaviour. They stress that youth need to be protected from the big bad media because it’s harming them. However, no clear link between the media and these behaviours in youth has ever been clearly established. 

Many youth argue that they don’t need to be protected. Many believe that they should have access to all information, without it being censored by the obscenity and indecency laws theoretically meant to protect them. While allowing youth, or anyone, access to censored material like hard core pornography is highly debatable, it does suggest that perhaps we should start listening to youth, and their thoughts about the media. 

Youth are becoming media savvy activists and forming organizations like The Critical Resistance Youth Force, and Youth Force, to ensure their voices get heard. After years of being seen as a target audience, a stereotype, and as victims, youth are now empowering themselves to ensure that their views get noticed. Frankly, it’s about time we dropped our misconceptions about youth and listened to what they have to say.
Cases Study
By Nell Geiser

Making Trouble

Youth storm the media
Whether it's the New York Times, CBS or Seventeen magazine, teenagers are often criminalized, consumerized or erased in the media. But through activism in social justice movements and by claiming space for their own voices, young people across the country today are demanding a different kind of attention. 

Growing up in a media-saturated world, youth activists have learned that spectacle, direct action and creativity can generate news coverage. Media savvy youth are applying this knowledge and getting results. 

In 2000, California's Proposition 21 catalyzed Bay Area youth activists. The juvenile justice measure, backed by former Gov. Pete Wilson, has meant the further criminalization of youth of color, who suffer the brunt of anti-gang ordinances and laws that punish nonviolent drug offenses with stiff penalties. To get the measure on the ballot and eventually passed by a large margin, some of Wilson's corporate pals, such as Hilton Hotels, Chevron and Pacifica Gas and Electric, poured money into the Prop 21 campaign. 

In response, energetic youth activists--members of groups like Youth United for Community Action, C-Beyond from Concord and the Third Eye Movement--formed a coalition of 40 youth-driven organizations called Critical Resistance Youth Force. They organized demonstrations, called "storming the funders," outside Hilton and PG&E offices throughout the area. Although mainstream media had been hesitant to cover the coalition's extensive educational campaigns, California news outlets responded when a few hundred kids outside corporate headquarters convinced Hilton to withdraw their support for Prop 21. 

In Massachusetts, a statewide network of youth activists used a strategic appeal to the media when they mobilized to take on that state's high-stakes standardized test, known as MCAS. Taking a cue from Vietnam draft resisters, high school juniors from the Student Coalition for Alternatives to the MCAS (SCAM) symbolically burned their test score cards. Youth of color from inner-city Boston and more privileged white youth from the suburbs stood together over a trash can in the midst of a New England winter, demanding an end to the use of the MCAS as a graduation requirement. It?s hard for media to ignore such a well-organized and articulate group of young people--especially when they're burning state-issued documents. 

Escaping the box

Even with successes like these, youth activists have realized the limitations inherent in mainstream media. Exploited as consumers and framed as criminals, teens are stuck in a media-constructed box. 

According to Donnell Alexander and Aliza Dichter, authors of the Media Channel's Marketing to Kids guide, corporations like Nike, the Gap and Sprite spend over $2 billion per year advertising to kids. MTV, the quintessential youth media outlet, is a thinly veiled delivery mechanism to bring that lucrative demographic to advertisers. Today, the advertising blitz targets ever-younger "markets"; studies have shown that toy manufacturers and fast-food giants are designing ad campaigns for three-year-olds. 

Advertisers and the media that serve them have a vested interest in making sure kids feel that their main social role is participating in consumer culture. Youth rarely find themselves mirrored in the media as engaged, active citizens. 

Young activists who are finding out how to use the media in service of their causes are also limited by the prevailing picture of youth as super predators and gangsters. Across the board, media have contributed to a perception that most crimes are committed by youth (Fair's Extra!, 1-2/99). That, in turn, has led to harsh laws like Proposition 21 and zero-tolerance policies in schools and communities across the country. "Part of the problem," says Vincent Schiraldi of the Justice Policy Institute, "[is] the public's misperception that youth crime is increasing when it's really falling--even as kids behave better, we treat them worse." 

