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EDITOR’S NOTE

Our Media Not Theirs is a fully revised and updated version of Robert McChesney and John Nichols’ book, It’s the Media, Stupid (Seven Stories Press, 2000). Some sections of the text, including Ralph Nader’s and Barbara Ehrenreich’s forewords, appeared in the original 2000 edition. Most of the text, however, including Noam Chomsky’s foreword, is new material written during the summer of 2002



Greg Ruggiero



Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Editor’s Note



The World We Share by Barbara Ehrenreich

In an Honest Debate by Ralph Nader

Renewing Tom Paine’s Challenge by Noam Chomsky

Introduction

1 The Problem with U.S. Media

2 The Global Media and its Discontents

3 Building the U.S. Media Movement

A Note on Sources

About the Authors




The World We Share

BY BARBARA EHRENREICH

WHATEVER CONCERNS MOTIVATE you as a citizen—education, tax policy, health care, gay rights, campaign finance reform—there is no escaping the media. Run a candidate for office, and you’ll have to hope her message doesn’t get lost when it’s squeezed into the increasingly microscopic sound-bites favored by TV news. Stage a protest demonstration, and you must worry about whether it will get any coverage—or whether the coverage it gets will turn out to be so warped that you’ll wish the media hadn’t covered it at all. Or maybe you just want to educate the public about an issue you’re all fired up about. Where are you going to turn if not to the media? There’s just no other way to communicate with large numbers of other people—to make a point, raise an issue, and begin to flex your muscles as a free citizen of a democratic nation.

The media are as inescapable and ubiquitous a presence in our lives as the environment. In fact, they are, to a large extent, the mental and cultural environment we inhabit every day, bringing us the first voices we hear in the morning, the opinions we absorb while driving, the stories and images that entertain us after work. Insofar as we are intelligent social beings, the media are the world we share.

But the media are more than just an “environment” or a kind of neutral space where ideas, images, and opinions compete for our attention. In the last few years, the media have become a contentious issue in their own right. There’s a groundswell of public concern about violence in the media, which may be useful for capturing the attention of channel-surfers, but almost certainly seems to have a morally desensitizing effect on the viewer. There’s a growing worry about the impact of relentless media-transmitted advertising, especially on children, but ultimately on all of us as the advertising slops over into the “content” of a program or an article. And we are just beginning to understand all the ways the news media, in particular, subtly shape public policy and debate: Sensationalized crime coverage, for example, lays the groundwork for grotesquely punitive criminal justice measures like “three strikes and you’re out.” Grossly inadequate coverage of foreign news leaves us increasingly clueless in an era of globalization.

The problem has always been what to do about it. We can write cranky letters to the editor; we can turn off our TVs. But these are tiny gestures. How can we really affect something as pervasive and powerful—vast, and at the same time, intimate—as the media environment we live in? Here’s where Robert McChesney and John Nichols come in. What they show in Our Media Not Theirs is that control of the media is becoming a political issue in countries all over the world—a subject for debate and potentially for legislation. It can happen here too, if we are willing to take the next step beyond griping: We can build a grassroots movement to counter the sleaze, the distortions, and the mind-numbing materialism of our unaccountable and corporate-dominated media.

Imagine the kind of media that a democratic society deserves: Media that bring us a wealth of diverse opinions and entertainment options; media that are held responsible for providing us with the information we need to function as informed citizens; media where ideas flow in both directions, and where ordinary people routinely have a chance to voice their concerns. If you like that picture, put yourself into it today by joining the struggle for media reform. McChesney and Nichols have shown us what is possible; now it falls to all of us to realize that potential with our activism.


In an Honest Debate

BY RALPH NADER

NOT TOO LONG ago, I opened a press conference in Salt Lake City by looking into the television cameras and talking about the fact that the people, not the multinational communications corporations, own the airwaves.

That’s one way to make media an issue. But–as Bob McChesney and John Nichols point out, it’s not the only way. In countries around the world, trade unionists, indigenous people, political activists, and ordinary citizens have put media on the agenda. Now, argue McChesney and Nichols, we the people of the United States need to make media a part of the national debate in the land where the founders guaranteed freedom of the press because they knew democracy required rich and diverse sources of information and ideas.

McChesney and Nichols are right.

We all need to start talking about the fact that the people of the United States own the broadcast airwaves; they’re the landlords. The radio and the television stations are the tenants. The corporations that own those stations should be paying the Federal Communication Commission (FCC) for the airwaves and some of that money should be recycled into developing television for the people. The rent money should be paying for audience-run networks that serve the people, that serve democracy, that treat serious matters in engrossing ways.

We all need to start talking about the fact that multinational corporations should not be allowed to dictate to the government the limits that will be placed on competition in the broadcast and print media sectors. We all need to start talking about the power that the people have to use existing antitrust and broadcast regulations—as well as new laws and new technologies—to break up monopolies and open up a true, wide-ranging democratic dialogue in this country.

There are corporate supremacists who say that issues of media ownership and content are too complex, too abstract to be issues for political debate. But the big corporatists, and those who make apologies for them, are not talking to the people.

When I bring up media issues with citizens in Salt Lake City and Atlanta, Detroit and Nashville, Los Angeles and Denver, I always find that the people get it. They get it 100 percent.

People know the media are betraying their public trust. Whether it’s what’s on the TV—the exploitation, the commercialism—or the news and public service programming that isn’t on the TV, people know that what they’re getting is not what they want or need. When I bring the discussion down to a question of what is and what isn’t being covered on the evening news in their own neighborhoods and communities, when I go through how the local news breaks up the thirty minutes—the packaged crime news, the sports, the weather, the phony chitchat—it all connects with what people instinctually know about the disproportionate allocation of television news time.

When anyone talks about what’s wrong with media today, and about how citizens should have the power to make meaningful change, people get excited. People like the idea of controlling some of what they own, and they’re pretty shocked when they hear that the government gives away the airwaves to the radio and the television conglomerates.

In an honest debate, the side that argued for the status quo as regards media wouldn’t get five percent support. That’s why we need to open up that honest debate. It won’t be easy. But this book will help. You hold in your hands a key to unlocking the corporate media chains that have shackled real freedom of the press and real democracy in this country for all too long. Use it!


Renewing Tom Paine’s Challenge

BY NOAM CHOMSKY

Two hundred years ago, Tom Paine issued a call to “recover rights” that had been lost to “conquest and tyranny,” thereby opening “a new era to the human race.” The call to action that follows renews Paine’s challenge. The rights that an aroused citizenry must recover, in the present case, are among those most essential to a truly functioning democracy: the right to information and to free and open discussion, not filtered by the state-corporate nexus that has effectively shaped the major media into instruments of class power and domination.

Recovering rights has never been an easy course. Paine died with little honor in the country he had helped to free from British rule, condemned as an “infidel” who had “done much harm.” As his call to recover rights was published in 1792, James Madison expressed his concerns about the fate of the democratic experiment. He warned of “a real domination of the few under an apparent liberty of the many,” deploring “the daring depravity of the times” as private powers “become the pretorian band of the government—at once its tools and its tyrant; bribed by its largesses, and overawing it by clamors and combinations.” Thomas Jefferson feared the rise of a “single and splendid government of an aristocracy, founded on banking institutions, and moneyed incorporations” that would enable the few to be “riding and ruling over the plundered ploughman and beggared yeomanry.” His thoughts were echoed by Alexis de Tocqueville, who perceived the dangers of a “permanent inequality of conditions” and an end to democracy if “the manufacturing aristocracy, which is growing up under our eyes, … one of the harshest that has ever existed in the world,” should escape its confines. A century later, during a period not unlike today’s, America’s preeminent social philosopher, John Dewey, called for a recovery of basic rights to reverse the decline of democracy under the rule of “business for private profit through private control of banking, land, industry, reinforced by command of the press, press agents, and other means of publicity and propaganda,” casting over society the shadow called “politics.”

The vision of democracy that has inspired such concerns, and the popular struggles to advance the hopes and realize their promise, has been challenged in thought as well as deed. Madison’s own attitudes towards democracy were ambivalent. During the Constitutional Convention, he urged that power should be vested in “the wealth of the nation,” the “more capable set of men,” who recognize that it is the responsibility of government “to protect the minority of the opulent against the majority.” To perform this necessary task may be difficult, he anticipated, with the likely increase in “the proportion of those who will labor under all the hardships of life, and secretly sigh for a more equal distribution of its blessings.” Meaures to combat their “levelling spirit” were basic principles of the constitutional order of which he was the leading framer. There should be no conflict with high principle, Madison believed, because the men of property who would hold power would be “pure and noble,” each an “enlightened statesman” and “benevolent philosopher.” Reality was harsher, as he soon came to appreciate. Hence his forebodings a few years later.

Similar illusions animated Wilsonian progressivism. Wilson’s own view was that an elite of gentlemen with “elevated ideals” should govern in order to sustain “stability and righteousness.” The intelligent minority of “responsible men” must control decision making, Walter Lippmann held. The dean of twentienth-century American journalism and a respected progressive democratic theorist, Lippmann was convinced that for democratic forms to function for the general welfare, public opinion must be shaped, and policy set and implemented, by this intelligent minority—self-designated, and owing their authority to their services to authentic power, a truism kept in the shadows by the elite intellectuals who find these ideas attractive. The general public, “ignorant and meddlesome outsiders,” must “be put in its place,” Lippmann added. Their place is remote from the centers of power. They are to be “spectators of action,” not participants, though they do have a “function”: The public is to act “only by aligning itself as the partisan of someone in a position to act executively,” in periodic exercises called “elections.” One of the founders of modern political science, Harold Lasswell, instructed the intelligent minority to be cognizant of the “ignorance and stupidity [of] … the masses” and to dismiss “democratic dogmatisms about men being the best judges of their own interests.” They are not; we are. The masses must be controlled for their own good. As societies become more democratic, and force is no longer available as a means of social control, the “responsible men” must turn to “a whole new technique of control, largely through propaganda,” he urged.

The ideal is what the academic democratic theorist Robert Dahl calls “polyarchy,” not “democracy.” Like Tom Paine, those who seek popular democracy “do much harm,” according to prevailing elite doctrine.

Not surprisingly, the world of private power agrees. The modern public relations industry was strongly influenced by Wilsonian progressives who advocated “the engineering of consent,” a technique of control employed by the responsible men for the benefit of their flock, the ignorant masses, whose minds must be “regimented” much as an army regiments their bodies. The stupid masses must be trained to abandon any dangerous and destructive ideas about controlling their own lives. Their task is to follow orders while focusing their attention “on the more superficial things that comprise much of fashionable consumption.” They are to adopt a “philosophy of futility,” business leaders explain, abandoning their fate to the gentlemen of “elevated ideals” who manage the political system, and to the concentrations of unaccountable private power that are the “tools and tyrants” of government. Their lives are to be restricted to a narrow private sphere, where consumption of commodities and individual wealth maximization are the reigning values. Much of the right-wing fervor behind the drive to destroy Social Security and public schools, and to block efficient and popular programs of public health care, reflects the understanding that such programs rely on values that must be extirpated: the natural and deep-seated values of sympathy and solidarity, the conviction that one should care about what happens to the child or disabled widow on the other side of town. These pernicious ideas must be driven from the mind. People must be atomized and separated if they are to be ruled by the responsible men, for their own good.

These conflicting visions are in constant tension, and there is considerable ebb and flow in the struggle to recover, sustain, and extend rights and freedom. Victories by the ignorant and meddlesome outsiders inspire fear, often panic, among business leaders, who warn of “the hazard facing industrialists in the rising political power of the masses” and call for increased vigor in “the everlasting battle for the minds of men.” Liberal intellectual elites ponder the threat of the “excess of democracy” as normally passive and apathetic populations seek to enter the political arena to press their demands, forgetting their proper place in the democratic order. Deeply concerned by the “excess of democracy” of the 1960s, the Trilateral Commission intellectuals, representing liberal internationalist sectors of the industrial world, urged “more moderation in democracy,” perhaps even a return to the days when, according to Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington, “Truman had been able to govern the country with the cooperation of a relatively small number of Wall Street lawyers and bankers.” To reverse the excess of democracy, they advised, it will be necessary to overcome the failures of the institutions responsible for “the indoctrination of the young,” perhaps even to institute government regulation of the press if its leaders do not impose “standards of professionalism,” curtailing the occasional departures from orthodoxy and obedience.

The “crisis of democracy” perceived by the Trilateral analysts became more severe in the years that followed as large-scale popular movements developed from the ferment of the 1960s, interfering with elite control: feminist, environmental, solidarity, antinuclear, and others. These democratizing tendencies have been countered by important developments in domestic and international society. One fundamental element of the neoliberal programs of the last quarter-century is to restrict the public arena, undermining the threat of democracy by transferring decisions to unaccountable private tyrannies, under the slogan of “minimizing the state.” The basic idea was captured by David Rockefeller, who founded the Trilateral Commission and shares its general liberal internationalist perspective. He expressed his approval of the trend towards


lessening the role of government, something business people tend to be in favor of. But the other side of that coin is that somebody has to take governments’ place, and business seems to me to be a logical entity to do it. I think that too many business people simply haven’t faced up to that, or they have said, “It’s somebody else’s responsibility; it’s not mine.”



Crucially, it is not the responsibility of the public.

The program of “minimizing the state” is nuanced, however: State functions are to be modified, not minimized. The state must at least continue to serve its “tools and tyrants,” ensuring that the world is well-ordered for their needs, and at home, maintaining the traditional mechanisms for socializing cost and risk to protect “the minority of the opulent” from market discipline.

The financial liberalization that is a central component of neoliberal programs also undermines democracy, as has been well-understood for half a century. It creates what some international economists call a “virtual Senate” of investors and speculative capital, who hold “veto power” over governmental decisions and can punish “bad policies” that might benefit the population rather than improving the climate for business operations. Leaving nothing to chance, those who wage “the everlasting battle for the minds of men” have also established influential think tanks and other devices to constrain the limited public space allowed by corporate media. Consolidation of media and restriction of any public service function is a natural concomitant of these programs, quite apart from independent factors that are leading to oligopoly in many sectors of the economy, controlled by a small number of conglomerates linked to one another by strategic alliances and to the powerful states on which they rely, and over which they cast their shadow.

The public is aware of the growing “democratic deficit.” One of the topics addressed below is the coverage—or perhaps “coverup” would be more apt—of the November 2000 elections in the corporate media. It is also worth noting that on the eve of the election, well before the Florida shenanigans and Supreme Court intervention, three-quarters of the population did not take the process very seriously, regarding it as a game played by financial contributors, party leaders, and the PR industry, which crafted candidates to say “almost anything to get themselves elected” so that one could believe little they said even when it was intelligible. On most issues citizens could not identify the stands of the candidates, not because they are stupid or not trying, but because of conscious efforts to direct voter attention away from issues to “qualities.” Many issues of great importance to the public could not even enter the electoral agenda because popular attitudes are so strongly opposed to the elite consensus: Among them are issues related to international economic affairs, including the “free trade agreements” that the business press, more honestly, terms “free investment agreements.” Even a decade later, the position of the U.S. labor movement on NAFTA and the conforming conclusions of Congress’s own research bureau have yet to be reported outside of dissident sources—for good reasons: They predicted rather well the harmful effects of these agreements on working people in the three countries concerned and proposed constructive alternatives. These might have received considerable popular support had they been made available, but are opposed by the elite consensus that sets the bounds for the electoral arena and media debate. A Harvard University project that monitors political attitudes found that at the time of the November 2000 elections, the “feeling of powerlessness has reached an alarming high,” with more than half saying that people like us have little or no influence on what government does. The figures have risen steadily through the neoliberal period, not just in the United States but internationally, including Latin America, where the spread of formal democracy has been accompanied by a steady decline of faith in democracy.

Powerlessness need not translate into despair, however. As in the past, popular forces are organizing on a significant scale, highly decentralized in the familiar American style, with its weaknesses and strengths. McChesney and Nichols provide much evidence that we may be in “the early stages of a serious social movement,” for which democratization of the media will be a central focus of discussion, activism, and reconstruction. They make a powerful case in support of these priorities, and suggest paths that can be followed to lay these foundations for recovering rights, and carrying forward the endless struggle for freedom and justice.


Introduction


“A popular Government without popular information or the means of acquiring it, is but a Prologue to a Farce or a Tragedy or perhaps both. Knowledge will forever govern ignorance, and a people who mean to be their own Governors, must arm themselves with the power knowledge gives.”

—JAMES MADISON



IT WAS SUPPOSED to be our media. In the age of enlightenment at the close of the eighteenth century, when thinkers began to imagine casting off the tyrannies of monarchs and inherited rather than elected governance, they understood that the essential tool of newly enfranchised citizens would be information. Thus, when James Madison and his comrades in the Revolutionary cause framed the Constitution of the new United States, they enshrined protections for a free and freewheeling, diverse and dangerous press that would serve as the foundation upon which American self-government and freedom would over the next two centuries be slowly—often painfully—built. There was never any question of original intent. “Our liberty cannot be guarded but by the freedom of the press,” warned Thomas Jefferson. The media was to serve as a stern watchdog over those in power and those who want to be in power, in both the public and private sectors. “The functionaries of every government have propensities to command at will the liberty and property of their constituents,” Jefferson explained. “There is no safe deposit for these but with the people themselves, nor can they be safe with them without information. Where the press is free, and every man able to read, all is safe.”

But is all safe? Does anyone seriously suggest any longer that the media provide all citizens with detailed accurate information and a range of informed opinions on the important issues of our times? Does anyone claim with credibility that the media is today the underpinning of America freedom and liberty? Would Jefferson and Madison see in the media monopolies of the twenty-first century the free press without which they knew there could be no democracy?

Of course not.

What was by design and necessity to have been our media—a brilliant blossoming of divergent, disagreeing and disagreeable voices, organized with the purpose of informing and convincing an electorate, arrayed in the service of that electorate and the democracy they would forge—has become their media. And much of what ails our democracy, our nation, and our world can be traced to this bastardization of the intentions of revolutionary democrats like Tom Paine. Paine dreamed of a nation that encouraged an “unceasing circulation of (ideas), which passing through its million channels, invigorates the whole mass of civilized man.”

Far from invigorating the whole mass of us, the media system as it operates in the United States today fails to provide basic support for citizenship. It fails to protect or promulgate a public good. It is not a media system of our creation, by our hand or in our interest. That is because what we are subjected to today is not our media. It is their media.

Who are they? A handful of enormous conglomerates that have secured monopoly control of vast stretches of the media landscape. The oligopolistic structures they have created make a mockery of the traditional notion of a free press, where anyone can launch a medium and participate in the marketplace of ideas. And the monopolies grow ever more omnipresent with each passing year. Decades ago, A.J. Liebling wryly observed: “In America, freedom of the press is largely reserved for those who own one.” We would update his line only by removing the word “largely.”

Who does their media serve? They deliver first and foremost for their stockholders—major media in the United States can be enormously profitable. To maintain that profitability, they serve the major corporate interests that bankroll so much of the media with fat advertising checks. To avoid regulation in the public interest, they serve a political class that returns the favor by giving media conglomerates free access to the public’s airwaves while routinely removing barriers to the expansion of corporate control over communications. To the extent that those who own major media in America today see themselves as being bound by public service duty, that duty is toward the affluent consumers who are served by round-the-clock business coverage that speaks to a tiny investor class.

The problem with their media system is that it exists to serve their interests, not ours. Profit trumps civil society every time. No wonder civil society is in crisis. Consider the diminution of basic values of community, service, and charity that we see as media-driven hypercommercialism pervades every nook and cranny of our culture. Consider the dramatic levels of disengagement that result when what passes for journalism leaves citizens uninformed. Consider the ugliness of elections in which serious coverage of the issues has been replaced by campaign ads chock full of then insulting lies and half-truths that have become the lingua franca of political discourse. Consider the way in which elected leaders—who are no longer chased after by a watchdog media—refuse any longer to address issues that vast majorities of Americans say require a governmental response: access to health care, affordable housing, crumbling schools, inadequate transportation, a fouled environment, and a prison-industrial complex that locks away those who suffer from ailments that can and should be cured.

