Assignment

As you read this week's readings, I want you to watch a few prime time shows and critically think about their content and whose interests do these shows promote. 

What type of stories get coverage by the media? 

What type of stories get almost no coverage in the commercial news media? 

Which stories cover social issues of treat importance to tens of millions of Americans? 

Do we hear the stories of forty five million people in this country who are without health insurance? 

How much coverage was given by the media to the issue of racism behind slow response during  Hurricane Katarina? Many African Americans believe that thousands of the hurricane victims did not receive quick help because they were blacks from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. What are your thoughts on this issue?

Response

Question 1

Question 2
Unit IV: Critical Perspectives
Finally, we will study the role of the media in shaping society. We will also critically evaluate how introduction of any new technology into a society fundamentally alters its belief system as well as cultural practices. We are at a civilizational juncture when we cannot simply say that technology is good or bad as it is an integral part of society. And we cannot believe that society’s future is determined by technology. In this unit, we will explore if it is possible to work toward a democratic politics of technology which provides an alternative to society’s current relationship to technology that has lead to degradation of the environment and negatively impacted the labor process. 

UNIT IV: Technology and Culture--Critical Perspectives

Week XI 
October 30-November 5 

Reading Assignments
McChesney Rich Media/Poor Democracy (Preface xiii-xxxiv & Chapter I) 

Online Article: Read
Rick Lyman, "Missing Woman's Case"
Due Dates:
Response: November 1
Discussion Postings: Beginning, Middle and The End of the Week  

In an ideal society, people will feel empowered at all levels. They would actively contribute to the governance of society. In free societies as they have materialized under capitalist modes of production and consumption, majority of people are losing interest in politics because they don't think their views one way or the other could change the course of events. A handful of wealthy people and corporations at the top control the political trajectory of the nation as money gives them power as to who gets elected and who does not and in all this media plays a great role. The new media technologies have made it possible for those in power to reach the majority of people in multiple ways and to influence their thinking.

George Orwell said long time ago that whereas in dictatorships people are controlled through using explicit force or regulations of censorship, in free societies more subtle and sophisticated methods of control are used so people voluntarily submit to their own subjugation. The "unpopular ideas can be silenced, and inconvenient ideas kept dark, without any need for an official ban." The advertisement-filled television shows, movies, and even the Internet promote the interests of a minority who are at the top of the economic chain. The attention of the disempowered majority is kept on the need to become perfect consumers in order to be happy. The social issues that plague vast sections of society are left out of public eye because discussion of such issues is not profitable for those who control the media both directly or indirectly. The crime shows on television (we have so many of them, the real ones and the dramas) do not deal with the real issues behind criminal behavior, but rather with crime in itself as if to say--enjoy one more story and feel good that you are not part of it or one can even say, experience a crime in its goriness without participating in it. There are no shows about the reality, for example, in the US "a record 6.9 million adults were incarcerated or on probation or parole [in 2003], nearly 131,000 more than in 2002, according to a Justice Department study. Put another way, about 3.2 percent of the adult U.S. population, or 1 in 32 adults, were incarcerated or on probation or parole." The US has 5% of world's population and 25% of world's prisoners. Having a public discussion of such an issue is not in the interests of the corporations that control the media. If the prisoners were from the richest sections of the population, it would make a great political newstory in this nation. If these prisoners came from the wealthy sections of the society, it will be a big political and news story. 

For corporations to keep making their profits, they have to keep people in a perpetual state of instant gratification through consumerism so there is no time to think of anything else. The role of the media in our society is to create shows that would make people buy into the ideology of consumerism. The real social issues are kept outside people's attention. Instead of providing an avenue of free discussion and reflection, the wheels of the media work in ways which contribute to people's disempowerment because they become an active participant in the dream world created by the media.

McChesney goes behind the scene so to speak and explores how media companies operate and why the media system is becoming increasingly commercialized. The hypercommercialism of the media is intricately linked to the series of mergers and consolidations in last couple of decades where bigger corporations have swallowed up the smaller ones to create media oligopolies which means only five or six media giants control the market. There is an increasing concentration of media ownership Whereas before it was an horizontal consolidation of media companies, in the last couple of decades it has been replaced by vertical integration. The same media giant not has major holdings in two or more distinct sectors of the media such as book publishing recorded music an broadband casting.  We have six main Hollywood studios as hubs of vast media conglomerates. Massive media merger and acquisitions have resulted in a handful of first tier media conglomerates that include Time Warner, Disney, Viacom Murdoch?s News Corp. and then we second tier media companies, and then the smaller. New comers in the production business have no chance to make it big on their own. They are either subsumed in the bigger firms or they don't last long. 

The point McChesney makes is that when power is in the hands of a few mega corporations, they are interested in multiplying their profits rather than social issues for the good of the majority of population. The concept of free market in a capitalist economy which portrays it as an even playing field for both the rich and the poor is not true, he says. Actually, the little guys have no chance to ever break into this market. Those who try with innovative ideas get swallowed by the bigger companies which in turn get bought by the mega-corporations.  

The media corporations have high stakes in products they advertise either directly because they own them or indirectly because of the advertising revenues that they generate. The needs of the Wall Street and Madison Avenue are thus more important than the needs of the rest of the population. Some of the characteristics of the present day media system are: a profit-driven advertising supported media system, corporate pressure to make journalism profitable (since mega corporations control the media), an emphasis on the news of interest to upper class and upper middle class, lack of coverage of social issues, favorable coverage of politicians who support subsidies and regulations favorable to businesses, and ocus on stories geared to affluent sections of society.

McChesney writes quite clearly as he describes the changes in the media industry in the US and the rise of corporate media system in the US in Chapter I.  

As you read this week's readings, I want you to watch a few prime time shows and critically think about their content and whose interests do these shows promote. 