Youth Force, a South Bronx-based high school group, decided to challenge this picture and provide a vision of how authentic coverage of youth might look. It teamed up with We Interrupt This Message, a national media training and strategy center, to conduct a study of the New York Times' coverage of youth crime. 

Between the Lines: How the New York Times Frames Youth, the resulting report, found that the newspaper casts youth as violent perpetrators: In 54 percent of articles involving youth and crime over a three-month period in the Times, youth were portrayed primarily as perpetrators, and in 44 percent they were victims. In reality, in 1996, youth are victims of violent crime 12.5 times more often than they are perpetrators. 

The carefully conducted study also documented differential coverage based on race. For example, white youth were quoted five times in their own defense, while the voices of youth of color who perpetrated crimes were never included in an article. 

As youth of color, directly affected by misrepresentation of youth crime, the student authors of Between the Lines wanted to see a more balanced portrayal of youth victims and perpetrators, a larger analysis of causes and trends, and the addition of youth voices, now noticeably absent in stories about youth crime. The Metro Editor and Deputy Metro Editor of the Times agreed to meet with members of Youth Force, but gave the authors of the study a chilly reception--refusing even to shake their hands--and would not accept most of their criticisms or recommendations. At least, the teens noted, a group of youth media activists was able to put the New York Times editorial staff on the defensive. 

Do it yourself 

These and other youth media critics are finding ways to tell the mainstream media what needs to change. But when teens take media into their own hands, their voices are clear, undistorted--and low-budget. An explosion in zines (do-it-yourself publications) and youth-driven media of all kinds is a key piece of the youth movement nationally. 

Broadsheets and underground papers have been around as long as rebellious youth. In the 1960s, projects like Liberation News Service and Underground Press Syndicate disseminated anti-war news and influenced the discourse of the New Left. Youth Liberation sent out tri-weekly packets of news and graphics to high school papers--both official and underground--catapulting high-school journalism beyond proms and student councils into radical politics. 

Today, underground and grassroots media are thriving among high school activists. In Louisville, Kentucky, an entirely youth-produced zine called BRAT has repeatedly taken on both adult authority and youth apathy. Their motto, "Because your school paper sucks," sums up BRAT?s attitude toward mainstream media in general. Fundamentally a youth rights paper, BRAT came out of a campaign to end excessive youth curfews in Louisville. Since then, it has expanded into a glossy, 32-page quarterly with a circulation in the thousands that examines everything from the Zapatista model of governance to welfare reform. 

In San Francisco, a bimonthly newspaper called Youth Outlook (YO!) puts out themed issues on topics like "Suburban Rage" and young temp workers in Silicon Valley. Supported by the Pacific News Service and staffed by teenage and early-twenties journalists, the paper is a vibrant example of articulate youth voices speaking outside the mainstream media. 

In the April/May 2001 issue of YO!, "The Beat Within"--a regular back page devoted to the voices of youth in the juvenile justice system--featured urban youth commenting on suburban school shootings. One person wrote, "Street violence is about people trying to fit in... High school shootings are about kids who never did fit in," while another insisted, "I still think school is still safer than any other place you can be, except the airport." Unfortunately, mainstream news sources do not look to these analysts when they seek responses to school violence. 

Other youth activist organizations self-publish zines to get the word out about their cause. From the Youth Education Life Line (YELL), an AIDS and safe sex education group in New York City, to the Youth Advisory Board of the Center for Commercial Free Public Education in Oakland, teens slap together good-looking zines to distribute in schools and throughout the community. These publications include manifestos, articles about fights with authoritarian administrations, poetry, political cartoons and graffiti. With the technology available to gather information and do slick layout, self-publishing is in its heyday. The on-line zine scene is also important, with underground newspaper web-rings and an ever increasing number of websites, such as oblivion.net and wiretap.org, devoted to anti-corporate youth culture and reporting. 

Youth media activism is gaining steam, and it is clear that when young people become the media, their organizing is ever more powerful. As Dante Motes, a Bronx high school student who works at Youth Force, points out, "Instead of young people wanting to fight or just hanging out, they should be down and make a voice for themselves. If they don't, then who's going to be talking for us?" 

Nell Geiser is a senior in high school in Boulder, Colorado. She is editing a book of interviews called Making Trouble: Voices From the Youth Activist Front. She can be reached at nellgeiser@aol.com. 