The argument is broadly made that we as citizens must take greater responsibility for advancing the public good and, certainly, there is a grain of truth in this view. But what about the media? Why don’t more of us demand that the media display the level of responsibility that Madison and Jefferson intended?

The response that comes from apologists for major media usually suggests such questions are unpatriotic. After all, this theory goes, media conglomerates earned their success—and power—the American way: By winning the robust competition in the marketplace. This “free-market” defense of media has one flaw, however. It is not based in reality.

The claim that American media is the result of market competition won by a handful of multinational corporations is one of the Big Lies that media firms desperately propagate. Like a lot of their programming, it’s a load of crap. Our media system is the direct result of government action—laws and regulatory policies—that established not just the playing field but the winners of the game. In the case of radio, television, cable, and satellite TV, governmental agencies grant monopoly rights to frequencies and/or franchises to private firms at no charge. Whoever gets these licenses is essentially guaranteed a profit. The value of this form of corporate welfare, over the past seventy years, is mind-boggling. It is certainly in the hundreds of billions, if not trillions, of dollars. Nearly all of our huge media giants today are built on the backs of this corporate welfare, though you would never know it by listening to their rhetoric.

Even films, music, and traditional print media depend upon government regulation for their existence. Copyright, which is a government sanctioned and enforced monopoly, is the foundation for most of these industries. Without this clear government intervention into the market to prevent competition, these industries would look radically different—not just to investors but to consumers. Or consider this: Tax codes that explicitly permit advertising to be written off as a legitimate business expense feed the commercialism that has overwhelmed media and society. And beyond writing tax codes that promote the commercial carpet-bombing of our homes, the government is itself a major purchaser of media content, and a major advertiser.

Put the pieces of the puzzle together and you will realize that there is nothing natural about media industries as they currently exist. They did not win an honest competition in the free market; they won a government lottery in which the overwhelming majority were denied the right even to buy tickets.

The battle is not between private media and government regulation. Today’s private media system is the direct result of aggressive regulation and massive subsidies made by the government. The question is what will tomorrow’s media system look like. And it will be answered as we decide the sort of regulation the government will provide—and in whose interest and according to what values that regulation will be asserted. Media corporations want more of the same: greater concentration of ownership, bigger monopolies, less responsibility to inform or enlighten and more profits. Most Americans, if they were given a choice, would opt for something different.

The problem in the United States is that, while regulatory policies have been and are being made in the public’s name, they are not being made with the public’s informed consent.

Indeed, it would be difficult to imagine a more corrupt example of corporate-government cooperation than what passes for communication “policy making” in Washington, DC. Huge corporate lobbies duke it out to get the best deals from politicians and regulators; all the while the commercial news media give the matter not one bit of attention. The debate over the Telecommunications Act of 1996—a dramatic reshaping of media ownership rules and one of the most dramatic corporate welfare schemes in the nation’s history—rated just one short story on an evening news broadcast. Indeed, the only place where you will find consistent coverage of media policy making in the press is in business and trade publications, where it is framed as an issue for wealthy investors and executives. You will only rarely find media policy debates framed as issues of concern to consumers, and forget about a frame that considers media policy as an issue for citizens in a democracy. Most Americans are therefore entirely ignorant about the government policy making that shapes the media that we are all in contact with for the vast majority of our waking hours each day.

But don’t we see commentators on Fox television complaining about the media? Doesn’t Rush Limbaugh complain about the media on his nationally syndicated radio show?

Media criticism does exist in America. But by and large, it is not citizen-based criticism designed to make media a better source of information in a democracy. Instead, it is a cynical manipulation of the discourse designed to silence even the mildest dissent from the conservative, militantly pro-corporate dogma that has come to pass for news in an era when “reporters” brag about the size of their American-flag lapel pins.

No one should be surprised that the only form of media criticism that gets ample play in the commercial news media is criticism of corporate media for deferring—on rare occasions—to the pluralist values that most Americans embrace. Thus, we hear a lot about how the media has a left-wing or liberal political bias. The leading media feature prominent reviews and discussions of such claims—to such an extent that Bernard Goldberg’s book Bias became a media-promoted bestseller about media bias. Readers of Goldberg’s book discovered it was based on evidentiary standards so anecdotal, inconsistent, and paltry as to be pathetic. But those who tell us not to believe the liberal media have no qualms about appearing pathetic. They are on a mission.

When cable television commentators prattle on about liberal bias in the media without even acknowledging the irony of their circumstance, they do so not to win an ideological debate but to discredit any journalist who might still attempt to tell both sides of the story. The liberal-bias industry mushroomed during the Reagan years as a response to reporting on the president’s foibles. As with media supporters of George W. Bush today, Reagan’s backers did not want to have to address concerns about their man’s competence so they suggested that any critical reporting was the result of liberal bias.

The truth, of course, is that there is no liberal bias in the media. World-class scholars, such as Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, have made substantial arguments about the media’s structural bias toward the corporate and political status quo. Analysts with Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting, and scholars at dozens of journalism schools, have confirmed this critique in study after study. Yet while a Bernie Goldberg or Ann Coulter can march into any television study in America to screech about liberal bias that does not exist, Herman, Chomsky, and others who would offer a more rational critique are regarded by the media in much the same way that Soviet dissidents were by Tass or Pravda.

The bottom line: The corporate media are more than willing to entertain the idea that their main problem is that they are too critical of big business, the military, and people in power, and too sympathetic to the dispossessed. It reconfirms their self-image as some sort of feisty Fourth Estate. They are unwilling to even broach the idea that that they sit atop a system that was set up in a corrupt manner and that works to advance the interests of corporate American and limit democracy.

No wonder conspiracy theories are so popular in America; no wonder, when the makers of James Bond movies look for believable villains these days, they eschew Eurotrash bad guys for more credibly threatening villains such as the Rupert Murdoch-like media baron of 1997’s Tomorrow Never Dies.

Don’t get us wrong; we’re not claiming there’s a conspiracy. That gives the masters of corporate media and their servants in stations of political and regulatory power too much credit. Corporate media firms and trade associations do not even worry about subverting the popular will of a people they have effectively depoliticized with daily infusions of nonsense news about celebrity crimes and congressmen chasing interns. They could care less about their critics—on the left or the right. They are worried about making the most money possible. Thus, big media firms aim their lobbying arsenals not to block out the public, but simply to remove the few remaining barriers to their own expansion. The main fight the corporations and trade groups have in Washington, DC is with one another. But it is never about values, just money. The best way to understand how the big debates about media policy and regulation take place today is to recall a great film, The Godfather, Part II. One classic scene in the Oscar-winning 1974 picture depicts–all the American gangsters sitting on the roof of a hotel in Havana carving up a cake shaped like Cuba. (The time period is the 1950s, back when the Mob ruled Cuba.) The gangsters each got a symbolic slice of the country. They would all jockey with each other for larger slices, but they agreed that only they were eligible to get a slice. It was their country.

The giants of corporate media engage in similar calculations and contrivances today, with similar results. Just as the mobsters of the 1950s could claim Cuba as their country, so the masters of the multinational firms that control communications in the United States can claim that it is their media. And it belongs to them because—as in Cuba, where the dictators deferred to the Mob—media policy decisions are made in contemporary America in deference to the demands of media conglomerates. The federal government has a cake shaped like the United States, or, increasingly, the globe, and the corporate communication giants are all fighting behind closed doors to get the largest slice. And they all agree that it is best for all of them if the public plays no role whatsoever in the process. There is an old axiom that “if you are not at the table, you are not part of the deal.” That is what has taken place here. The system is set up for the benefit of the bottom lines of multinational media corporations, as opposed to the top line of democracy.

It is a rotten system, as corrupt and destructive as the one the mobsters constructed, and we—the citizens—must change it.

That’s the point of this book. After many years of writing, arguing, and advocating against an increasingly undemocratic media, we are convinced that the time has come to build a movement that seeks to replace their media with a media that serves the great mass of Americans—our media. We know that it is mandatory that citizens blast open debates over media policy so that decisions that shape the media landscape are made not in secret, but with the informed public consent that our media system is supposed to be built upon. The ultimate objective of all our arguments is to open the way for the establishment of a more diverse and competitive media system, with a much larger nonprofit and noncommercial component.

We understand this is not an easy fight. The corporate media are powerful. They have world-class PR, and they have gotten very good at spinning the lie that they are “giving the people what they want.” The struggle to remake media begins by spreading recognition that major media gives the people what they want only within the range that major media can maximize profits. So all sorts of things people clearly want—like less advertising and higher quality journalism—are not provided because they are not profitable. When they think about it, Americans will fully understand that the existing market is not a flawless indicator of public desires, because it can only address what makes the most short-term profit for the media giants. That understanding opens the door for a renewed respect for the role that public policy making can and must play in shaping media systems that serve citizens.

The need to promote an understanding of the urgency to assert public control over the media system has never been greater. The problem has gotten so severe that the media system has become a major barrier to the exercise of democracy and to the discussion of any of the mounting social problems that face us. And there is no reason to think the media can self-correct; all the pressure is working against reform in the public interest.

Some will say, “But, hey, what about the Internet? Won’t that break open the media system for us so that we do not need to worry about media policy making? Can’t we just set up a Web site and go toe-to-toe with the media giants?” There is an element of truth to this claim- and the Internet is certainly changing a great deal about our lives. There is some extraordinary material online, but the Internet has yet to be proven successful as a platform to launch commercially viable competition to the media giants; again and again, the market trumps the democratic potential of the technology. This tends to marginalize dissident Web sites. And the Internet is hardly some autonomous force in society. Legislative, regulatory, and judicial determinations regarding copyright, antitrust, and access issues will decide exactly how progressive a medium it will become. In other words, if we want the Internet to deliver, we will need to craft policies addressing the broader issues of media reform in order to foster that prospect.

Even with the Internet, for instance, the damage done by the current media system to democracy in recent years has been dramatic. We do not use the word “damage” casually. It is our contention that a bottom-line obsessed, massively monopolized, and increasingly irresponsible media is no longer just unreliable. Their media are fostering our crises.

To give some sense of the scope of the problem, consider the three most important stories in recent memory—the dysfunctional election of 2000, the September 11 attacks and the ensuing War on Terrorism, and the revelation that American corporations have engaged in massive frauds against their employees, retirees, stockholders, and taxpayers. How has the media handled these tests of its mettle?

Since so much of focus here is on democracy, let’s begin with the 2000 presidential election. Al Gore won the national popular vote by 600,000 votes. It is now clear that a plurality of the Floridians who went to the polls to cast ballots on November 7, 2000, intended to vote for Al Gore. Yet George W. Bush is president. What is important to understand is that he is president at least in part because major media spent much of November and December 2000 rushing to anoint Bush president rather than digging until they found out who actually won the election. If the media can’t stop a stolen election, who can?

When the September 11 terrorist attacks struck, a selected-not-elected president began an assault on domestic civil liberties and a sweeping War on Terrorism that appears to have no endgame. The media should have met the president’s power grabs with fierce skepticism as the track record of chief executives is clear: In nearly every major war the United States has fought over the past century, the administration in power has lied through its teeth to generate public support, because it feared the people would not approve of war were they told the truth. Yet the U.S. news media has been entirely compliant is supporting “America’s New War,” offering scarcely any hard interrogation of officials, the sort of interrogation that would be directed at the leader of any other nation that attempted to lead the planet into an ongoing, ill-defined, and seemingly limitless war. As this has been proclaimed by President Bush as an endless war against evil-doers everywhere, one that will put us in a full war economy for a generation, this lack of criticism or rudimentary evaluation is a stunning abrogation of responsibility for a free press. When you add in the assaults on domestic civil liberties contained in Attorney General John Ashcroft’s USA PATRIOT Act, and a penchant for secrecy on the part of the chief executive that would make Richard Nixon cringe, the media should be raising red flags on a daily basis. Instead, it is chirping along to the script provided by White House political director Karl Rove. No wonder serious international analysts compare U.S. media coverage of the war to that which might be expected in an authoritarian society where free press protections do not exist.

The U.S. media has done no better on stories that do not relate to September 11, the biggest of which has been the ongoing series of revelations about corporate corruption that began with the blowup of Enron. Arguably one of the greatest political scandals in a century, the Enron catastrophe is the direct—and predictable—result of what happens when massive corporations pay off politicians to get deregulation rulings that permit them to fleece workers, consumers, and taxpayers. The most striking feature of the Enron affair is how much of the company’s sleazy activity was legal, and how most of the nation’s political establishment—regardless of party or even ideology—was in bed with Enron swindlers. Revelations about Global Crossing, WorldCom, and other corporations reveals that Enron-style sleaze is rampant throughout industries that depend upon government regulation. It is safe to say that, in some industries, corruption is standard operating procedure. Yet the media, which are owned and operated by firms that rely on the same sort of cozy regulatory arrangements as did Enron, have converted these dramatic revelations into a business story and the political implications have fallen from view. There is every prospect that the problems that led to firms like Enron corrupting government policies will continue full steam ahead. The media have failed to fulfill a basic watchdog function, which means reform—even reform that is so obviously necessary—may be thwarted under cover of a (real) news blackout.

The report card on media is a dismal one. And-like any bad report card, it should be a call to action.

The failures of the media in recent years should underline for all of us the crises that arise—and go unaddressed—when media are more interested in being popular than in being accurate or useful. And it should drive home the demand that we, as citizens, must become media reform activists if we are serious about defending democracy.

This is not news to some Americans. As we travel the United States, we are struck by the extent to which ordinary Americans have recognized that it is no longer enough to complain about the media. Thousands of our fellow citizens have already begun to organize to change the media system. The growth of this media reform movement is one of the striking developments of the past decade; though, understandably, it has passed beneath the corporate news media radar. In the 1980s, for example, media critics did not even broach the idea of media reform as a serious issue; their goal was to help people understand the system so they could engage in self-defense. Even alternative media did not give the issue the time of day. Things are changing, however. Consider the following:

[image: ] Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting, a media watch group formed in the late 1980s, has blossomed into a major high-quality source for media research and analysis.

[image: ] Progressive media like The Nation, The Progressive, In These Times, and Z Magazine regularly report on media monopoly.

[image: ] Many national gatherings—from Media and Democracy gatherings to the recent Reclaim the Media Conference—have brought media activists together to discuss strategy and tactics.

[image: ] In cities like Baltimore, community groups have organized to get liquor billboards out of working-class and minority residential neighborhoods.

[image: ] Local “media watch” groups have developed in numerous cities, including Chicago, Denver, New York, and Seattle.

[image: ] Since 1999, Independent Media Centers (IMCs) have sprung up across the United States and the world. Internet-based IMC activists offer alternative journalism, covering stories that are ignored or mangled by the mainstream press. Criticism of corporate media has become a recurring theme for the IMCs–and the communities that have developed around them form a base of media activists.

[image: ] The group Commercial Alert is growing. It leads the fight against the spread of commercialism into every corner of our lives, especially in traditionally noncommercial public institutions like schools and museums.

[image: ] People for Better Television is growing. It leads the fight to make commercial broadcasters do public service in order to justify their monopoly licenses.

[image: ] Organizations like the Center for Digital Democracy have emerged to protect the Internet from corporate and commercial domination.

[image: ] An enormous grassroots organizing campaign in 1999 and 2000 led the FCC to begin opening the way for the licensing of approximately 1,000 new community-driven noncommercial “microradio” stations in open slots on the FM band.

[image: ] In 1998, 2000, and 2002, demonstrations took place at the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) headquarters and national convention, and in front of the FCC’s headquarters in Washington, DC. The former were to protest the NAB’s opposition to microradio noncommercial broadcasting; the latter was to protest the FCC’s efforts to eliminate the few remaining regulations limiting the size of media corporations.

[image: ] In 2002, Representative Bernie Sanders (I-VT) introduced legislation to freeze second-class mailing costs for small, nonprofit publications that carry little advertising. The Independent Press Association, the trade association for small independent publications, organized a major lobbying campaign on its behalf. Sanders is also looking to propose additional legislation, and he is not the only member of Congress moving on this front.

We could go on and on. Almost everywhere one turns, media activism is evident. To the untrained eye one might think we were in the early stages of a serious social movement, perhaps even a revolution.

But the closer one looks, the more one sees the difficulties of organizing around media. Corporate lobbyists are paid to keep citizens out of the process, and they earn that money. Consider the fight over microradio. After the FCC announced a cautiously progressive policy in 2000, the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB), the trade association of commercial broadcasters, launched an aggressive counteroffensive to derail it. The handful of huge corporations that dominate U.S. radio broadcasting did not want any competition for “their” listeners. (So much for the Big Lie that the media system is based on competition.) The profit-driven fear of the NAB was legitimate—if the bottom line is the bottom line. Were communities able to organize their own noncommercial local stations, the media giantso would have to compete and provide more local content and less commercials in order to keep listeners from migrating. So the NAB did what came naturally. It lied about the FCC plan to members of Congress, claiming that the new microstations would interfere with the existing stations. In fact, the FCC’s cautious microradio engineering plan was taken from a plan that had been successfully developed by commercial broadcasters themselves in the early 1990s to put more stations on the air. Thus, when their profits were threatened, commercial broadcasters willingly sought to discredit their own research.

The lies being told about microradio were so blatant that even the NAB could not convince the Republican-controlled Senate to scrap the FCC plan. In the end, the NAB had one if its Congressional stooges add a rider to a budget bill in the middle of the night in December 2000 to block the FCC microradio plan. At first, Clinton vetoed the bill and openly disapproved of the rider gutting the microradio initiative. The budget bill was revised and sent back to Clinton again with the anti-microradio rider attached to it. As the bill was the product of arduous negotiations, President Clinton was of no mind to veto it. Microradio, as a viable alternative on the radio dial, was killed.

Should we read the microradio defeat as evidence that there is no hope for a media reform movement?

That’s what the NAB would like. But it is not a rational response.

In fact, the microradio fight illustrates the enormous potential of a well-organized reform movement. Broadcasters and their lobbyists prevailed in the microradio battle only because they had the ability to flood members of C ongress with lies that supporters of microradio lacked the resources to counter. A media reform movement may never have the financial resources of the NAB, but there are millions of Americans who know the media needs reforming and their numbers are growing. Like Saul Alinsky we believe that when you are fighting organized money, you need organized people.

That is the demand—and the promise—of this book. We argue that Americans need to start taking media issues a lot more seriously if they want to shift the debate on all the issues they care about. We argue that groups that are already organized—trade unionists, feminists, religious groups, teachers, students, civil libertarians, farmers, environmentalists—need to put media reform on their agendas. And we argue that we need to do sustained outreach to the broad unorganized population to educate and mobilize on media reform. From our experiences giving hundreds of talks every year, we can tell you that the soil is fertile. But, as Midwesterners, we know that even in fertile soil seeds still must be planted and fields still must be plowed.

As progressives, we believe in the intrinsic desire of an informed citizenry to work together for a more egalitarian, humane, and sustainable world. We believe that most Americans, were we offered real information and real choices, would prefer to live in a truly democratic nation where political institutions respond to the people’s needs, and where the economy is no longer warped by profit-obsessed monopolies. But real information and real choices are denied to most Americans by the current media regime. We want to change that media regime and, in this sense, our call is radical.

But the arguments we forward grow out of mainstream political values. We argue that if one takes the core values of constitutional democracy seriously, it is mandatory that there be informed public debate on media policy. This is Democracy 101. We are more than willing to live with the outcome of informed public debate as long as such debate exists. The more informed and democratic the policy debate, the better the resulting policies. We are actually encouraged when we see the ends the corporate media go to prevent public involvement in communication policy making. It quickly becomes obvious that they fear what would happen if the American people understood how corrupt the process was. They recognize that an informed citizenry would never stand for the media status quo. On this point, we are in full agreement with them.

The only difference is that, while they fear democracy, we want democracy. That’s why we are certain that the broad movement we propose will draw support from far beyond the outer boundaries of American progressive activism.