What type of stories get coverage by the media? 

What type of stories get almost no coverage in the commercial news media? 

Which stories cover social issues of treat importance to tens of millions of Americans? 

Do we hear the stories of forty five million people in this country who are without health insurance? 

How much coverage was given by the media to the issue of racism behind slow response during  Hurricane Katarina? Many African Americans believe that thousands of the hurricane victims did not receive quick help because they were blacks from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. What are your thoughts on this issue?

The online article "Missing Woman's Story" shows how racism works in the reporting of missing people?

Perhaps you can come up with some more such stories which you think should have been covered but are not covered either by the local media or by the national media.

August 7, 2005

Missing Woman's Case Spurs Discussion of News Coverage

By RICK LYMAN
PHILADELPHIA, Aug. 6 - As Melvin Figueroa taped up yet another faded photograph of his missing daughter, this time to the wall of a corner grocery in West Philadelphia, 7-year-old Jonathan Medina watched him with somber curiosity.

"You looking for her everywhere?" Jonathan asked.

Mr. Figueroa nodded, his T-shirt, bearing another likeness of his daughter, sticking to his sweat-soaked chest. "Got to," he said. "We have to go everywhere we can think of. Maybe somebody saw something."

After weeks of frustrating obscurity, the case of Mr. Figueroa's daughter, Latoyia Figueroa, 25, has finally captured the national news media's attention, spurred by the persistent nudging of Philadelphia-based Web logs and a city councilman distantly related to the Figueroas.

In the process, the case has become a flashpoint for the growing unease in minority communities across the country about the way they believe many national news outlets focus relentlessly on missing white women, while giving little attention to equally compelling stories involving poorer minority women.

"Certainly, everybody hopes that they find out what happened to Natalee Holloway in Aruba and to all the other missing young women," said Juan F. Ramos, the city councilman, as he handed out leaflets on the teeming corner of 52nd and Market Streets. "But for a while there, you had to wonder: why not Latoyia?"

Ms. Figueroa, who is five months pregnant, was last seen not far from that busy corner around 5 p.m. on July 18, after a doctor's visit. She lived with her 7-year-old daughter, to whom friends said she was devoted. She had a solid work record at a Center City restaurant. Neither her credits cards nor her cellphone have been used since she disappeared.

The last person known to have seen Ms. Figueroa was Stephen Poaches, 25, the father of her baby. Mr. Poaches has refused to take part in the search. The police have said he is a "person of interest" in the case, but have not called him a suspect.

"You just had to listen to the simple facts of the story to realize that there was something seriously wrong here," said Richard Blair, who runs a Philadelphia-based political blog, allspinzone.com, writing under the name Richard Cranium.

"The fact is, this issue of news organizations' obsessive coverage of missing white women has been simmering in the blogosphere for a while now," Mr. Blair said.

What the Figueroa case has done, he said, is give people something on which to focus their attention.

"When black women disappear, the media silence can be deafening," began an article in the June issue of Essence magazine, which chronicled cases of eight missing black women.

President Bill Clinton was asked at the National Association of Black Journalists' convention this week whether he detected racism behind the lack of coverage. Everyone tends to filter news based on their own experiences, he said, making this further proof of the need for more diversity in newsrooms.

"Let's face it," said Robert Niles, the editor of the Annenberg Online Journalism Review at the University of Southern California. "The obsession that the industry, especially cable channels, have to stories about missing, pretty white girls has gotten a little ridiculous. I don't know that the solution, though, is to start covering every missing black, Hispanic and Asian woman, too. Perhaps this is a moment for editors to take a moment and say, hey, wait, are we really doing the right thing here?"

Mr. Blair said he first mentioned the case on his blog about four days after Ms. Figueroa vanished, then waited for the news media to seize the story. By July 26, frustrated and angry, he sent a biting letter to Nancy Grace, host of a legal affairs program on CNN-Headline News, urging her to give a fraction of the coverage given to Ms. Holloway's disappearance to Ms. Figueroa's case.

The letter, posted on his blog, reverberated on other blogs in the area, which linked to it, commented on it and added to the pressure.

Before dawn on July 27, a story appeared on CNN. By late morning, Mr. Blair said, the detective investigating the Figueroa case told him that he had been contacted by every broadcast network and cable news channel. That same afternoon, Mr. Ramos held a well-attended news conference to announce a $10,000 reward, later raised to $100,000.

The story finally took off. Within days, it was featured on every morning network news show.

"I guess I've done, I don't know, 14 or 15 television interviews," said Mr. Figueroa, an out-of-work craftsman whose business cards read "Melvin the Carpenter," and who has spent every day and most nights handing out leaflets and searching vacant fields. "I did a Spanish-language one this morning, and now they want me to go down to Miami for another one, but I don't know."

Hearing the news reports, a Delaware-based canine search unit offered its services, and last weekend they and Mr. Figueroa scoured a cemetery, a city park and other areas. There have been prayer vigils and other shows of support. But so far, no leads have surfaced. Still, Mr. Figueroa said, he has hope.

And the recent news coverage has had other, unexpected consequences. A few days ago, the family of 15-year-old Latoya Byrd, who disappeared on Easter Sunday, came up to Mr. Figueroa and asked if they could pass out leaflets, too.

"At first, the police listed her as a runaway," said Kim Fuller Green, the teenager's cousin. "And it was so frustrating to try to get some attention and some help."

Mr. Figueroa said of course they should join in the leafleting. Families of other missing Philadelphians have also been in contact.

"My idea is, we cannot do this on our own, so it is better if we are all together," Mr. Figueroa said.

He handed a leaflet to a passing man. Ms. Green stepped forward and pressed one of her leaflets, as well.

"Please, don't forget my baby," Ms. Green called after him.