Because the fight we propose is first and foremost a struggle for democratic processes, the potential base of support includes everyone in the population who favors democracy over plutocracy. In short, the traditional distinctions of left and right are not decisive categories. The more accurate split is between up and down, those who benefit materially from the corrupt status quo, and those who do not. Even so-called political conservatives, especially those outside the beltway without million-dollar stock portfolios, dislike the way their children’s brains are marinated in commercialism. They despise the corporate welfare that gives tens of billions of dollars worth of public property to corporations every year, and they no longer even participate in political campaigns based on idiotic thirty-second TV commercials. The core reform measures of the burgeoning media reform movement will speak to these Americans because they are all content neutral and viewpoint neutral. They do not call for censorship, nor do they propose the appointment of a Tom Ridge-style federal commissar to “educate” the masses. They call for blasting open the media system with more competition and more noncommercial and nonprofit voices. They call for establishing a genuinely pluralistic media system with a variety of institutions to provide culture, entertainment, and journalism. They seek to dilute the power of a handful of transnational conglomerates that put profit above all else and answer only to Wall Street, while empowering community voices that answer to Main Street.

This is a book with an agenda. We want to fan the flames of the movement for media reform that we believe is taking shape in the United States. In the first chapter, we spell out the problem in more detail. In the second chapter, we look abroad- to explain how, as the U.S.-style, corrupt corporate media system becomes one of the central consequences of globalization, media reform is becoming an international issue. In some respects, the United States is a laggard in the global media reform movement and we have much to learn from studying other nations and working with them. In the final chapter, we return to the United States to discuss the burgeoning domestic media reform movement and the steps that must be taken to broaden its scope and power.

Throughout the book, we return frequently to the premise that democracy requires a truly free press. We are guided by the words of James Madison, who once argued that “all the triumphs which have been gained by reason and humanity over error and oppression” were made possible by freedom of the press. We believe that a new era of triumphs by reason and humanity over error and oppression is in the offering. What is required to unleash it are the reforms that will give us our media, not theirs.


CHAPTER 1

The Problem with U.S. Media


“The Founders didn’t count on the rise of megamedia. They didn’t count on huge private corporations that would own not only the means of journalism but also vast swaths of the territory that journalism should be covering.”

—BILL MOYERS




“Experimenters have discovered that you can turn a cat into an alcoholic. The normal cat doesn’t expect it, but keep adding vodka to the dish and the cat will soon demand spiked milk as an absolute necessity. The fat cats of the American mass media have lost their taste for the mother’s milk of normal free enterprise: real competition for a reasonable profit. Thanks to addictive doses of sympathetic governmental policies and two decades of a drive for power, a shrinking number of large media corporations now regard monopoly, oligopoly, and historic levels of profit as not only normal, but as their earned right. In the process, the usual democratic expectation for the media—diversity of ownership and ideas—has disappeared as the goal of official policy and, worse, as a daily experience of a generation of American readers and viewers.”

—BEN BAGDIKIAN




“Night after night audiences are terrified and titillated, aroused and manipulated, but not informed. Like an unbalanced diet, which gradually can lead to serious illness, the local TV news threatens the health of our community.”

—PAUL KLITE, former executive director,
Rocky Mountain Media Watch



IT IS IMPERATIVE for Americans who care about democracy to come together and organize a mass movement for reform of the media system.

Two core observations bring us to this conclusion. The first is that the current media system is the direct result of explicit government policies, and that these policies have been made in a corrupt manner with minimal public participation. On this point there is virtually no debate.

Our second observation is that the existing media system in the United States operates is a manner that is highly detrimental to the requirements of a democratic and self-governing society. The system works to advance the interests of the wealthy few, rather than the many. This is a much more controversial argument, if only because it is an extraordinarily sensitive matter, going directly to the heart of how power operates in our society.

Yet as this chapter will illustrate, the case against the U.S. media system as it currently operates forms an overwhelming indictment.

Americans devour media at a staggering rate; in 2002, the average American spent almost twelve hours per day with some form of media. We are also in the midst of an unprecedented technological revolution—based around digital technologies, typified by the Internet—that looks to weave media and electronic communication into nearly every waking moment of our lives. In conventional parlance, these developments are presented as benign; they are, we are told, all about liberating individuals, investors, and consumers from the constraints of time and space while offering a cornucopia of exciting new options and possibilities. This, however, is a superficial and misleading perspective on what is happening. Indeed, when one lifts the hood, so to speak, to see what is driving the media revolution, a very different picture emerges. The engine of change at this point is highly concentrated corporate power, which pulls the strings to dominate our existence so as to maximize return to shareholders. A secondary, yet no less significant purpose, is to protect the corporation’s role—and corporate power in general—from being subjected to the public scrutiny and political debate it so richly deserves. This combination is a poison pill for democracy.

Yet in our American democracy the issue of media reform barely registers. The structures of our media, the concentration of its ownership, the role that it plays in shaping the lives of our children, in commercializing our culture, and in warping our elections, has been off-limits. When we examine the reality of media in the year 2002, however, it becomes clear that this circumstance must shift.

The argument for making media an issue can be found, above all, by surveying the contemporary media landscape.

In 2002, the U.S. media system is dominated by about ten transnational conglomerates including Disney, AOL Time Warner, News Corporation, Viacom, Vivendi Universal, Sony, Liberty, Bertelsmann, AT&T-Comcast, and General Electric (NBC). Their media revenues range from roughly $8 billion to $35 billion per year. These firms tend to have holdings in numerous media sectors. AOL Time Warner, for example, ranks among the largest players in film production, recorded music, TV show production, cable TV channels, cable TV systems, book publishing, magazine publishing, and Internet service provision. This first tier owns all the commercial television networks, all the major H ollywood studios, four of the five firms that sell 90 percent of the music in the United States, a majority of the cable TV systems, all or part of most of the successful cable TV channels, and much, much, more. The great profit in media today comes from taking a movie or TV show and milking it for maximum return through spin-off books, CDs, video games, and merchandise. Hence it is virtually impossible to compete as a “stand-alone” movie studio, TV network, or music company, when one’s competitors are part of vast empires. This has fueled the massive conglomeration rush of the past fifteen years.

Another twelve to fifteen firms, which do from $2 or $3 billion to $8 billion dollars per year in business, round out the system. These firms—like Hearst, the New York Times Company, the Washington Post Company, Cox, Advance, Tribune Company, Gannett—tend to be less developed conglomerates, focusing on only two or three media sectors.

All in all, these two dozen or so firms control the overwhelming percentage of movies, TV shows, cable systems, cable channels, TV stations, radio stations, books, magazines, newspapers, billboards, music, and TV networks that constitute the media culture that occupies one-half of the average American’s life. It is an extraordinary degree of economic and social power located in very few hands. The highly concentrated market makes a mockery of the freedom of press clause in the First Amendment, which was predicated on the ability of citizens to create their own media if they so desire. A person may have the “right” to launch a new movie studio or major daily newspaper, but, except in the rare circumstances of a handful of billionaires, it is a “right” in name only. “The history of survival of start-up newspapers in markets that already have at least one daily is not a happy one,” a newspaper analyst commented in 2002. “In fact, there is no history. There has never been one survivor.”

It has not always been this way. Much of this concentration has taken place in the past few decades, as technology and market imperatives made concentration and conglomeration far more attractive and necessary. Today it is impossible for the small, independent firm to be anything but a marginal player in the industries mentioned above. Most important, the flames of media concentration were fanned by a collapsing commitment on the part of the federal government to serious antitrust prosecution, a diminution of the federal standards regarding fairness, and government “deregulation,” most notably the 1996 Telecommunications Act. Congressional approval of the Telecommunications Act, after only a stilted and disengaged debate, was a historic turning point in media policy making in the United States, as it permitted a consolidation of media and communication ownership that had previously been unthinkable.

In 2002, a series of developments suggest that media concentration is becoming even more extreme. For decades, a few key FCC ownership regulations limited the ability of the media giants to expand. These included rules preventing the same company from owning TV stations and cable franchises in the same market, limiting the number of TV stations a single company could own, and restricting ownership of newspapers and TV stations in the same community. The FCC, under the leadership of President George W. Bush’s appointed chair, Michael Powell, is expressly committed to decreasing or eliminating these and other limits on media monopoly—including the last barriers to a single corporation gaining dominance of print, broadcast, and cable communications in a single market. The multipronged strategy of the media giants also has a legal component. In 2002, the conglomerates won cases in the federal court system tossing key ownership regulations out as unconstitutional. Only if the FCC or Congress can make a better defense of them will the regulations be preserved.

The result of all this deregulation, should it proceed, will be an explosion of corporate deal making that will make the last decade of unprecedented media conglomeration look like a Wednesday night bingo game at the local old folks home. For the first time, media giants that have controlled TV station empires—Disney, News Corp., Viacom, General Electric—would be able to merge with or acquire media empires built on cable franchises, such as AOL Time Warner and AT&T-Comcast. As Blair Levin, a former FCC chief of staff, puts it, the ruling “allows for a powerful new entity we have never seen before—something that combines both cable and broadcasting assets.” Include the ability to merge with the giant newspaper chains and you have a recipe for what Gene Kimmelman of the Consumers Union calls an “earth-shattering” shift in media ownership patterns. “The end result could be the most massive consolidation in media this nation has ever seen,” says Kimmelman.

A surface survey of the statistics regarding media ownership, while deeply disturbing in what it reveals, fails to convey the full depth of the concentration of media ownership. Not only are media markets dominated by a handful of conglomerates with “barriers to entry,” making it nearly impossible for newcomers to challenge their dominance, but they are also closely linked to each other in a manner that suggests almost a cartel-like arrangement. Some of the largest media firms own parts of the other giants; Liberty, for example, is the second largest shareholder in News Corporation and among the largest shareholders in AOL Time Warner. Moreover, the media giants employ equity joint ventures—where two competing firms share ownership in a single venture—to an extent unknown almost anywhere else in the economy. These joint ventures work to reduce competition, lower risk, and increase profits. By 2002, the nine largest media giants had an equity joint venture with six, on average, of the other eight giants; often a media giant would have multiple joint ventures with another firm. In sum, this is a tightly knit community of owners, dominated by some of the wealthiest individuals in the world. Indeed, thirteen of the hundred wealthiest individuals in the world—all of whom are worth over $4 billion—are media magnates.

Such concentration of media ownership is clearly negative by any standard that cherishes free speech and diversity in democratic culture. But concentration in media ownership is not the sole cause of the problems with the media, and in some cases it is not a significant factor at all. Concentration is important to a large extent because it magnifies the limitations of a commercial media system, and makes those limitations less susceptible to redress by the market. However, this sounds very abstract, so let’s cut to the bone: The two main problems fostered by concentrated media are hypercommercialism and denigration of public service. These are really two sides of the same coin. As massive media corporations are better able to commercially saturate society, their ability or willingness to provide material with editorial and creative integrity declines. It is not that the individuals who run these firms are bad people; the problem is that the system of business in America is designed for profit making, not public interest, and thus we have a media system set up to enrich investors, not serve democracy.

No better example of how this process works can be found than in the U.S. radio industry. This was the one sector where ownership limits were explicitly deregulated by the 1996 Telecoms Act and what happened there should give a sense of where we are heading as ownership deregulation becomes the rule everywhere. Since deregulation of ownership in 1996, well over half of all U.S. stations have been sold. A few massive giants, owning hundreds of stations—as many as eight in each market—have come to dominate the industry. Six years ago, the law permitted a single firm to own no more than twenty-eight stations nationally; today Clear Channel alone owns some 1,200. As profits shoot through the roof, low-budget standardized fare has nearly eliminated the local content, character, and creativity that were once features of this relatively inexpensive electronic medium. Local news-gathering operations have been gutted, with many media groups now employing one announcer to read the “news” for as many as eight stations. “A huge wave of consolidation has turned music stations into cash cows that focus on narrow playlists aimed at squeezing the most revenue from the richest demographics,” the trade publication Variety observed. “Truth be told, in this era of megamergers, there has never been a greater need for a little diversity on the dial.”

The radio example points to the one other crucial group, aside from media owners, that gets treated with love and affection by corporate media executives: the corporate advertising community. Businesses spent over $230 billion in the United States on advertising in 2001—some 2.4 percent of the GDP—and much of this money ended up in the hands of some media firm. Though journalists and civics teachers bristle at the notion, those media that depend upon advertising for the lion’s share of their income—radio, TV, newspapers, magazines—are, in effect, part of the advertising industry. Throughout the 1990s, the media giants used their market power to bend over backward to make their media attractive to Madison Avenue and pummel customers with their ads. By 1999, the four major TV networks, for example, were providing nearly sixteen minutes per hour of commercials during prime time, an enormous increase from just a decade earlier, and the problem only grew worse in the years that followed. A conglomerate like Time Warner was able to sign a $200 million advertising deal with General Motors that “crosses most of the entertainment company’s divisions,” so that “GM will have a first-look option on all automobile marketing opportunities within Warner Bros. operations.” Not content with traditional advertising, media firms are now working on “virtual ads,” whereby “a marketer’s product can be seamlessly inserted into live or taped broadcasts.” With ads so inserted during actual programs, viewers will be unable to avoid the commercials through zapping. Advertising has also been plugged into new venues, such as video games. But this does not capture the full spread of commercialism. In television, for example, the new growth area for revenues is selling merchandise that is shown on its programs. It barely caused a ripple when Tommy Hilfiger hired the Viacom-owned cable channel VH1, rather than an ad agency, to produce a series of TV ads, because VH1 is so effective at selling. In sum, the entire U.S. media experience increasingly resembles an infomercial.

Nowhere is the commercial marination of the American mind more apparent than in the case of children, where the advertising assault was increased exponentially in the 1990s. There are now four full-time cable channels (owned by the four largest U.S. media firms) bombarding children with commercial programming twenty-four hours per day. Advertisers have targeted the youth market as arguably the most important in the nation. Girls between the ages of seven and fourteen spend some $24 billion per year and influence parental decisions worth another $66 billion. Commercial indoctrination of children is crucial to corporate America. One study revealed that when eight-year-olds were shown two pictures of identical shoes, one with the Nike logo and the other with the Kmart logo, they liked both equally. The response of twelve-year-olds was “Kmart, are you kidding me?” This desire to indoctrinate fuels the commercial drive into education and suggests that the moral foundations for coming generations may be resting on a dubious base. Nobody knows what the exact consequence of this commercial blitzkrieg upon children will be, but the range of debate extends from “pretty bad” to “absolutely terrible.” The only thing we know for certain is that the media giants and advertisers who prosper from it do not care and cannot care. It is outside their frame of reference.

In this light, it is worth considering the status of the longstanding conflict between “church and state” in media; this refers to the ability of journalists and creative workers to conduct their affairs without having output determined by what serves the immediate interests of advertisers, or owners for that matter. In conventional wisdom, the U.S. media system has been at its best when the divider between “church and state”—especially, though not exclusively, in journalism—has been pronounced and respected. That way media users can regard the articles and news and entertainment programs they read, see, and hear in the media as reflecting the best judgment of media workers, not the surreptitious bribe of a commercial interest. Nowhere has the collapse of editorial integrity been more pronounced than in magazine publishing. As the late Alexander Liberman, legendary editorial director of Condé Nast, noted in 1999, advertisers “have too much power. They determine, if not specifically, then generally what magazines are now.” A series of scandals in the late 1990s affirmed what has been suspected: Advertisers have tremendous control over the editorial copy in U.S. magazines, and editors who are discomfited by this had best find employment elsewhere. “They’re glitz bags,” Norman Mailer said of magazines in 1999. “They are so obviously driven by the ads that the ads take prominence over the stories.”

Hollywood films have so thoroughly embraced commercial values that Variety now writes of the “burgeoning sub-field of Product Placement Cinema.” Conglomerate control of films and music has opened the floodgates to commercialism and has proven deadly for creativity. “A movie studio is part of this huge corporate cocoon,” Peter Bart, editor of Variety and former head of Paramount, writes, “and therefore, theoretically, a studio should be willing to take bigger risks because one bad movie … won’t erode the value of the [parent company’s] shares. But the way it works out, the studios are if anything more risk averse. They are desperate to hedge their bets. It’s the nature of bureaucratic self-protection.… The pressure is reflected in the sort of movies that get made … the sort of pablum that studios chewed on for ten years, that’s gone through endless rewrites, has been pretested by endless focus groups, and is successful—if insipid.” Or as an executive at Time Warner’s “independent” studio New Line Pictures puts it, “We’re very marketing-driven as a company. I’m instructed not to greenlight a project if I can’t articulate how to sell it.” As Bart concludes, this is “not exactly a recipe for art.”

This said, we are not attempting to make a blanket indictment of everything produced by the corporate media system. We are not suggesting that every article or broadcast segment is foul, nor that they are all tainted, nor even that some material that is tainted cannot also be good. There are extremely talented people employed in the commercial media system, and the pressure to satisfy audiences does indeed sometimes promote excellent fare. But corporate and commercial pressures greatly undermine the overall quality of the system and skew it in ways that are not at all the result of audience demand. In the world of corporate media, the key is to attract the preferred target audience while spending as little money as possible. In the battle for consumer attention, this strongly promotes a rehashing of tried-and-true formulae, as well as the use of sex, violence, and what is termed “shock” or “gross-out” fare. In a world where people are surrounded by innumerable media options (albeit owned by numerable firms), sex and violence are proven attention getters.

Corporate control and hypercommercialism are having what may be their most devastating effects in the realm of journalism, and as journalism is the oxygen of democracy, it is here that we must devote considerable attention. There is no need to romanticize the nature of U.S. professional journalism from the middle of the century into the 1980s; in many respects it was deeply flawed. Yet whatever autonomy and integrity journalism enjoyed during the era of Bob Woodward, Carl Bernstein, and Lou Grant is now under sustained and unyielding attack by corporate owners in the hunt for profit. No more striking evidence for this exists than the results of a 1999 Pew Research Center poll of journalists concerning their profession. Until the 1990s, journalists tended to be stalwart defenders of the media system, and most scholarship emphasized journalists’ hypersensitivity to criticism of their field. No more. The Pew poll found that “at both the local and national level, majorities of working journalists say the increased bottom-line pressure is hurting the quality of coverage.” “This past year,” David Halberstam wrote in 1999, “has been, I think, the worst year for American journalism since I entered the profession forty-four years ago.” Bob Woodward, the Watergate investigator who has enjoyed one of the most successful and prestigious media careers of the era, says that in these days of hypercommercialism and hypercompetition, “No one is the keeper of the conscience of journalism.”

The brave new world of corporate journalism manifests itself in many ways. The primary effects of tightened corporate control are a serious reduction in staff, combined with pressure to do vastly less expensive and less controversial lifestyle and feature stories. Where there is “news,” it often takes the form of canned crime reports that foster unrealistic and unnecessary fears. This is the magic elixir for the bottom line. Sometimes the new world of corporate journalism is typified by blatant corporate censorship of stories that might hurt the image of the media owner. But the maniacal media baron as portrayed in James Bond films or profiles of Rupert Murdoch is far less a danger than the cautious and compromised editor who seeks to “balance” a responsibility to readers or viewers with a duty to serve his boss and the advertisers. In media today, even among journalists who entered the field for the noblest of reasons, there is an internalized bias to simply shy away from controversial journalism that might enmesh a media firm in a battle with powerful corporations or government agencies. True, such conflicts have always been the stuff of great journalism, but they can make for very bad business, and in the current climate business trumps journalism just about every time.

During the 2000 presidential race, for instance, major television stations argued against what one might think would be their own self interest. In their moves to exclude Green Party candidate Ralph Nader from three presidential debates, they guaranteed that controversial issues involving corporate power—including media conglomeration—would not be raised. Yet the exclusion of Nader also guaranteed that the debates would become duller-than-dirt agreeathons in which Al Gore and George W. Bush essentially invited viewers to turn off their televisions.

The most common and noticeable effect of the corporate noose on journalism is that it simply allows commercial values to redirect journalism to its most profitable position. As a result, relatively vast resources are deployed for news pitched at a narrow business class, and suited to their needs and prejudices; such news has come to dominate newspapers, specialty magazines, and cable television. Likewise, news for the masses increasingly consists of stories about celebrities, royal families, athletes, natural disasters, plane crashes, and train wrecks. Political coverage is limited to regurgitating what some politician says, and “good” journalism is practiced when a politician from the other side of the aisle is given a chance to respond. During the Florida recount following the 2000 election, television networks featured nightly food fights between backers of Gore and Bush, but left the real reporting on disenfranchisement of minority voters, structural flaws in the voting systems, and corrupt practices within the offices of Florida Governor Jeb Bush and Secretary of State Katherine Harris to the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and other foreign broadcasters.

The approach to “reporting” practiced by America’s corporate media today is not journalism; it is stenography. Perhaps the strongest indictment of corporate journalism is that the preponderance of it would be compatible with an authoritarian political regime. So it is that China has few qualms about letting most commercial news from the United States inside its borders; it can see that this low caliber of journalism is hardly a threat to its rule. It is the BBC, with its regrettable penchant for covering politics seriously, that draws the commissar’s ire.

There is also intense pressure for journalism to contribute immediately and directly to the bottom line. One Tennessee TV station received adverse publicity for offering to do TV news “puff pieces” on local businesses in exchange for $15,000 payments. It is important to note, however, that the mistake made by that Tennessee station was not the spirit of the offer—it well reflects the pattern across the news media—but rather the baldness of it. Firms also use the news to hype their other programming, as in 1996 when NBC Nightly News made the Summer Olympics its most covered news story that year, even though none of the other networks had the Olympics ranked on their top-ten lists. Why? Because NBC was airing the Olympics that summer—and reaping the attendant financial rewards. The fall of 1999 saw a huge debate erupt in newspaper circles after the Los Angeles Times devoted the entire editorial space in an edition of its 164-page Sunday magazine to articles, photos, and graphics describing downtown Los Angeles’ new Staples Center sports arena. The newspaper did not reveal at the time of the magazine’s publication, however, that it would be dividing the $2 million in revenues generated by the section with the owners of the arena. So dark was the scenario that the former publisher of the Los Angeles Times, Otis Chandler, sent a letter to the staff describing the new management’s move as “unbelievably stupid and unprofessional.”

Above all, however, the Los Angeles Times was blatant. It allowed the corrupting linkage between advertisers and the media to be clearly identified. More often than not, a measure of subtlety keeps controversies under wraps.

All told, this creates a crisis for democracy. Alexis de Tocqueville rightly celebrated the role that a free and diverse media plays not only in greasing the wheels of electoral systems but in maintaining the very structures of civil society. The nineteenth-century surveyor of the American public landscape went so far as to say of news organizations, “They maintain civilization.” Who would seriously attempt to make such a statement about media in an era of round-the-clock Gary Condit coverage?

The current caliber of journalism is decidedly unsatisfactory for a democratic society. Democratic journalism should provide a ruthless accounting of the powers-that-be and the powers-that-want-to-be, both in government and politics and in the extremely powerful corporate sector. Democratic journalism should also provide background information and a full range of viewpoints on the main social and political issues of the day. We cannot expect each news medium to provide all of these elements of a quality journalism, but in combination, a democratic media system should make this caliber of journalism readily available to the entire population. It may be true that the media are not entirely responsible for the apathy, cynicism, and depoliticization that mark U.S. electoral politics today; in fact, media executives sometimes use this lack of interest in politics to justify their declining attention to public affairs and their continuing coverage of trivial and mindless stories. However, it is also true that the lack of journalism has fanned the flames of depoliticization and contributed to U.S. electoral politics becoming a commercial contest sponsored by a small group of billionaires, in which most Americans rationally assume they have no role to play, or stake in the outcome. Presidential elections now draw, at best, no more than half of the electorate to the polls. They have become media entertainments, complete with graphics and play-by-play reports but bereft of any suggestion that citizens should—or could—actually play any more of a role in this extravaganza than they do in the Super Bowl or the Academy Awards.

Not only is political coverage in American media increasingly empty and meaningless, there is also less and less of it. Indeed, while the amount of air time allotted the Super Bowl and the Academy Awards has increased in recent years—as prices paid for properly placed advertising skyrockets—coverage of the most fundamental workings of our democracy is getting squeezed. And without apology. Asked by the Dallas Morning News about slackening coverage of the 2000 presidential campaign by America’s television networks, former ABC White House correspondent Sam Donaldson answered, “We are doing a very minimal amount of coverage at ABC. Outside of Nightline and our Sunday show, ABC News, in my opinion, has simply forfeited the field.” Let’s not pick on ABC, however; all the broadcast networks are cutting back, according to the watchdog group Alliance for Better Campaigns. During the 2000 presidential primary season, the Alliance reported, the networks were giving the presidential campaign 20 percent less coverage than they did in 1988—the last time the U.S. saw serious contests for the Democratic and Republican presidential nominations. Ex-CNN president Rick Kaplan told the Philadelphia Inquirer that the major broadcast networks had been “derelict” in their coverage of the 2000 campaign. “They’re making their news divisions less important than they were. They’re just getting out.”

To be fair and accurate, journalism is flawed not merely due to corporate pressures to generate profits or to satisfy the political desires of the owners; the problem goes deeper than that. Much of the problem with contemporary journalism is due to the codes of professional journalism that emerged a century ago, and that remain of paramount importance in understanding journalism today. Professional journalism was a revolutionary break with the idea that the journalism of a medium—usually a newspaper at that time—would and should invariably reflect the political viewpoints of the owner. Partisan journalism, the bread and butter of Jefferson, Jackson, and Lincoln, could only be defended in an environment where there were competitive markets, and a wide range of opinion. In the highly concentrated newspaper markets that emerged by the twentieth century, partisan journalism appeared more like uncontested propaganda than anything else. In this environment, the large newspaper publishers pushed for professionalism. Their journalists would all be trained to be nonpartisan so the matter of who owned all the media and the lack of market competition were now irrelevant. As research has shown repeatedly, however, the professional code “smuggled in” the political biases of the owners, but made them now appear as nonpartisan, even objective truth.

With this in mind, let us return to the three great news stories of recent times that we mentioned in the introduction, each of which goes to the heart of a core democratic function of the free press. The first, the 2000 presidential election, was about whether the American people could hold a fair election for the highest office in the land. The second, the War on Terrorism, concerns how this nation arrives at the most important decision any society can make: to enter and conduct a world war with no end in sight. The third, the revelation of Enron’s ability to squeeze billions from taxpayers, workers, and consumers by buying off politicians right and left for its dubious deregulation schemes, speaks to the ability of journalism to hold government—and the firms it regulates—accountable for corruption.

Let’s start with the War on Terrorism. When a democracy considers whether to engage in war, the free flow of information is of dramatic significance: How can parents decide that they favor sending their sons and daughters off to fight when they lack adequate information about the causes, goals, and strategies of the proposed fight? How can citizens decide whether it is appropriate to reorder national economic priorities in order to fund an ongoing “War on Terror” when they do no even know the targets of that war? From World War I to Korea and Vietnam, presidents have lied to the American people because they believed that if the American people knew the truth, they would not support the move for war. The track record of the U.S. news media in the twentieth century is one of regularly going along with fraudulent efforts to get the nation into one war or another by the administration in power. These are considered the dark moments in the history of U.S. journalism. What is most striking in the U.S. news coverage following the September 11 attacks is how it followed this lamentable pattern. The most essential debate—the one about whether to go to war—never really occurred in Congress or the media. Tough questions were ignored. Why should we have believed that a militarized approach would be effective? Why was the United States entitled to determine—as judge, jury, and executioner—who is a terrorist or a terrorist sympathizer in this global war? What about international law?

Most conspicuous was the complete absence of comment on one of the most striking features of the war campaign—something that any credible journalist would be quick to observe were the events taking place in Russia or China or Pakistan. There are very powerful interests in the United States that greatly benefit politically and economically by the establishment of an unchecked war on terrorism. This consortium of interests can be called, to use President Eisenhower’s term, the military-industrial complex. It blossomed during the Cold War when the fear of Soviet imperialism—real or alleged—justified its creation and expansion. A nation with a historically small military now had a permanent war economy, and powerful special interests—private-sector defense contractors chief among them—that benefited by its existence.

For journalists to raise issues like these did not presuppose that they opposed government policies, merely that the policies needed to be justified and explained, so the support would be substantive, not ephemeral, the result of deliberation, not manipulation. Such has not been the case. Much of mainstream U.S. journalism was bluntly propagandistic in the weeks and months following September 11. As a result, most Americans supported a war, even though they knew next to nothing about the region where U.S. soldiers would be fighting, the historical context of the battles, or the role that past military adventurism might have played in stoking the resentments that feed international anger at the United States.

It is important to be clear about why the coverage has been so deplorable. It is not directly due to concentrated media ownership, or meddling CEOs, although the very firms that are now saluting “America’s New War” are also going before the Bush Administration asking for ownership deregulation that will make all of them much larger and more profitable. The main reason for this distorted coverage is due to the way in which so-called “professional” journalism is practiced in the United States. To avoid the taint of partisanship, and to keep costs low, professionalism makes official or credentialed sources the basis for news stories. Reporters report what people in power say, and what they debate. This gives the news an establishment bias. Even when there is disagreement, the range of debate extends only as far as does the disagreement of those with a vested interest in limiting the scope of the discourse.

When a journalist reports what official sources are saying, or debating, she is considered “professional.” When she steps outside this range of official debate to provide alternative perspectives or to raise issues those in power prefer not to discuss, she is no longer considered “professional.”

In matters of international politics, “official sources” are almost interchangeable with the term “elites,” as foreign policy is mostly a preserve of a wealthy and powerful few—C. Wright Mills’s classic power elite. At its worst, in a case like the current war on terrorism, where the elites and official sources are unified on the core issues, the nature of our press coverage is uncomfortably close to that found in authoritarian societies with limited formal press freedom.

Many working journalists would recoil at that statement. Their response would be that professional reliance on official sources is justifiable as “democratic” because the official sources are accountable to people who are elected by the citizenry. The problem with this rationale is that it forgets a critical assumption of free press theory: Even leaders determined by election need a rigorous monitoring, the range of which cannot be determined solely by their elected opposition. Otherwise the citizenry has no way out of the status quo, no capacity to criticize or advance the political culture as a whole. If such a watchdog function grows lax, corruption invariably increases, and the electoral system decays. If journalism that goes outside the range of elite opinion is dismissed as unprofessional or partisan—and, therefore, justifiably ignored—the media merely lock in a corrupt status quo and can offer no way out. If journalists must have official sources on their side to pursue a story, it gives people in power a massive veto power over the exercise of democracy.

This problem becomes acute in a political environment like the United States, where electoral laws and campaign costs have made politics a fiefdom for the superwealthy and those who represent the superwealthy. Over ninety percent of the “hard money” contributions to congressional and presidential campaigns come from the wealthiest one percent of Americans. By relying on official sources, our journalism does not pose a democratic challenge to plutocracy, but rather cements the plutocracy in place.

But the best example of the plutocracy protection principle that now defines U.S. journalism is the Enron scandal that unfolded in late 2001 and 2002. The story of Enron’s collapse was shocking only because, although evidence of Enron’s shady operations had been cropping up since at least the mid-1990s, the rah-rah corporate journalists of our era were falling all over themselves to praise Enron as the exemplar of the New Economy. Enron was regularly featured on Global Finance magazine’s annual list of the “world’s best global companies.” Even as the collapse of Enron approached, Fortune magazine hailed the corporation as its “most innovative company in America.”

Only when the company approached bankruptcy did it rate as anything akin to a news story—and not much of a news story at that. The corporate media had special incentive not to push the Enron story too far. Were discussion of Enron and energy policies to lead to any sustained examination of the way communication policies are produced behind closed doors in Washington—arguably the most off-limits story in U.S. journalism in our times—it would find a thick stench that would rival anything Enron has done. But that wasn’t the whole of why the media missed the real story.

Although it is clear that the Enron affair is a stunning example of supreme political corruption, the coverage increasingly came to concentrate upon the business collapse of Enron, and the chicanery of Arthur Andersen, rather than the sleazy methods, legal as well as illegal, in which the company used the political system to make billions of dollars ripping off consumers, taxpayers, and workers. In another era, the Enron collapse would have been provoked a bigger political crisis than the Teapot Dome scandal, which shook the presidency of Warren Harding and forced dramatic action by Congress. Still, all indications are that the Enron scandal will not turn into a political crisis that will end political careers and lead to major political reform; the opposition Democrats are in no hurry to push the story to its logical political conclusion because so many of them would be implicated as well. Thus, there is no debate among official sources about the proper response to the political corruption issues raised by the Enron case. Without those officials sources, “professional” journalism is restricted to a discussion that begins and ends within the limits of what those in power pursue, and the balance of the population has no one representing its interests. What about those who simply want the whole truth to come out? What about those who want the system changed so this sort of corruption is less likely to occur in the future? They are out of luck. This is disastrous for liberal democracy, as it suggests to citizens that even dramatic revelations of corporate and political corruption will not lead to change. If the press system cannot produce coverage that leads to peaceful and credible reform of corruption, it only means the problems will get worse and the costs of an eventual resolution significantly greater.

Finally, consider the manner in which the press reported President Bush’s “victory” in the 2000 election. It is now clear that the majority of people in Florida who went to vote for president in November 2000 intended to vote for Al Gore. Indeed, buried in the footnotes of a recount conducted by the major news media in 2001 was the revelation that using any method that sought to quantify the actual sentiments of the actual voters the result was the same: Al Gore won Florida. And winning Florida was supposed to cinch the presidency. But Al Gore isn’t president. Why is that? Or, to put it another way, why didn’t the press coverage assure that the true winner would assume office? After all, if the free press cannot guarantee the integrity of elections, what good is it? The primary reason is due to sourcing: Throughout November and early December of 2000, the news media were being told by all Republicans that the Republicans had won the election and Al Gore was trying to steal it. The Democrats, on the other hand, were far less antagonistic and showed much less enthusiasm to fight for what they had won. Hence, the news coverage, reflecting what their sources were telling them, tended to reflect the idea that the Republicans had won and the Democrats were grasping for straws. When Greg Palast broke the story in Britain in November 2000 that the Florida Republicans had systematically and illegally excluded thousands of poor Floridians from voting—in itself, certainly enough to cost Gore the state—no U.S. mainstream news medium dared pick it up, even though the story was painstakingly well documented. Why? Most likely because journalists would have been out on their own, since the Democrats had elected not to fight on this issue. Once the Supreme Court made its final decision, the media announced that our national nightmare was over—neglecting to note that, according to most polls, Americans would have been perfectly willing to have the process go on in order to identify a clear winner. The media had helped anoint a president. The only losers were the irrelevant and powerless souls who clung to the belief that whoever gets the most votes should win the election, and that the press should tell the whole truth and let the chips fall where they may.

Having played the role that it did in picking the president, the media was in no position to criticize the Bush Administration. This explains at least some of the willingness of the mainstream U.S. news media to suspend criticism of President Bush almost in toto after September 11. Having foisted the moronic child of privilege upon the American people, it became necessary in a moment of national anguish to remake him as another Lincoln, albeit one who preferred lifting weights to reading books.

When the recount report containing data that seemed to confirm that Gore had won Florida was released two months after September 11, what was striking was how almost all the press reported that the results were mixed or that Bush had won. Major newspapers and television networks reached this “conclusion” only through the Olympic-style gymnastic twist of analyzing the data from the standpoint of what the Gore campaign had requested in November of the year before. The identity of the actual winner of the actual election in Florida—i.e., the person who most of the voters preferred—seemed not to interest the press one whit. In a manner of thinking, the press had no choice but to provide this interpretation. If the media conceded that Gore, in fact, had won the race in Florida, it would have made people logically ask, “why didn’t the media determine this when it mattered?” Moreover, a concession that the United States had an unelected president would make the laudatory coverage of President Bush after September 11 look increasingly like the sort of paeans to “maximum leaders” expected from the news media in tinhorn dictatorships. As soon as the leaders are not the product of free and fair elections, they lose credibility; with that development, the “professional” reliance on official sources, which is wobbly by democratic standards to begin with, collapses.

In years past this criticism of the U.S. media would have been met by howls of indignation from journalists, professors, and citizens of every stripe. Ours was a truly free press, they would argue, celebrating the majesty of the freedom in American history. Today that response is muted; the asininity and degradation of our media culture is palpable and hard to digest even for the old true believers. Or, perhaps, especially for the old true believers who have seen their faith in what good the media might do erased by the reality of what it does. Yet the system still has many who defend it, albeit with less enthusiasm and righteous fervor than in years gone by. One defense is that the media system is based on the pursuit of profit, so firms are compelled to “give the people what they want,” or face economic ruin. There is an element of truth to this claim, but it should not be exaggerated.

Media markets are hardly competitive in an economic sense, and because of that firms have a great deal more power to force people to choose from what they deem most profitable. Moreover, media markets often are set up with advertisers, not people, as the primary partner; in such cases the needs of the citizenry fade from view beneath the commercial imperatives of Madison Avenue. This is especially true in the newspaper industry, where the drive to attract affluent readers has led in many cities to a radical decline in serious coverage of poor and working-class neighborhoods as resources are shifted to the coverage of suburban areas where the readers that advertisers want tend to congregate. Moreover, even a purely competitive market media system, and one without any advertising, would be far from perfect. Markets are predicated upon one dollar, one vote, rather than one person, one vote. Hence, rich individuals have many more votes than people who are poor. The market in this sense is more plutocratic than democratic. While the market can play an important role in a democratic media system, it should never comprise the entirety of a democratic media system.

Another defense of the existing order is that this is the “natural” American system; if someone is dissatisfied with it, that person should shut up or move to another country, preferably on the other side of the world. The “love-it-or-leave-it” theory, aggressively advanced by the likes of millionaire radio personality Rush Limbaugh, holds that the First Amendment has authorized two dozen profit-seeking transnational corporations to rule U.S. media with ample government subsidies but with no public “interference” otherwise. This is an argument that does not stand up to any historical scrutiny. It is true that the First Amendment prohibits congressional interference with a free press; however, it does not therefore authorize concentrated corporate and advertiser domination of the press. Imagine a parallel phenomenon in the practice of religion: If a handful of faiths were using their accumulated resources and their lobbying influence with government to gain dominance in the spiritual life of the land while forcing faiths with different ideas and values out of the public sphere, would First Amendment absolutists argue that this was the intent of the “freedom of religion” protection? If they tried to do so, they would be stymied by the courts, laughed out of any serious debate, and appropriately labeled as self-serving theocratic totalitarians.

The First Amendment belongs to all Americans, not just the billionaire investors in a handful of giant media firms, and it is based on the notion that democracy demands a press that serves us all. We are not arguing for government censorship of the commercial media—in fact, we oppose efforts in that direction—but we think efforts to reduce the power of Wall Street and Madison Avenue, and to increase the role of Main Street and every other sector of the population, in the running of our media system are entirely consistent with the meaning of the First Amendment.

Some also defend the status quo by asserting that the corporate media do not have much effect upon anyone; thus, complaints such as the ones we have raised amount to much ado about nothing. This perspective holds that media consumers are savvy in the ways of the media, and can interpret commercial messages critically. It’s true that few citizens swallow everything the media dish out. In the old Soviet Union, few citizens believed what they read in Pravda or Izvestia, but that didn’t mean the society would not have been well-served by massive reform of the media system. And to suggest that the corporate media have no effect upon us seems to be untenable; after all, there are limits to how far we can expect citizens to “read into” media messages. Nor do we suggest that all that media produces should be met with deep skepticism; we recognize that the system offers much material that is useful and entertaining. Our claim is simply that the media system produces vastly less of quality than it would if corporate and commercial pressures were lessened.

There is one new argument in defense of the media status quo, the argument that the Internet will set us free. Ironically, it seems that the same people—like George Gilder—who just a few years ago were telling us how great the media system was in the United States are now suddenly conceding that it is, indeed, dreadful, but that there is no reason for concern. The Internet, they tell us, allows us to escape this failed media landscape. How? The theory goes something like this: Because anyone can start a Web site at a relatively nominal expense, and because anyone online can access any Web site, then the giant media firms are dinosaurs from another age, and their monopolistic control will be doomed once the Internet comet fully smashes into the earth. Happy days are here again. Heaven on earth. Digital nirvana. And all we have to do is sit back, wrap our mitts around our mouse, and let the private sector do its thing. It doesn’t get any easier or better than that, does it?

As with the other defenses of the media status quo, there is an important element of truth, or half-truth, in this euphoric vision of the Internet as a magical democratizing technology. The Internet, and digital communication more broadly, are radically changing our lives. In a few years, the world we live in is going to look quite different from the world of just a few years ago. Moreover, the Internet is forcing a reconfiguration of the media industries, as the shift to digital communication means that the traditional distinctions between media and even communication sectors are disappearing. Nevertheless, the hope that the Internet is going to overturn the media system and open up unlimited space for new voices—not to mention marginal, dissident, or noncommercial voices—has been proven to be unfounded. In particular, many of the utopian visions of what the Internet might do have clashed with the reality of the digital divide between “wired” CEOs and millions of impoverished Americans who lack access to telephone lines, computers, and all the other “tools” needed to ride the Internet highway. This hardly means that there will not be exciting and important use of the Internet by activist and noncommercial interests—nor that, with concerted effort, the divide between Internet haves and have-nots might be closed. What it does mean, rather, is that the Internet—ruled by commercial values—has already been turned to purposes far less noble than those imagined by digital utopians.

The core problem with the “Internet will set us free” argument was that it mistook the existing power of the media giants as being based on technology, when in fact that power is also based on the market. While it is true that anyone can start a Web site, it has proven nearly impossible for anyone to start a commercially viable Web site unless they are owned by or affiliated with an existing media giant. The evidence suggests that the Internet was going to enhance concentration among media firms, as well as their overall size. One survey found that far from being “a democratizing force, allowing a large number of relatively equal market contestants to compete on a level playing field,” the Internet instead gives the dominant sites “an accelerating advantage over their competitors.” Even Microsoft, with its billions of dollars in hard cash, effectively abandoned producing content for the Internet after squandering a few hundred million dollars on the endeavor in the late 1990s.

The explanation is simple: the media giants have several tremendous advantages as they colonize the Internet. They have existing digital programming to put on the Web, while it is exceedingly expensive for new competitors to produce such fare. The giants can bring advertisers over to their Web sites as part of their contracts with their traditional media. They can heavily publicize their Web activities over their traditional media, in a manner that would be cost prohibitive for any Internet media start-up that did not have a traditional media outlet. The media giants also have tremendous leverage with Internet service providers, search engines, and portals to get premier position on the screen. And, to top it off, the media giants have invested heavily in Internet content ventures to keep a finger in the pie. The media firms know that their ultimate survival depends upon their dominating cyberspace, so they are willing to assume losses there far longer than would any rational investor without other media holdings. In combination, these factors are overwhelming. Moreover, as cyberspace is colonized by the media giants, it appears to be fanning the flames of hypercommercialism inherent in the traditional media system. Media Web sites often feature e-commerce as a means of generating revenues, and to attract advertisers, the crumbling notion of editorial integrity from commercial pressure has been compromised even further.

And where does this leave us? Facing more concentrated media ownership than ever; deteriorating standards of journalism; hypercommercialized culture and entertainment; a declining civic life in a shrinking democracy; and slim hope on the Internet. Depressing, no?

And that’s not the half of it. The system seems almost impervious to change. Consider how powerful the media and communication lobbies are in Washington, DC, as they routinely use the campaign contribution scalpel to remove politicians’ backbones. By virtually every measure, the corporate media, telecommunications, and computer lobbies, and trade associations are among the most powerful in the nation. The corporate media not only have piles of money but also control access to the public, something that politicians covet. One of the favorite lobbying techniques of the NAB and other big-media advocacy groups is to bring local station managers to Washington to meet with members of Congress. Imagine the effect of sitting a congressman down with the person who has the power to decide whether his face ever again graces television screens in his hometown. Talk about influence! And that’s just the beginning. In 1999, the NAB went so far as to use the wives of members of Congress in their televised public service announcements. As one report noted, “It is a quiet way of further ingratiating itself with lawmakers.” Finally, the corporate media are in the position of being able to provide the press coverage of any debates over media policy and hence define what the public will be exposed to on the issues. This trump card ought to make the corporate media the envy of the business community.

The purpose of this book is to not to wallow in how bad things are getting, but to begin exploring how to reverse the trend with workable strategies for activism, organizing, and direct action. So long as this is a legitimate democracy, things do not have to be this way, and we have the power to both change the system—and build independent alternatives to it. Public policy could effectively restructure our media system such that it has a significant and viable nonprofit and noncommercial component. Once media is made a bona fide political issue, as soon as it is “in play,” the forces favoring media reform will prevail. We may not democratize it completely, but we will advance. (That is why the media giants work so incessantly to ensure that media issues never see the light of day.) So getting media reform on the public agenda is the first and greatest obstacle we face. And here we run up against the ultimate defense of the media status quo, after all the other arguments have been discredited. This is the notion that there is simply no other way for media to be operated in a democratic society, so it is not even an issue worth considering. This line of analysis tells us that any change from the status quo must be, by definition, a change for the worse. This is a powerful and paralyzing notion, and it carries considerable weight in the United States, not only for media reform but for social reform in general. But by looking outside the United States we can see the fraudulent nature of this claim, for it is in these other lands that democratic forces are mobilizing to oppose the sort of hypercommercial, concentrated corporate media system we have in the United States. The lessons from abroad provide a powerful sense of how Americans can—and, we would argue, must—creatively and constructively approach media reform in the United States.


CHAPTER 2

Global Media and its Discontents


“Broadcasting is too important to the functioning of a democracy for decisions to be left entirely to the broadcasters.”

—TONY BENN, British parlimentarian




“Our democracy depends on the free flow of ideals and information. When that flow is blocked, and our access to information is controlled by the few and the wealthy, our ability to make informed choices suffers, as does our democracy. This is exactly what is happening as media conglomerates continue to increase their share of the communications market unfettered by government regulation or control … [A] healthy democracy demands an informed electorate. We need policies that limit media concentration and ensure a rich exchange of ideas. We believe that diversity of expression must be promoted through tax incentives to assist community groups, cooperatives, or entrepreneurs to invest in community media, and that newspaper owners should not also own broadcasting corporations.”

—Platform of Canada’s
New Democratic Party, 2001




“There cannot be a democratic country, democratic society without freedom of the press.”

—JOSE RAMOS-HORTA, Nobel Laureate,
Minister of Foreign Affairs for East Timor



AMERICA PUBLIC LIFE features little in the way of debate about the role a truly free and diverse media could play in shaping a truly free and diverse democracy. In other countries, however, media is treated as a core issue. Indeed, if there is a measure of the seriousness with which a nation ponders its potential to address fundamental issues, then that measure may well be found in the depth of its discussion about media and democracy.

Surely that is the case in East Timor, the Pacific island state that proudly bills itself, “The World’s Newest Democracy.” In August 2001, East Timor emerged from a quarter century of brutal repression at the hands of Indonesian military rulers and held a historic round of free elections for its Constituent Assembly. More than two dozen political parties jockeyed for position in a competition where there was a powerful sense the winners would not merely govern but would in fact define the scope and character of a freshly minted democracy.

In this election contest, issues of media and democracy were not abstractions. The Indonesian military had limited democratic discourse at every turn and, after the East Timorese voted overwhelmingly for independence in 1999, the offices of the region’s only daily newspaper were sacked and burned during a rampage by the Indonesian soldiers and militias allied with them. In East Timor, political leaders and citizens well understood that media was a serious political issue. The different parties developed detailed policy statements and platforms on issues of broadcast diversity, concentration of media ownership, and the role that the new government of East Timor ought to play in fostering the free flow of information and the open debate that is fundamental in a democracy. The party that swept those elections, FRETILIN (The Frente Revolucionaria do Timor Leset Independente), produced a manifesto, “Towards the Restoration of Independence and the Freedom of our People, “that touched on issues ranging from health care to housing to the role that the new nation would play in the world. A full section in the manifesto explained that to restore freedom, it would be necessary to “democratize mass media”: “The democratization of mass media must deserve privileged attention in a national development policy; it must aim at extending freedom of expression and the press,” the manifesto declared. “The FRETILIN Administration will stand for an objective and independent media in search of factual truth. The Administration will pursue efforts to extend radio and TV networks nationwide and guarantee a timely access to information to every citizen. FRETILIN will pursue a national policy favoring the diversification of media operators as a way to fight private or state monopolies and defend the freedom of the press.”

Within months of the election, a FRETILIN-led government produced a new Constitution that did, indeed, include a substantial section guaranteeing “freedom of the press and other mass media.” Far more detailed than the U.S. Constitution’s First Amendment, the document enacted in East Timor states, “The monopoly of the mass media shall be prohibited.” The document also outlines the rights of journalists declaring, “The state shall guarantee the existence of a public radio and television service that is impartial in order to, inter alia, protect and disseminate the culture and the traditional values of the Democratic Republic of East Timor and guarantee opportunities for the expression of different lines of opinion.”

“These rights are fundamental to a true democracy,” explained Virgilio da Silva Guterres, the president of the East Timor’s journalist association, in a recent statement detailing the explosion of new and diverse media in a place where there is little mystery about necessity of a truly free press in the development of a truly free country.

Virgilio da Silva Guterres was, of course, correct to view East Timor’s bar on media monopoly, its guarantees of the rights of journalists, and its promise of a vibrant and diverse public broadcasting service as “fundamental to a true democracy.”

Yet that statement would surely draw debate, perhaps even ridicule, in the United States, where media monopolies are expanding at a breakneck pace and where public broadcasting services are being squeezed to the point of dysfunction by politicians who, with strong encouragement from private broadcast lobbies, have successfully strangled public funding for public broadcasting.

Between the experience of the expanding democracy of East Timor (where the 2001 assembly elections drew a ninety-three percent turnout) and the rapidly waning democracy of the United State (where barely thirty-six percent of eligible voters were expected to participate in the 2002 Congressional elections), there is a world of difference. Still, around that world, wherever there is a real debate about democracy, there is an understanding that media is a serious political issue.

It should come as no surprise then that when we look at what is happening to debates about media abroad, we see a growing willingness on the part of democratic forces to organize for media reforms that challenge the patterns of globalization and corporate domination. These calls for media reform are also proving popular with voters, if not with the business class. In this chapter, we outline the nature of the emerging global commercial media system and the currents of the democratic resistance to it. We believe that there are hopeful and powerfully instructive lessons for Americans in these global developments.

First, let’s look at the developments to which movements for media reform are responding. Since the 1980s, a global commercial media market has developed. As a result of deregulation of national media markets, new communication technologies, and heavy pressure from the U.S. government and the international business community, the face of media has undergone striking change in virtually every country on the planet. Whereas media systems were formerly best understood as national phenomena, with a minor role played by media imports, today it is more appropriate to regard media as a global system with national variants.

The global media system is the province of fewer than one hundred firms that provide the significant portion of the world’s media fare. There are two distinct tiers to this hierarchy. The first tier is comprised of about ten transnational media conglomerates (including AOL Time Warner, Disney, Bertelsmann, News Corporation, Viacom, Sony, and Vivendi Universal) that each collect between $10 billion and $35 billion per year in annual media-related revenues. These firms tend to be dominant players in numerous media sectors and to do business all across the world. The remaining eighty or ninety firms are smaller, tend to concentrate more upon one or two media sectors, and are more likely to be national or regional powerhouses. A great chasm separates the first-tier media firms and those near the bottom of the second tier. AOL Time Warner, for example, has annual sales some fifty times greater than the fiftieth largest media firm in the world.

The transnational media giants, as one leading media analyst notes, “are increasingly setting their sights on global expansion.” In 1999, for example, Disney completely reorganized its corporate structure to expand and strengthen its “global presence.” Disney’s enthusiasm is understandable; experts project that the major Hollywood studios, which currently earn around one-half of their income outside the United States, will see that portion rise to two-thirds in the next five to ten years. An examination of the top ten grossing films in each of the eight largest national markets after the United States in the summer of 1999 reveals that Hollywood films, each produced by a first-tier media giant, accounted for seventy of them.

Still, the global media system should not be perceived as one where U.S.-based transnational conglomerates dump their standard fare on new audiences. On the contrary, the media giants localize their content whenever feasible, and almost always enter new markets in a partnership with local firms and investors. Sony’s Hollywood-based studios have been most aggressive in producing films and localized TV content, doing so across Europe, Latin America, and Asia. Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp., however, is the flagship firm for establishing major joint ventures with local firms across the globe, especially with regard to cable and satellite television. By 1999, even India’s massive domestic film industry had been penetrated by joint ventures with News Corp.’s Fox studios and several other Hollywood giants.

The balance of the largest media firms are meeting the challenge and going global with a vengeance. Liberty Media and Microsoft have both made major investments in global cable systems. Even second-tier global media firms find it necessary to move beyond their national or regional markets in order to grow—and to avoid being taken over by more aggressive competitors.

Nor is this pattern of global growth and concentration exclusive to the largest, mostly U.S.-based firms. Deregulation of national media ownership restrictions has both opened up national markets to outsiders and permitted domestic giants to grow ever more powerful. Spanish media and telecommunication firms, for example, “are invading Latin America in search of its corporate treasures.” Major national media markets like Mexico, Brazil, and India are each increasingly dominated by just a few massive media firms, and these firms all work closely in joint ventures with the transnational media giants. In no sense can the massive capitalist media firms of the developing world like Mexico’s Televisa or Brazil’s Globo be characterized as “oppositional” to the global corporate media system; they are integral players in that system.

This is not just a process taking place in what has been called the Third World. In Britain, the television and newspaper industries have undergone a tremendous consolidation in recent years, and U.S.-based firms are now prominent players in these oligopolistic markets. Indeed, most nations have vastly more concentrated ownership of media than the United States, if only due to their smaller populations and geographic sizes. And the process is far from over.

The European Union, for example, is working to help European media firms become not only regional, but global, powers. As a result of deregulation, the New York Times observed that “Europe’s television industry is suddenly in the grip of an American-style consolidation.” In addition to first-tier media giants like News Corp. and Bertelsmann, European TV is falling into the hands of a few regional giants like Canal Plus, SBS, and Fininvest. These firms hope to use their European base as the foundation for eventual expansion into the United States, either directly or through joint ventures.

One other development is working hand in hand with global media concentration: the rise of a highly concentrated global advertising industry. For the past decade the advertising agency industry has consolidated at a rate even greater than that of the media industry, and is now dominated by three to six global giants that dwarf the remaining players. These giants tend to have subsidiaries in every major market, and they increasingly represent corporate clients who need global marketing campaigns. These ad agency titans find that the global media giants are best positioned to provide them with the global reach their clients need and demand.

In 2001 and 2002, many of these burgeoning media giants have fallen on hard times. From Vivendi Universal and Kirch to AOL Time Warner and News Corporation, stock prices have plummeted as earnings collapsed. In most cases, however, the underlying media activities were still profitable; the problem was that these firms had vastly overpaid in a number of extravagant deals during the halcyon days of the Internet expansion in the late 1990s. The upshot may well be some fire sales and a reshuffling of assets among the big boys, but no alteration in the logic operating of the system.

So far, what we have presented in this chapter may not be widely known, but it is hardly controversial. The pages of business and trade publications teem with this information on a daily basis. And were we to leave the discussion at this point, investors might be the only audience with a direct interest in the subject. However, we are not discussing the widget market here, or some other incidental commercial undertaking. We are discussing the means of communication and information distribution—the lifeblood of journalism and culture—and, accordingly, the foundation of democracy. As we discussed in Chapter 1, the most striking way to conceive of the negative implications of the global commercial media market is quite simple: As the power of the largest firms grows, they use that power to commercialize content to the greatest extent possible and, if necessary, to protect their political interests, and they denigrate any notion of public service that might interfere with either of those aims.

This attack on public service assumes many forms. Deregulation and the rise of the commercial media market have cast the future of public service broadcasting in grave jeopardy. Traditional public service broadcasters, such as the BBC, have begun to look like square pegs in a world of round holes. They are increasingly pressured to adopt the practices of commercial firms in order to establish their efficiency and worth, but as they go commercial, they lose their raison d’étre. They even get chastised for being publicly subsidized competitors to the now dominant commercial media. The Economist calls this the “conundrum” of public service broadcasting: “If it goes upmarket, nobody watches it, so it is hard to justify state finance. If it goes downmarket, it ceases to look like public service broadcasting, so it is hard to justify state finance.” There is a crucial change assumed in that formulation, however. At its best, public broadcasters sought to provide high-quality, noncommercial fare to the entire population regardless of what the commercial media were doing. This made it possible for them to develop mass audiences while providing noncommercial standards. In this new era where corporate media giants ride roughshod over governments, public service broadcasters are expected to concede popular programming to commercial interests, and to concentrate upon that for which there is not much of a market. A vicious cycle is created, wherein underfunded public broadcasting outlets are unable to compete for viewers, are told to turn to commercial support, and ultimately are threatened with privatization.

Until public broadcasters are again provided with the resources and mandate to provide noncommercial programming to large audiences, they are on a dead-end street. They may survive as quasi-commercial entities, but they will not survive as genuine public service broadcasters. An example from New Zealand is illustrative. After the government sold off most of Radio New Zealand’s stations to private investors, complaints began to arise that the system’s respected news-gathering operation was too costly to maintain. The catch-22 situation was summed up by the New Zealand parliamentarian Jim Anderton: “Radio New Zealand News is under pressure for the simple reason that it is not supplying news to anyone other than Radio NZ. It is effectively a single radio station trying to support a nationwide network of newsrooms. No wonder it’s in a squeeze.”
The defense of public broadcasting—and its reformation along less bureaucratic lines—is one of the cornerstones of media reform movements worldwide. There is a growing sense that we are on the verge of losing a unique and indispensable cultural resource. It is a concern well expressed by an Australian senator during a debate over funding the Australian Broadcasting Corporation: “Starving the ABC of its funds means that the ABC cannot afford to purchase the rights to a whole spectrum of content, including sport, and especially cannot afford to produce its own content.”

As in the United States, a striking and important consequence of the global commercial media market has been the attack on journalism, and the reduction in its capacity to serve as the basis for an informed, participating citizenry. Let us be clear here: We are not blaming the global media system for all the flaws in journalism. Establishing a media system that fosters a freewheeling, independent, wide-ranging, and vibrant journalism and political culture is no easy matter, though it is something that all democratic societies should aspire to develop. National press systems prior to—and in conjunction with—the global commercial system were and are sometimes adequate at this job, but many were failures. Frequently, the media have been owned by wealthy individuals or firms that have clearly censored journalism to support their usually reactionary politics, as is the case in Turkey today. Both public and commercial broadcasters in many nations have often been handmaidens of the dominant political parties and interests. In places like Mexico, Peru, and Brazil the dominant commercial broadcasters have tended to be in bed with the dominant pro-business political parties, and to use their media power aggressively and shamelessly to maintain the favored parties in power. Editors and reporters from dissident media who courageously bucked the system and reported on those in power have often found themselves arrested or on the receiving end of a beating or a gunshot. These practices continue today across the world.

Consider the case of Venezuela, where elected President Hugo Chavez’s populist advocacy on behalf of programs to aid his country’s impoverished masses conflicted with the neoliberal agenda of privately owned newspapers and television stations. The press coverage accorded Chavez by this privately owned “free press” would have earned Josef Goebbels’ or Joe Stalin’s deepest admiration. When business, corrupt unions, and factions within the military deposed Chavez in a coup in April 2002, the banner headline of one of the nation’s largest newspapers announced that it was “A Step in the Right Direction.” The columns of the press and broadcast commentary blamed Chavez for the shooting deaths of demonstrators on the day of the coup and quickly relegated the ousted president to the dustbin of history. “They say history elevates or buries men; for you it has reserved a pit beside the Venezuelan leaders infamous for their atrocities,” the newspaper El Nacional declared. Similar sentiments were expressed in enthusiastic editorials that appeared in the New York Times and other U.S. papers. Though popular with press barons, the coup proved less appealing on the streets of Caracas and other Venezuelan cities. Even though reports of Chavez’s removal was spun as great news, the streets filled with citizens demanding the restoration of their elected president to office. As the protests grew, the media simply stopped covering the news. Newspapers ceased to publish, the state television station was pulled off the air, and privately owned stations started showing a steady stream of soap operas.

Only when the protesters took over the state television station did Venezuelans begin to receive news of what was happening in their country. A British academic, Jon Beasley-Murray, prepared in an analysis of events in Venezuela for the North American Congress on Latin America. “State television had, amazingly, come back onto the airwaves,” wrote Beasley-Murray, who was in Venezuela during and after the coup. “The people who had taken over the state television station were clearly improvising, desperately. The color balance and contrast of these studio images was all wrong, the cameras held by amateur hands, and only one microphone seemed to be working. Those behind the presenters’ desk were nervous, one fiddling compulsively with something on the desk, another shaking while holding the microphone, but there they were: a couple of journalists, a ‘liberation theology’ priest, and a minister and a congressman from the previous regime. The minister spoke first, and very fast. She gave a version of the violent end to Thursday’s march that differed absolutely from the narrative the media had put forward to justify the coup that had followed: The majority of the dead had been supporters of Chavez (not opposition protesters), and the snipers firing upon the crowds were members of police forces not under the regime’s control. Moreover, the former president had not resigned; he was being held against his will at a naval base on an island to the north. The current president, Carmona, was illegitimate head of a de facto regime that was product of a military coup. Thousands of people were on the streets outside the presidential palace demanding Chavez’s return. A counternarrative was emerging.”

“The congressman appealed directly to the owners and managers of other television stations to portray what was happening in Caracas,” the account continued. “No change [appeared] on those other channels, however, most of which had returned to their regular programming. And then the state channel went off the air.”

Beasley-Murray titled his analysis, “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised”—referencing a famous song by Gil Scott-Heron. And just as the agitating poet and songwriter predicted, the revolution succeeded in spite of the media’s blackout. When Chavez returned to power, he did not sanction the media. But the citizens of Venezuela—who had relied on the Internet, cell phones, and other new technologies to spread the word of their protests—had learned a powerful lesson about where their mainstream media stood on the question of democracy. And the cheerleading from American newspapers and television commentators served as a reminder that the sympathies of those who enjoy the freedom of the press in the U.S. do not lie with those who seek to preserve basic freedoms and democracy in other lands.

In theory the rise of the global media giants was regarded as a plus to many countries; these organizations, it was thought, would use their money, power, and prestige to bring neutral, professional, nonpartisan journalism to nations desperate for such fare. Indeed, to the extent “globalization” affects national media regulation to undermine censorship of the news, that is a good thing. The sad truth, however, is that the caliber of the journalism provided by these giants tends to be deplorable. When a journalist actually attempts to maintain a higher standard, she quickly learns that she does not fit into the new media landscape.

Until 1986, award-winning writer Robert Fisk was the Middle East correspondent for the Times of London. He left, he says, because of the quality of journalism—or is it lack of quality?—demanded by Times owner Rupert Murdoch. “I would not accept the Murdoch ethos. Over and over again, I was writing against the paper’s presumptions. I was in the odd situation where the Times didn’t want me to leave but they would find themselves embarrassed at the content of what I wrote. The Times is an example of what has happened to much [of] journalism in Britain and Europe, which has become dominated by the microjournalism of television and radio newscasts of one minute each.”

It should come as no surprise then that reporters and editors connected to the media giants are only rarely the ones who show up as the arrested and murdered reporters on the annual list published by the Committee to Protect Journalists. The media giants are not interested in pursuing dangerous stories that cost a lot of time and money to investigate, promise little financial payoff, and can antagonize governmental authorities with whom the media barons desperately want to stay on good terms. Most indicative of this trend has been the manner in which the largest media firms in the world have fallen over themselves attempting to please the government of China. Disney’s and News Corp.’s campaign to please the Chinese rulers by watering down their journalism and operations has been chronicled elsewhere. Time Warner and Viacom entered the fray in the fall of 1999. What these episodes make clear is that no viable system of journalism can be expected from a system under the thumb of massive self-interested commercial organizations.

The most visible manifestation of the rise of the global commercial media has not been its journalism but its broader popular consumer culture, as its fare is drenched in commercialism. Report after report chronicles the rapid and stunning shift in culture around the world, especially among middle- and upper-class youth, as the commercial media system subsumes each nation’s television system. This is a generation that is under pressure from the media it consumes to be brazenly materialistic, selfish, and depoliticized: devoid of social conscience. To the extent one finds these values problematic for a democracy, we all should be concerned.

The commercial media system is the ideological linchpin of the globalizing market economy. Consider the case of the Czech Republic. Only a decade ago the young generation led the “Velvet Revolution” against the communist regime under the slogan “Truth and love must prevail over lies and hatred.” Ten years later even the Wall Street Journal acknowledged that the Czech Republic had turned into a demoralized morass, where “an unnerving dash to the free market” had created a society awash with greed, selfishness, corruption, and scams.

The type of political culture that accompanies the rise of the corporate media system worldwide looks to be increasingly like that found in the United States: in the place of informed debate and political parties organizing along the full spectrum of opinion, there will be vacuous journalism and elections, dominated by public relations, big money, moronic political advertising, and limited debate on tangible issues. It is a world where the market and commercial values overwhelm notions of democracy and civic culture, a world where depoliticization runs rampant, and a world where the wealthy few face fewer and fewer political challenges.

It is because of this context that many people around the world are organizing to reform their media systems to better serve the democratic needs of the great mass of citizens. These movements are many and they are varied. They take place at the local, national, regional, and global levels. They remain largely uncoordinated and yet all share basic values regarding media. They understand that the corporate media system is in many respects the advancing army of a global economic system that is hellbent on producing profits regardless of the social and environmental implications. This global “free market” economic system has produced considerable benefits for some (usually very wealthy) people, and notable benefits for many more (usually the middle and upper-middle classes), but it has come at a very high cost. Social inequality is increasing in nearly every nation, as is the divide between rich nations and poor nations. For working-class and poor people, especially women, the results of the global “free market” can be disastrous.

Because of the obvious linkages between the corporate media system and the global economic system, media reform is seen by a growing number of activists around the world as a necessary part of any democratic political platform; rarely is it seen anymore as a “single issue” reform activity. In country after country, media reform is being integrated into the platforms, the campaigns, and the parliamentary initiatives of political parties that refuse any longer to operate in denial of the role that media plays in a democracy. This is absolutely essential for success; although media activism can and must assume many forms, it is when that activism is advanced by political parties and related mass movements that media reform can most effectively be linked to broader issues of social justice. This, of course, is the fundamental step that is required for the development of the broad-based support necessary for success. The importance of political parties as vehicles for pushing media reform issues into the public discourse is arguably the single most vital lesson from abroad for Americans to learn concerning media reform.

It would, of course, be unduly romantic to suggest that the development of the global commercial media market has been paralleled by a political response of equally definitional force. Challenges to monopoly and commercialization have yet to reach critical mass in any nation, let alone on an international scale that might cause the media giants to tremble—as, for instance, the campaign against genetic modification of food has caused multinational conglomerates such as Monsanto to quake in recent years. Indeed, one of the great tragedies regarding media activism is that, as the processes of globalization, conglomeration, and commercialization sped up in the early 1990s, many traditional parties of the left abandoned the critiques of commercial media that had, historically, been among their core values.

Take as an example the British Labour Party. Throughout much of its history, the Labour party was an explicitly socialist grouping that nurtured a healthy skepticism regarding media giants within Great Britain and beyond its borders. Targeted for trashing by the “Tory press” from its earliest days, the party displayed little caution in proposing tough controls on media monopoly, and campaigning for a strong, publicly funded broadcasting authority. It also showed a penchant for direct action on the newsstands. On and off during its early history, the Labour party published its own mass-circulation daily newspaper, the Daily Herald, which, like the German Social Democrats’ Vorwärts and the French Socialists’ L’Humanite, competed directly and at times quite successfully with publications owned by the press barons. In the 1970s and 1980s, Labour cabinet ministers such as Tony Benn were in the forefront of a brief flurry of serious discussion about the role that the government might play in guaranteeing ideological diversity in print and broadcast media. Benn recalls sparking an intense national debate in the 1970s by declaring that “broadcasting is too important to the functioning of a democracy for decisions to be left entirely to the broadcasters.” Benn’s battle cry resonated with Labour party activists and media watchdogs who developed Britain’s innovative Campaign for Press and Broadcast Freedom in 1979. Through the 1980s, the Labour party maintained an openness to the proposals of the Campaign for Press and Broadcast Freedom, which emphasized the need for strengthening the BBC, diversifying ownership of broadcast and print media, and challenging the supremacy of media conglomerates. As late as 1992, the Labour party continued to advocate for what by American standards would be considered radical reform of the media landscape. Its 1992 campaign platform contained a lengthy section on “The Media,” which stated, “Labour wants a wider choice for listeners and readers in the broadcast and printed media. Promoting greater diversity and tackling concentration of ownership will ensure wider choice.” That commitment was followed by specific proposals for full funding of the BBC, development of monopoly controls to prevent concentration of ownership of newspapers and broadcast outlets, and a host of other plans.

As the 1990s wore on, however, Labour became increasingly comfortable with big media. The political rise of Tony Blair and his “New Labour” allies saw the party that once decried corporate media as little more than a vehicle for recounting “the frivolous doings of the idle rich” move to the right of the Conservative Party of Margaret Thatcher and John Major on media issues. Labour’s abandonment of its traditional stance created such a “topsy-turvy affair,” according to British journalists Dan Glaister and Andrew Culf, that in 1996, “a Conservative government laid down a twenty percent threshold restricting newspaper groups from diversifying into television, while Labour united with right-wing Tory rebels to scrap the limits altogether.” Effectively, Labour became the defender of media conglomeration and monopoly. Around the same time, Blair flew to Australia to meet with Rupert Murdoch, who soon after switched his mass-circulation Sun newspaper from an ardently Thatcherite Conservativism to a position of fervent support for Blair’s “New Labour.” By 1999, Blair was carrying Murdoch’s water, using his role as British PM to advance Murdoch’s business ambitions in both Italy and China.

With the rise of the Blair-generated “Third Way” ideology—characterized by its advocacy for market “solutions,” free trade, and a diminished governmental role in regulation of the economy in general and corporations in particular—the old parties of the left have for the most part abandoned their commitment to challenging private media monopolies and to using governmental policies and spending to promote the sort of ideologically diverse media that sustains democracy.

Germany’s Gerhard Schroeder and a host of other leaders of social democratic parties have joined leaders of historically liberal parties, such as the American Democrats and the Canadian Liberals, in embracing a neoliberal, market-driven, corporation-defined, privatizing vision of government that Gregor Gysi, leader of Germany’s rapidly growing Party of Democratic Socialism, accurately describes as an “unhistoric” politics in which “social justice and ecological sustainability are strangers.”

“The old-line parties have abandoned the playing field. They have stopped fighting for social and economic justice, choosing instead to seek the favor of the corporations the people want them to be battling,” says Svend Robinson, a New Democratic Party member of the Canadian parliament. “I don’t know if there is any place where this is more evident than in battles over media monopoly, corporate conglomeration, and foreign control of our media.”

As the old parties have made their peace with markets, corporate capital, globalization of the economy, and the media that these patterns produce, they have left a void. In country after country, that void is being filled by new political groupings that, as part of a broader critique of neoliberalism, are making noise about the dangers posed to democracy by corporatization of the discourse. Just as Green parties—many of which have embraced media reform proposals—forced nations to look anew at questions of environmental protection and sustainability in the 1980s, so these new-line parties are forcing media issues onto the agenda. “This is an issue that’s emerging all over the world. It’s a huge concern. People are genuinely alarmed that at the same time we’re witnessing growing concentration of ownership of media we’re also seeing massive cuts in publicly owned media. It’s a double whammy,” says Canada’s Robinson. “This neoliberal, right-wing takeover of the media is something that people are aware of, and they don’t like it. But the old-line parties aren’t willing to address the issue. This is what is going to distinguish new-line parties all over the world—a willingness to talk frankly about issues of media control and to propose an alternative to what’s happening. It’s inevitable. After you’ve had somebody say to you for the thousandth time, ‘How come we never hear about these issues in the media,’ you start to realize that the media itself is the issue.”

A number of the parties that have taken the most aggressive stances regarding media issues—as part of broader programs that challenge corporate conglomeration and market-driven globalization—refer to themselves as members of “The Third Left.” The name is intended to suggest an advancement from the narrowly focused political or economic critiques historically associated with pre-Marxist and orthodox Marxist movements toward an approach that comfortably links feminist, green, and traditional left values in a new model of politics. Critical to the message of these red-green groupings around the world is a determination to present a clear vision of the more humane, sustainable, and functional society that these parties would use political power to develop. “We work for a society in which all people have equal worth and the same right to a good life, “declares the program of Sweden’s Left party, which has experienced a steady growth in its electoral strength as opinion polling has identified the party as that country’s third most popular political grouping. “We want to live in a world where people solve conflicts by peaceful means and live in harmony with nature. In community and cooperation a living culture is created which strengthens people’s identity and self-esteem and provides society valuable inspiration and criticism.”

An awareness of the relationship between ideologically diverse media and real democracy is a constant among Third-Left parties, as well as the green, nonsocialist left, and even non–left-wing groupings that have begun to embrace media issues in countries around the world. “From the point of view of democracy, it is essential that all political decision making is preceded by a genuine and interactive discussion in which all interested parties and even temporary coalitions are openly and impartially heard. In addition to political decision making, essential economic decisions should also be as public as possible,” argues the platform of Finland’s Left Alliance, a party that has maintained a Third Left vision as part of that country’s governing coalition. “The openness and public nature of decision making can only be guaranteed with the aid of free, pluralistic, and diversified communications. In an open society, communications must go in all directions, which is why we need the possibility of interactive communications in addition to the mass media. In a democratic society the freedom of communication and the diversity of the media represent in principle a positive direction in development, because the fragmentation of the media and the public gives people a wider freedom and choice than before. Advanced information technology offers increasing possibilities for contacts and interaction between people and different NGOs. In a world of diversifying media, society ensures that ownership is not excessively concentrated, and that diversity and variability as well as the accessibility of the media and public communication services are supported by taxes wherever necessary.”

Sweden’s Left party has made media reform central to its politics, emphasizing at every turn that “Prerequisites for democracy are freedom of speech and press freedom …” and arguing that “in a living democracy it is necessary to have a broad and independent choice of media. Everyone should be able to express their opinions in one form or another. All opinions should be able to reach the public.” The Left party pushes aggressive and innovative media reforms, including abolition of all advertising on radio and television and a program of subsidies for print media designed to guarantee enriched democracy by the broad availability of publications expressing distinct and sometimes unpopular views. The party, which in 1998 national elections saw its vote double to twelve percent of the total, does not simply talk about big ideas and grand visions, however. It has joined with labor groups to boycott a television station that refused to honor a Swedish law barring the airing of advertisements aimed directly at children, it has developed sophisticated newspapers, magazines, and Web sites to advance its ideas, and its members have been active players in the creation of radio programming designed to serve Sweden’s growing immigrant community, women, and young people.

Sweden’s experience with the Left party and the ban on TV advertising to children points to an important lesson: Once the left gets media reform in play, the traditional parties can no longer serve the interests of the corporate media with abandon. Moreover, media reform is an issue that has appeal across the political spectrum. Most of Sweden’s parties now support the ban on TV advertising to children—it is popular with voters. Greece and Norway have enacted similar bans, and other European nations are contemplating doing so as well.

The coalition building that is at the heart of these evolving parties—like the fall 1999 anti–World Trade Organization (WTO) protests in Seattle, the spring 2000 anti–International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank protests in Washington, the summer 2001 protests at the G8 summit in Genoa, Italy—recalls popular front models of the 1930s. In refreshing contrast to traditional liberal parties, “inside-outside” approaches characterize their challenge to global media. No longer do party strategists and “consultants” form policy positions in isolation. Parties of the left and even of the center, are raising media issues because their positions are informed by the groundbreaking work of media unions, watchdog groups, academics, and grassroots activists. These activists, who had a hard time getting a hearing from old-line parties, frequently find that newer, less bureaucratic, and more politically open parties are enthusiastic about incorporating media issues into their agenda. Thus, in Brazil, media activists found an easy ally in the Workers Party of Luis Inacio Lula Da Silva, which used its powerful grassroots networks to organize demonstrations outside the headquarters of Brazilian media conglomerates that the activists identified as having failed to provide serious coverage of the political process in that country. In the new political dynamic of post-apartheid South Africa, the comprehensive stance on broadcasting policy advanced by the Congress of South Africa Trade Unionists (COSATU) has influenced the approach not only of the African National Congress and the South African Communist Party, with which the unions have long maintained close ties, but also of smaller parties of varying ideologies.

In Canada, New Zealand, and Australia, relatively new political parties have worked closely with unions and activists to make media an issue—with dramatic and instructive results. As part of a reshaping of the Canadian New Democratic Party to better respond to the debate over globalization, the party has made media reform issues a central focus of its agenda. The party platform now attacks media conglomerates by name and places the struggle for democratic media in the context of broader struggles over globalization: “One company, CanWest Global—a major contributor to the Liberal Party—now owns forty percent of our print media as well as television stations in eight provinces reaching eighty-eight percent of English-speaking Canadians.” The platform goes on to declare:


Our cultural identity has been put in jeopardy by an American media tide, globalizing economic forces, and the new communications technologies. The Liberals have done nothing to stem this tide. In fact, their trade deals have turned our culture into a commodity—opening the door to split-run magazines today and other U.S. attacks tomorrow. Severe funding cuts have undermined our public broadcaster, the CBC. And media barons have been able to buy up our newspapers, television, and radio stations, severely limiting the scope of information that reaches the public.… In a global information society, the voices of our artists, writers, creators, and citizens need to be strengthened, not undermined. Media ownership must be balanced with strong independent voices to ensure the free flow of ideas and the health of our democracy. And governments must make it clear that our cultural identity is not for sale by ensuring that trade deals include protection for our culture. New Democrats are fighting for investments and policies that protect Canadian culture.



New Zealand’s Alliance party, formed in 1991 as a coalition of greens, Maori rights campaigners, and refugees from the Labour party (which had drifted from its socialist moorings) became a home even for frustrated former journalists. After a nineteen-year career in broadcasting in New Zealand and Australia, which culminated in her appearing from 1987 to 1996 as host of a popular national talk show on Radio Pacific and the Newstalk ZB networks, Pam Corkery stepped away from the microphone and into the political fight over media. Elected to the New Zealand parliament on the Alliance slate in 1996, she became the party’s spokesperson on communications, information technology, and arts and culture. Corkery’s experience in radio, television, and print media, along with her passionate opposition to privatization of public broadcasting services, marked her as the parliament’s most effective advocate on media issues. She used her platform to campaign with an energy and a focus that shook up the debate in that country—even forcing the Labour party to rethink its movement toward neoliberal positions on privatization and broadcast policy.

Early in her parliamentary career, Corkery declared the fight to assert popular control over the media to be “at the very least, a human rights issue.” Working with Alliance Party leader Jim Anderton and other Alliance leaders, Corkery helped to build a powerful “inside-outside” movement that has seen the Alliance raise issues of media monopoly on the floor of the parliament and on the streets of Auckland, Wellington, and Christchurch with unions, Maori and Pacific islander organizations, and grassroots media activists. In particular, this coalition has dogged Tony O’Reilly, the former Heinz Soup executive who began building a media empire in Ireland and has now extended it to South Africa, New Zealand, and other countries. After purchasing the Auckland Herald newspaper, O’Reilly began to gobble up recently privatized radio stations, laying off staff, cutting news operations, and threatening to break a deal to have the privatized stations buy news from Radio New Zealand. The storm that the Alliance and New Zealand’s media unions raised over the question of whether one man should control so much of a small nation’s media led to hearings, debates, and investigations. It reopened the whole question of privatization and, eventually, prompted leaders of the Labour party to indicate that they would oppose any further media privatizations.

Reaffirming a vision that the airwaves are public property that citizens of a democracy have a right and a responsibility to regulate, Anderton and his allies in the Alliance called during the 1990s for a radical restructuring of New Zealand’s broadcasting: limiting foreign ownership of television and radio stations, developing new government-funded television and radio networks and stations to serve minority communities, eliminating all forms of advertising during hours when children view television to combat “intrusive and cynical manipulations through commercial messages,” and massively increasing support for and funding of existing public-sector broadcasting. “We do not believe that private media are essentially interested in New Zealand popular cultural expression, nor is it reasonable to expect them to be beyond a certain regulated level,” explained the Alliance leader’s policy declaration. “It is therefore essential that significant broadcasting organizations in both radio and television should remain in public ownership.”

Not satisfied merely to defend the public broadcasting sector, the Alliance worked with media unions, indigenous peoples, artists, academics, and activists to develop proposals to reshape media in New Zealand. Even after the coalition dissolved in 2002, Anderton and Greens in the New Zealand parliament continued to raise media issues—as do a growing number of Labour party parliamentarians who have come to recognize the appeal of the critique Corkery and others developed.

The small yet energetic Australian Democrat party, which is a force in that country’s Senate, has developed perhaps the most sophisticated political response yet seen to concentration of media ownership, domestic content issues, monopoly, and commercialism.

The Australian Democrats are not a traditional party of the left, nor would they fit comfortably into the Third-Left category occupied by Sweden’s Left party, Finland’s Left Alliance, or Iceland’s Alliance. Yet they certainly meet the “new-line party” standard established by Canada’s Svend Robinson. Founded in 1977 as a reform party with a strong environmentalist bent, the Australian Democrats made a name for themselves—especially among young voters—by taking tough stands in support of environmental protection, nuclear disarmament, aboriginal rights at home, and human rights abroad. In the 1990s, the party emerged as a solid supporter of sustainable development and a determined watchdog over Australian media. Working closely with the national “Save the ABC” movement, which was developed by media unions and consumers to oppose privatization proposals and funding cuts designed to undermine the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, the Australian Democrats became the most outspoken parliamentary defenders of that nation’s popular yet embattled public broadcasting service.

Though they remain a small party, the Australian Democrats have registered significant victories in fights over the structure of media in their country. In 1997, working with unions and media activists nationwide, the Australian Democrats succeeded in convincing the government to abandon proposals that would have weakened existing limits on media cross-ownership by domestic and foreign conglomerates. Their work in conjunction with “Save the ABC” activists forced the government to scrap plans to restructure public broadcasting in a manner that would have meant cuts in services. They also gained support for the establishment of a federal government inquiry into patterns of media ownership. By the spring of 2000, the Australian Democrats were leading the fight to provide government funding for development of ABC’s online and digital television projects. The goal, the Democrats explained, was to assure that ABC is not forced into commercial arrangements with private concerns that might seek to dilute its independence and profit from its good name.

Legislative victories are only one test of the Australian Democrats’ success, however. The real measure of their impact may well come in the shifting of attitudes toward media issues within Australia. By making media a central focus of their national campaigns and by forcing debates on subjects such as media ownership, foreign content on television, digital technology, and related issues, the Australian Democrats have pushed media issues into the political debate and—in what may be their greatest triumph—onto the front pages. For instance, appointments to the Australian Broadcasting Corporation Board are no longer the perfunctory distribution of political plums that they once were, not with the Australian Democrats using each new round of appointments to raise questions of political favoritism, backdoor deals, and special-interest influence. Since the 2001 national elections, the Democrats have been in the forefront of a fight to prevent conservative Prime Minister John Howard’s government from erasing rules limiting cross-ownership of media. The struggle on this issue has yielded a useful proposal for the U.S., where similar battles are taking place: a requirement that media proprietors seeking exemptions to the rules barring cross-ownership of broadcasting outlets and newspapers must maintain separate newsrooms.

The most exciting developments in media activism may well be at the global level, though these remain nascent. The global justice movement that has been organizing across national lines against the neoliberal economic deals and organizations like the WTO, the IMF, and the World Bank, has made media one of the main targets for change. (It is this spirit that fuels much of the national activism described in this chapter.) At the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre in February 2002, where 70,000 people from across the world gathered to generate an alternative to neoliberal capitalism, media was one of the defining issues. The United Nations is convening a World Summit on the Information Society in December 2003, and leading scholars and activists are already working to make the need for autonomous, well-funded nonprofit and noncommercial media a major area for discussion. Among global democratic activists, there is an emerging consensus that unless the road to democratic renewal includes structural media reform, that road will be a dead-end street.

All of this is important for people in the United States for two reasons. First, it highlights the increasing importance of media reform politics around the world; the United States is, if anything, somewhat of a laggard in this regard. There are useful and necessary lessons to be learned. Second, it points to what is ultimately the global nature of media reform struggles. The issues are similar everywhere; the reform proposals are all variants of a handful of themes. The forces of darkness—large, profit-driven media corporations and their spoon-fed politicians and regulators—work their commercial schemes everywhere. This is a global struggle.

This notion that a diverse and independent media is vital to democracy is by no means recent. But it has too rarely been expressed on a regular basis in the corridors of political and governmental power. Once the issue is raised, however, the debate shifts. Suddenly, questions that seem technical, obscure, complex, or inconsequential take on a new meaning. No longer are citizens willing to cede to industry lobbyists and their political pawns control of the debate over ownership of the means by which a democracy discusses fundamental questions.

So says Bharati Ray, a former top administrator of the University of Calcutta, who now serves in the upper chamber of the Indian Parliament. Over lunch in her modest quarters near the great governmental buildings of Delhi, she listened with open delight to a review of the evidence of mounting media activism and its embrace by parties of the left. One of the most articulate advocates for the Indian left, she was genuinely pleased to learn that issues that concerned her, so many Indians, and the Indian left in general—the latter a group with a long history of critically addressing commercialization, media monopolies, and foreign ownership of media—were being raised in other lands.

But then Ray scowled. “Why are we unaware of these developments?” she asked. “Why do we not know more of this activity?” Ray knew the answer, of course. She was well aware that few reports on international media activism are featured on the evening news. Yet the veteran teacher was not accepting excuses. “We must begin immediately to discuss what is being done around the world. We must come together. We must hear what others are doing so that we may imitate them. We must tell others what we are doing so that they may imitate us,” she said. “Once we all begin to realize that we are not working in isolation, that we are a part of a great response to globalization, I think that the potential for the forces of democracy to succeed will be very great indeed.”

Indeed.


CHAPTER 3

Building the U.S. Media Reform Movement


“There is nothing that obtains so general an influence over the manners and morals of a people as the press; from that as from a fountain the streams of vice or virtue are poured forth over a nation.”

—THOMAS PAINE




“The inappropriate fit between the country’s major media and the country’s political system has starved voters of relevant information, leaving them at the mercy of paid political propaganda that is close to meaningless and often worse. It has eroded the central requirement of a democracy that those who are governed give not only their consent but their informed consent.”

—BEN H. BAGDIKIAN




“By the end of the millenium five men controlled the world’s media. And the people rejoiced, because their TVs told them to.”

—MICHAEL MOORE



IN JANUARY 2002, the Nation magazine published its annual media issue in which the two of us contributed an article that opened with this line: “If we are serious about media reform, this is the moment to stop spinning our wheels and build a movement.” While we do not underestimate the difficulty of such an endeavor, we argue that the base for such a movement is now so broad, and the necessity for it so urgent, that it is time to make the leap from criticism to campaigning. To our delight, we are finding that we were not alone in having reached this conclusion.

Most activist movements struggle for years, sometimes even decades, before finding tribunes in the Congress. Since our Nation article appeared, however, we have been finding a surprising number of open doors on Capitol Hill. In addition to long-time critics of media monopoly, such as Senate Commerce Committee chair Ernest Hollings, who has long advocated for reform, we are hearing serious talk of a need for legislative action coming from U.S. Senator. Paul Wellstone (D-MN), U.S. Representative Jesse Jackson Jr. (D-IL), and U.S. Representative John Conyers (D-MI), the ranking Democrat on the House Judiciary Committee. Still, the willingness of these legislators to write legislation advancing media reform has been overshadowed by the excitement of the House member who actually called us: U.S. Representative Bernie Sanders, the Vermont independent who is often at the forefront of raising new issues on Capitol Hill.

Yes, Sanders said, he was ready to author reform legislation. But as a veteran organizer himself, he said he was even more excited about helping to build the sort of popular movement that would make passage of such legislation possible. Sanders proposed that we come to Vermont in late April and join him for a series of town meetings at which we could gauge the level of support for turning media criticism into media activism.

Only when we arrived in Montpelier, Vermont, on a cold and wet Sunday night, did we fully recognize the historic significance of what Sanders had proposed. The Unitarian Meeting House near the state Capitol was packed beyond capacity. More than 200 people filled the pews and stood along the walls—some of them having traveled from as far away as New Hampshire and upstate New York. At the appointed hour, the congressman stepped to the podium and declared in a booming voice, “Good evening, I’m Congressman Bernie Sanders and I want to welcome you to what I believe is the first Congressional Town Meeting ever organized to address the issue of corporate control of the media.”

The crowd erupted in thunderous applause.

Over the next four hours, as Sanders and his constituents joined us in an animated discussion of how to turn anger into action, the notion of building a broad-based media reform movement in America began to seem more and more realistic. The next night, in Burlington, more than 400 people showed up for a meeting that was even louder and more energized. Sanders said it was the biggest crowd he had seen at a town meeting in years, and it was one of the most enthusiastic ever. In one sense, the two town meetings in Vermont were frustrating: It was clear that many of the people in the room were ready to mail their membership cards in to a movement that did not yet have a name or address.

By any measure, however, this was a sweet frustration. While we have a great deal of basic organizing to do, it is certainly easier to begin that organizing knowing that there is a vast citizen base ready to sign on for the long haul.

The fundamental challenge at this point is not convincing people that something should be done about media structures that do more harm than good. The challenge is to convince people that something can be done. That simple leap of faith, if it is taken by enough Americans, will provide us with a base that is strong enough to challenge corporate control and radically reshape the media landscape in the United States.

We already know that when citizens begin to entertain the notion that media can be an issue—rather than something that simply happens to us, and to our democracy—they get excited. When the political imagination is freed, the supposed apathy of the electorate can be replaced with a level of engagement that suggests the promise of U.S. democracy might yet be realized.

So how do we free the political imagination? How do we widen the parameters of the debate to include topics that have been left off the table for generations? How do we make media a national issue? To begin to find answers to these questions, let’s consider how the environment has become a political issue in the United States and globally over the past thirty-five years. Our confidence regarding the prospects for a media reform movement in America is informed in no small measure by our association with one of the leading architects of the modern green movement, former U.S. Senator Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin. Nelson suggests that Americans would be wise to see media reform as having movement-building potential not unlike what the nascent cause of conservation once evidenced.

In the 1960s, Gaylord Nelson was a voice in the political wilderness, an environmentalist who was often treated by his fellow U.S. senators as a nag on issues of clean air and clean water, and who struggled to get serious media attention for what he felt was the most fundamental of all issues: the sustainability of human life on the planet. Nelson’s successful effort to make the environment an issue provides a case study in both the frustrations and the opportunities that attend any struggle to broaden the public discourse. It is notable that today, Nelson points to mounting frustration with big media—particularly as it relates to the question of media’s role in a democracy—as the sort of issue that could well energize citizens. When Nelson came to the United States Senate in 1963 as the former governor of a small progressive state, he imagined that he could quickly force environmental issues onto the national agenda. The times seemed right. Rachel Carson had published Silent Spring, there was a mounting awareness of and concern about pollution of America’s air and water, and there were sure signs of a rising level of civic engagement that could be turned to the task of saving the earth.

Nevertheless, making a public issue—even of something so fundamental as the environment—proved to be a far more difficult task than Nelson had expected. His hopes of convincing then-President John Kennedy, who showed an interest in the subject, to make it a focus of his administration were dashed by an assassin’s bullet. His subsequent attempts to get Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Johnson, to make the environment a priority were met with little enthusiasm. On the floor of the Senate, and in his dealings with the federal bureaucracy, Nelson encountered more than his share of closed doors. “People would say to me: ‘We’ve got so many other things to deal with—Vietnam, civil rights, poverty, all these important issues—why do you keep going on about clean air, clean water, the population explosion?’ ” Nelson recalled. “I had to explain to them that a focus on the environment didn’t come at the expense of those issues. But the environment had to be an issue; there had to be space for this issue because it simply could not wait any longer. The earth was in danger, real danger. We couldn’t put the issue off any longer.” Nelson persevered. He introduced bills, organized hearings, spoke in more than thirty states, signed up allies, kept lists, worked with nascent environmental groups and individual activists. “I had the idea of trying to get the environment on the national political agenda. It wasn’t there in the 1960s,” Nelson said. “Nobody campaigned on it. Hell, as recently as 1968, in the Humphrey-Nixon race, neither candidate made a single speech on the environment. They didn’t think it was an important enough issue to talk to the public about. It wasn’t seen as a ‘vote-getter.’ Can you imagine that? Today, no politician would dare say that. But at the time, that was what we were up against.”

Nelson’s tireless activism left him with the impression that the people were far ahead of the politicians, however, and in 1969, flying home from an antiwar “teach-in” on a California campus, he hit on the notion that would in a matter of months make the environment a front-burner issue. With a handful of allies, he called for a national “Earth Day” in April of 1970, on which he said he hoped that rallies and teach-ins would be organized to educate people about the importance of environmental issues, and about what they could do to advance them. Run out of Nelson’s Senate office with little more than a green symbol and a few enthusiastic college students to power the “movement,” Earth Day mushroomed into a national phenomenon drawing more than 20 million people to events across the country, earning blanket national and international media coverage, and turning the heads of every politician in the nation, including President Richard Nixon, who quickly signed a series of sweeping environmental protection measures. “I wouldn’t have gambled on trying to create a grassroots movement if I didn’t think there was support at the grassroots,” says Nelson. “I had been across the country. I knew that everybody was impacted by some environmental issue. Every industrial community had an orange cloud. Every community had a polluted lake, a beach that was closed, a wetland that had disappeared. All kinds of things were going wrong. Everybody felt something was going wrong in their local area. And they noticed that the politicians were doing nothing. This was their first opportunity to demonstrate their interest and they demonstrated it in spades. The politicians looked at it and said: ‘What the hell is this?’ If nothing else, politicians have to be good at sensing what the people are concerned about and they did. It worked.”

Nelson proved, as have countless other American activists from John Brown to Elizabeth Cady Stanton to Mother Jones to Martin Luther King Jr., that it is possible to force an issue into the nation’s political discourse, even an issue that the political and economic elites would prefer to keep off the radar. The environmental movement shared a damning feature with the cause of media reform: There were no powerful monied interests that would benefit by its success. All the money was either agnostic or firmly opposed to reform. And as Saul Alinsky has pointed out, when faced with organized money, the only recourse is organized people. To determine whether the environmental movement could generate enough popular support to overcome organized money, Nelson said it had to answer three questions affirmatively. It is therefore appropriate to ask whether the media reform movement can do likewise.

The first question is: Does the issue at hand—in this case, the sorry state of media in America—affect everyone in some fundamental way? The answer to that question is certainly “yes.” In this age of the Internet, round-the-clock cable, and broadcast programming and advertising campaigns that reach even into our children’s schools, the average American is in contact with media for almost twelve out of each day’s twenty-four hours.

The second question is: Is there an alternative to the status quo, a remedy that can and should be put in place? Looking abroad, we can see that the answer again is “yes.” Though the exact contours of a U.S. reform program need to be developed, none of the media issues that ought to concern Americans are unique to this country. And none of the responses to corporate media that have been advanced elsewhere would be difficult to adapt to America.

The third question is: Do people believe they have the power to implement necessary changes and, if not, can they be made to believe anew in their ability to use democracy to set things right? While we are confident that the answer to this question will ultimately be “yes,” the honest answer at this point has to be “no.” And for good reason. The sheer corruption of U.S. politics has erected a daunting obstacle. It is difficult to be confident about the prospects for reform when regulators and politicians are frequently in the pockets of big-spending corporate communication lobbies, and—surprise, surprise—there is little coverage of media activism or media policy debates in the corporate news media.

Moreover, activists are well aware that over the past generation the political right has zeroed in on the media as a primary target for their political work. According to Sally Covington’s study of leading conservative foundations, they have spent around one-half of their funds to promote pro-corporate right-wing media and media “deregulation.” In addition to having deep pockets, these big-bankroll conservatives find they march in ideological harmony with much of the commercial news media, especially on matters of neoliberal economic policy, free trade, and military interventions abroad. At moments like this, as the media cheers on a potentially perpetual war that has yet to be declared—let alone explained in a coherent manner—it feels like the situation is only deteriorating.

This feeling has contributed to a demoralization about the prospects for structural changes in the media system and a channeling of energies toward that which progressives can change and improve: their own media. So it has been that much energy has gone into the struggle over the future of the Pacifica Radio network. Many activists have poured their energies into the development of the Independent Press Association, which has grown dramatically to aid and abet scores of usually small, often struggling nonprofit periodicals, which are mostly progressive in orientation. And dozens of community-driven Independent Media Centers (IMCs) have mushroomed up around the world since the first emerged in the 1999 “Battle of Seattle,” where progressive forces coalesced to shut down a meeting of the WTO. The Indy Media Centers take advantage of new technology to provide dissident and alternative news stories and commentary completely free of corporate mediation and commercial interest. Most impressive has been the growing focus of the IMCs on local issues, making them a genuine alternative to established media at a level where that alternative can and has shifted the dialogue. We have seen the positive impact of the IMC movement firsthand—in Seattle and Washington during anticorporate protests, at the summer 2000 Democratic and Republican National Conventions, during the three lamentable presidential debates in the fall of 2000, throughout the Florida recount and places of conflict around the world, from Jerusalem to San Cristobal de las Casas. It is crucial that this decentralized network grow.

Yet as important as this work is, there are inherent limits to what can be done with independent media, even with access to the Internet. Too often, the alternative media remain on the margins, seemingly confirming that commercial media conglomerates have become so massive because they “give the people what they want.” The problem with this disconnect is that it suggests that corporate media have mastered the marketplace on the basis of their wit and wisdom. In fact, as we noted earlier, our media system is not the legitimate result of free market competition. It is the result of relentless lobbying from big-business interests that have won explicit government policies and subsidies permitting them to scrap public-interest obligations and increase commercialization and conglomeration. It is untenable to accept such massive subsidies for the wealthy, and to content ourselves with the “freedom” to forge alternatives that only occupy the margins.

How, then, can we force a change in the media systems that dominate the discourse and misinform the debate? By organizing the media democracy movement to make a great leap forward.

The problem for the movement is not that there is a lack of activity. People for Better Television has been formed to enhance regulation of commercial broadcasting. Commercial Alert organizes campaigns against the commercialization of culture. The Center for Digital Democracy and the Media Access Project both work the corridors of power in Washington, struggling to win recognition of public-interest values under the most difficult circumstances imaginable. These groups have won some important battles, particularly on Internet privacy issues. Despite all their good work, however, the “range” of communication policy debate in Washington still tends to run all the way from GE to GM, to borrow a line from FAIR’s Jeff Cohen. “The case for media reform is not being heard in Washington now,” says U.S. Representative Jesse Jackson Jr. (D-IL). “It is not easy to make the case heard for any reform these days; I’m having trouble getting the case for a right to vote heard. But it is especially hard on media reform. That’s why we need to do more. I hear people everywhere complaining about the media, but we have yet to figure out how to translate those complaints into some kind of activist agenda that can begin to move Congress. There has to be more pressure from outside Washington for specific reforms. Members have to start hearing in their home districts that people want reform of the media.”

The movement base for making a great leap exists, and is easily identified. Beyond the beltway there are strong currents of activism on media issues. The problem is that it remains largely decentralized and essentially undernetworked. An ad hoc coalition with bases of strength from the Lower East Side of Manhattan to Morgantown, West Virginia, has worked to provide the basis for microradio broadcasting over the past few years. Across the nation, local organizing efforts have sprung up to challenge alcohol billboards in minority and working-class neighborhoods, advertising in schools, and the dreadful state of local commercial TV news. Innovative lawsuits challenging the worst excesses of media monopoly are being launched by regional groups such as Rocky Mountain Media Watch, and a national consortium that has drawn critical support from the Unitarian-Universalists. Leading media scholars and educators met in October 2002 to form a new national media literacy organization—the Action Coalition for Media Education—one that will remain independent of the media conglomerates that help bankroll the existing groups. Media activists in Honolulu and San Francisco have successfully joined with unions—especially the Newspaper Guild in Hawaii—and community groups to prevent the closure of daily newspapers that provided a measure of competition and debate.

One of our great concerns is that the whole of the current media reform movement is significantly less than the sum of its parts. We need to better network our organizations and link our campaigns. With scant resources available, allied groups are often forced to try and outscramble one another in the race for precious little funding. More often than not, we are also forced to defend against new corporate initiatives, rather than to effectively advance positive reforms. We need to energize and build the movement by sharing resources and strategizing to work proactively in ways that cross-support a diverse array of approaches, networks, and campaigns—in and out of the beltway, online, in the reservations, and in the streets. It is in this way that we can best build the coalition—a national media reform coalition—necessary to drive the movement.

We need to continue to educate ourselves and our communities about the issues, and direct a whole lot of energy doing outreach to popularize those issues on the national level. In fact, the primary role of the national media reform coalition must be to demonstrate that media itself is the issue, and one on which members of Congress and federal regulators can and should be held accountable. This is not a radical notion. In Australia, for instance, years of activism have succeeded in placing media concerns on the agenda to such an extent that, when conservative Prime Minister John Howard’s government proposed scrapping controls on media ownership, it became a significant issue in recent national elections. Though Howard retained power, he announced immediately after the election that he was backing away from the proposals. “I’m not going to bloody my nose on it,” said Howard, as he referred to the battle that would be required to advance corporate media’s agenda. Would that an American president would choose “not to be bloodied” by a powerful media reform movement and its newly emboldened political allies!

Making media a political issue in America is going to take an energized coalition to get the issues on the national radar.

How can such a coalition be built? First and foremost, by organizing in our communities. Yes, foundations and other nonprofit organizations have to be a source of seed money for initial development of the movement, but the reform coalition must ultimately be broad-based and member funded—like Greenpeace or, dare we say it, the National Rifle Association. Activists need to feel both a sense of ownership and attachment to a citizen lobby if we are to have the sort of profound impact that is needed and, we argue, possible. Thus, we need to gather all the current groups struggling to change the media, as well as the foundations and nonprofits willing to support the work of this new movement. “All of the issues we talk about are interlinked. We are fighting against a lot of the same corporations. The corporations, while they supposedly compete with one another, actually work together very well when it comes to lobbying,” explains Jeffrey Chester of the Center for Digital Democracy. “We need to link up the activists and start to work together as well as the corporations do for the other side.” Will everyone get on the same page? No. But after years of working with these groups in various settings, we have no doubt that most will.

Even if we can draw together all the key media-reform players in Washington and around the country, however, our growing coalition will be little more than a political footnote if we do not quickly reach out beyond the media-reform circle. To fuel a mass movement, we must reach out to and involve organized groups that currently engage in little activity in the way of media reform, but that are seriously hampered by the current media system. Absent for far too long from media reform activism have been the cause’s natural allies, organizations that should be sympathetic to media reform and that have been active in other nations. We refer to organized labor, teachers, librarians, civil libertarians, artists, religious denominations, and groups involved with a broad range of civil rights advocacy. To be sure, there has been some movement in this regard. For example, the Newspaper Guild section of the Communication Workers of America (CWA) union, which represents print journalists and other newspaper employees across the country, is becoming a serious and savvy player in debates over media monopoly and diversity. The National Organization for Women (NOW), many disability rights groups, as well as a number of gay and lesbian organizations, have developed effective and influential critiques of mainstream media coverage of issues concerning their communities—and, increasingly, of the media structures that maintain stereotypes. Both the NAACP and the Rainbow/PUSH Action Network have targeted media as a central focus for their activities—organizing forums, sending leaders to testify before Congress, and raising tough questions about federal policies regarding minority ownership of broadcast outlets. The United Church of Christ has been doing good work for years, and the Unitarians are now supporting some vital media reform initiatives. The American Academy of Pediatrics went so far as to formally resolve in 1999 that commercial television was a public health hazard for children. These groups have to be brought together to strategize and maximize their effect on the national level.

While it may seem like a no-brainer for groups that have long suffered from media neglect to endorse fundamental reform of the media, there are no guarantees that these groups will simply fall into place as coalition partners. Media corporations do not just lobby Congress, they lobby a lot of the groups that suffer under the current system. Some of those groups have been bought off by contributions from foundations associated with AOL, Verizon, and other media monoliths; others—particularly large sections of organized labor—have been convinced that they have a vested interest in maintaining a status quo that consistently kicks them in the teeth. Coalition building requires a tremendous amount of education and old-fashioned organizing that, by necessity in many cases, will involve pressure from the grassroots of major public-interest groups and unions in order to get the national leadership of those organizations to engage. Movement building requires that able organizers—who have already been engaged in the struggle—be provided with the resources to travel, organize, and educate. It’s hard work, but it’s doable. Consider the successes of the Citizen Trade Campaign and the Jubilee 2000 movement in pulling together diverse coalitions to work on complex international trade and development issues. After watching the dismal coverage of the contested election of 2000, the first stage of the Bush presidency, and the aftermath of September 11, it won’t be difficult to make the case for media reform to civil libertarians, religious peace activists, Arab Americans, displaced union workers, and concerned citizens who have been enraged by the media’s coverage of international and domestic developments. Millions of American know from bitter experience that a change has got to come, and this is the time to engage to begin making that change.

Recognizing the scope of the issues at stake, some will suggest that even if we succeed in building a true united front for media reform, the movement will be insufficient to take on the media conglomerates, their lobbyists and the politicians they have bought. But we believe such a united front could accomplish a great deal.

Even in these days of right-wing Congressional hegemony, it is important to remember that progressive religious denominations, consumer groups, student organizations, civil rights and women’s rights coalitions, the labor movement, farm groups, prison-industrial complex activists, and foreign policy critics together provide a powerful grassroots base from which to pressure for change. If there is a single lesson that came out of the 1999 Battle of Seattle,-it is that the old slogan, “the people united will never be defeated” has more validity than many had ever believed.

Building on the lessons learned by the antiglobalization movement’s successes in Seattle and around the world, we need to weave media reform in with the larger platform for democratic change in America today. The demand for social justice is the foundation of such a platform. Economic justice. Racial and ethnic justice. Environmental justice. In the United States today, the richest one percent of the population has as much money to spend as the least affluent 100 million Americans, double the ratio for just twenty years earlier. The political system reinforces this inequality by being, as is now roundly acknowledged, a plaything for big business where the interests of the balance of society have been shoved to the margins, if not forgotten. The corporate media system reinforces this inequality and limits the possibility of democratic reform. It is for these reasons that we need to weave the project of radically changing the media into the braidwork of the larger movement for peace, democracy, and social justice.

Hence we return to the point that emerged forcefully in the analysis of media reform around the world: the importance of political parties to provide necessary leadership to force the issue into the political arena. In the United States, both the upper levels of the Republican and Democratic Parties are in the pay of the corporate media and communication giants. It is unlikely that any breakthroughs can be expected there until much spadework is done. The logical place to begin such spadework ought to be the small parties and factions of the left in America, as well as at the grassroots of the Democratic Party. The Greens have already begun to take up media reform issues, in no small measure because their presidential candidate in 1996 and 2000, Ralph Nader, has for more than a decade been the country’s most prominent and consistent critic of media monopolies and the corporatization and homogenization of the news. The New Party and the Labor Party, Democratic Socialists of America, Americans for Democratic Action, and U.S. Action are also logical vehicles for advancing a media reform agenda. All of these groups need to incorporate media reform issues into their platforms and their public presentations. Ideally, these organizations, which hold similar positions on a host of issues, might adopt a shared vision, perhaps as a step toward building the sort of labor, left, green, feminist, people-of-color coalitions seen in New Zealand’s Alliance Party, Iceland’s Alliance, and other Third-Left groupings. At the same time, we anticipate that grassroots groups within the Democratic party, which has a membership that is dramatically more left-wing than its leadership, would embrace the cause and make media reform a component of party platforms in states and regions where progressive values can still trump corporate money.

Getting media activists on roughly the same page is essential. All the organizing in the world won’t amount to a hill of beans unless there is something tangible to fight for, and to win. What is mandatory for the building of a media reform coalition—and indeed for media reform to ultimately be achieved—are proposals that can be discussed, advocated, and implemented. Media reform needs its equivalents of the Voting Rights Act or the Equal Rights Amendment—simple, basic reforms that everyone can understand, embrace, and advocate in union halls, church basements, and school assemblies. And there has to be legislation, in order to give activism a sense of focus and possibility. While many movements roam the hallways of the Capitol seeking allies, the media reform movement does not. As we have noted, several well-positioned members of Congress have expressed a willingness to introduce separate pieces of legislation around which a media reform movement could be built. The importance of a legislative agenda cannot be underestimated. Grassroots activists are pulled in a thousand directions these days. They invest their time wisely and toward a purpose, they want to be working for goals that—while difficult to achieve in the short term—are at least clearly defined. A legislative agenda allows an activist to stand up at a meeting of a mosque group or a union local and say, “We’re all sick of the media, and now we can do something about it. There’s a Congressional committee that’s preparing to consider a bill to address a lot of what’s wrong with corporate media. Let’s tell our representatives in Washington that we want them to work to get it passed.”

A good deal of citizen outrage at media assumes the form of boycotts and protests that intend to shame the media giants into reforming their ways. Boycotts and protests in recent years have concerned the high levels of infantile sexual content and violence in primetime TV, demeaning portrayals of women, ethnic groups, and gays and lesbians, or simply the lack of cultural diversity in entertainment programming. Likewise, there has emerged a strong movement for media literacy, which attempts to educate schoolchildren and adults about how the commercial media system operates so they may be more informed consumers. With regard to journalism, there is a “civic journalism” movement, which attempts to have journalists reform their practices to produce fare that, in theory, will provide information citizens need to make political decisions. Most of these movements are based upon real problems, but they all shy away from structural criticism that challenges the rule of corporate and commercial interests over the media. They are therefore limited in what they can accomplish. As with the “inside-the-beltway” lobbying groups that focus in particular on regulatory matters, these efforts need to be supercharged by a popular media reform movement that puts the corporate giants and their commercial logic on the hot seat. We saw this happen with the low-power FM (LPFM) movement. It began in the housing projects and inner cities, spread to volunteer-driven grassroots groups, and then to the professional activists—the policy groups inside the beltway. Together, this diverse coalition succeeded in pushing the FCC to end its twenty-two–year prohibition against issuing low-power FM radio licenses.

There is no way around it: Structural media reform is mandatory if we are serious about addressing the crisis of democracy in the United States.

After talking with activists and legislators, reviewing the progress made in other countries, and seriously examining the political realities of America today, we see the following proposals as essential—though certainly not exclusive—starting points for mobilizing a media-reform agenda:

[image: ] Establish a full tier of low-power noncommercial community radio and television stations across the nation.

[image: ] Apply existing antimonopoly laws to the media and, where necessary, expand their reach to restrict ownership of radio stations to one or two per owner. Consider similar steps for television stations and moves to break the lock of newspaper chains on entire regions.

[image: ] Establish a formal study and hearings to determine fair media ownership regulations across all sectors.

[image: ] Revamp and supercharge public broadcasting to eliminate commercial pressures, reduce immediate political pressures, and serve communities without significant disposable incomes.

[image: ] Provide for a $200 tax credit that every taxpayer can use to apply their tax dollars to any nonprofit medium, as long as it meets Internal Revenue Service criteria. This tool would allow new low-power radio and television stations, as well as existing community broadcasters, labor union newspapers, and other publications to have the resources to provide serious news coverage and cultural programming.

[image: ] Lower mailing coats for nonprofit and significantly noncommercial publications.

[image: ] Eliminate political candidate advertising as a condition of a broadcast license; or require that a station must run for free ads of similar length from all the other candidates on the ballot immediately after a paid political ad by a candidate.

[image: ] Reduce or eliminate TV advertising to children under twelve.

[image: ] Decommercialize local TV news. In return for the grant of access to the airwaves, which makes media companies rich, require that those companies set aside an hour each day of commercial-free time for news programming, with a budget based on a percentage of the station’s revenues. This would free journalists to do the job of informing citizens, and allow stations to compete on the basis of quality news-gathering as opposed to sensationalism.

[image: ] Revamp copyright laws to their intended goal: to protect the ability of creative producers to earn a living, and to protect the public’s right to a healthy and viable public domain.

Many of these ideas are already popular with Americans—when they get a chance to hear about them. Moreover, the enthusiasm tends to cross the political spectrum. Much of our optimism is based on research that shows how furtively the corporate media lobbies work to keep their operations in Washington outside of the public view. They suspect the same thing we do: When people hear about the corruption of communication policy making, they become appalled. When we as a country understand that it is our democratic right to reform the system, millions of people will be inclined to do so. Hence, our immediate goal in building a new media reform coalition is to get these ideas in play, and to spark discussion and debate.

Once the people of this country recognize that media is an issue and that we have the power to guide the governmental response to that issue, it will be far easier to win the small victories that provide encouragement for the more dramatic struggles that are yet to be waged. “I am convinced that when people start talking about these big issues, these fundamental issues, when they start to understand that they have the power as citizens in a democracy to take on the powers-that-be and change how things are done, then change becomes inevitable,” says U.S. Representative Jesse Jackson Jr. (D-IL). “The challenge, of course, is to get people to recognize that they have that power.”

The new media reform coalition we envision cannot be simply about building toward a great day of reckoning. It must also have the near term objective of organizing on the pressing policy matters that are currently in play in Washington. As we write, the FCC is considering the elimination of the remaining rules that prevent media consolidation, including bans on owning TV stations and newspapers in the same community and limits on the number of TV stations and cable TV systems a single corporation may own nationwide. The corporate media lobbying superstars are putting a full-court press on the FCC, which is hardly resistant since many of the politicians that appointed them are bankrolled by the same firms! The proposed scrapping of these regulations will increase the shareholder value of these firms dramatically, and will undoubtedly lead to a massive wave of mergers and acquisitions. If the lesson of past ownership deregulation—particularly the 1996 downsizing of radio ownership rules—provide any indication of where this change will take us, we can expect decreased funding for journalism and increased commercialism. All of this is taking place beneath the radar of corporate journalism, unreported, and unexamined—as the 1996 Telecommunications Act was—in classic corrupt fashion. As such, this is a time ripe for an organized assault by a diverse array of citizen groups—the burgeoning media reform movement.

During times of popular political resurgence throughout the twentieth century, media activism has surfaced as a significant force. It was most intense in the Progressive Era, when the rise of the modern capitalist media system was met with sustained progressive and radical criticism from the likes of Upton Sinclair, Eugene Victor Debs, and Robert M. La Follette. It would be difficult to exaggerate what a prominent role the critique of capitalist journalism played across the political culture in the first two decades of the twentieth century. In the 1930s, a heterogeneous movement arose to battle the establishment of commercial broadcasting, and a feisty consumer movement organized to radically limit advertising in our society. In the postwar years, the Congress of Industrial Organizations attempted to establish a national FM radio network, and it was one of the first casualties of the war on independent labor and the left that marked that period. In the 1960s, the underground press provided a vital underpinning for the civil rights and antiwar movements. In the 1980s, a reaction against dishonest and disreputable coverage of Latin America led to the development of a new generation of media watchdog groups. The movements of which we speak were, invariably, born of despair at the failure of print and broadcast outlets to serve what Eugene McCarthy refers to as “the most vital function of the press in a democracy—informing the people.” We need no more proof than the current moment to tell us that the time to build a broad movement for media reform has arrived.

We know a thousand frustrations and disappointments lie ahead. Our journey, like that of all true reformers, will be a long one. But consider where it could take us. Consider what the U.S. media landscape would look like if all of the reform agenda we propose were enacted. Corporate dominance over the free flow of information would be curbed, and a truly diverse, creative, multicultural, public-interest media would thrive. Across the country, an amazing variety of well-funded alternative media would emerge, both local and national, many noncommercial and nonprofit. In this new world, the privatized marketplace of ideas would become more of a public commons—a vibrant flowering garden, not the commercialized strip mall we currently endure. Such media would not guarantee the end of injustice, poverty, or oppression, but they would provide a far advantaged basis for our communities to address and confront the important issues of our times.

Is this a utopian vision? Only in the sense that the abolition movement, women’s suffrage, trade unions, civil rights, and Social Security were utopian ideals earlier in U.S. history.

Would a platform fight on media issues force the Democratic party to confront its drift to the right, as well as the disconnection between its conservative leadership and its more progressive mass membership? Possibly. But, at the least, it would identify media as an issue on which it is not merely reasonable but necessary to do battle. Struggles of this sort would, as well, draw sympathetic members of Congress into the fray. If Democrats take back the House, the man who will chair the powerful Judiciary Committee is John Conyers. A critic of media monopoly and homogenization, Conyers says, “I think it would be very interesting, very important, to hold hearings on some of these issues.” What a remarkable leap that would be—from the first ever Congressional Town Meeting on corporate domination of the media to a House Judiciary Committee hearing on the issue.

Platform debates and Congressional hearings, while important, will not be the central purpose of this movement, however. They are merely tools for promoting the notion that media can be an issue in America. It is the implanting of that notion that we believe will lead to a leap of faith on the part of millions of Americans, who will recognize that mounting a challenge to media monoliths and their political patrons is no more an uphill climb than was mounting a challenge to the corporate polluters of the 1960s and the 1970s, or the WTO of the 1990s. That realization, the essential third component of Gaylord Nelson’s equation, is critical to unleashing the sort of broad grassroots action that will finally make media a genuine and ongoing issue in America. “We go around with all this frustration over media. But most of us think it’s just something that happens to us,” explains Patty Allen, a labor activist who worked twenty-three years on an Oscar Mayer meatpacking line in Wisconsin and got turned on to media issues by Ralph Nader. “When I first heard Nader say that we own the airwaves and that we have a right to demand something better in return, I remember how liberating it felt. I was saying, ‘Wow, now that I know this, what do I do? Where do I sign up? How can I demand a change?’ I think there’s a lot of people like me all over this country who are ready. But we need a sense that we’re not just wasting our time.”

Media need not be the enemy of our desires for democratic renewal in America. Media can be what Jefferson, Madison, and especially the most visionary of our founders, Tom Paine, intended: the tool by which citizens ascertain the information they need to be the governors, not the governed. This is the possible future—the future when we can realistically and forcefully demand the reforms that we all know are necessary. We have seen this future taking shape. Toward the close of that first Congressional Town Meeting in Vermont, a man stood up at the end up the evening. “I don’t have a question or a comment,” he said. “I just want to let folks know that some of us will be getting together Tuesday to talk about organizing a group here in town to work on the media issues we’ve been talking about here tonight. We can’t wait for somebody to tell us when to start this movement. It’s going to start with us.”

When there are a thousand men and women like our friend in Montpelier, standing up in a thousand towns, and cities across America, we will no longer face the question of whether reform is possible. The only question remaining will be when do we get a chance to start reading and hearing and seeing the reports of renewed democracy that will be the staple of our media, not theirs.


A NOTE ON SOURCES

References for some of the material in this book can be found in our earlier book, It’s the Media, Stupid (Seven Stories Press, 2000). Other material comes from recent news reports and trade publications. Nearly all of the quotations come from interviews conducted by the authors. For more detailed discussions of these issues, with ample footnotes, see Robert W. McChesney, Rich Media, Poor Democracy: Communication Politics in Dubious Times (New Press, 2000) and Robert W. McChesney and John Bellamy Foster, The Big Picture: Understanding Media Through Political Economy (Monthly Review Press, 2003).
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