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The fight to contain the monopolistic impulses of the corporate media has galvanized media activists. Their efforts have borne some fruit, mobilizing considerable opposition to a Federal Communications Commissions ruling that loosens limits on the number of stations a single company may own. On September 17 the Senate passed a full rollback of the FCC ruling.
But this sharp, almost exclusive focus on corporate ownership has drowned out other crucial concerns in the struggle for media democracy. And one of the most serious issues is the continuing problem of racial bias. 
Many of our current headlines are suffused with racial content. But there's precious little effort to place that content in an understandable context. The long line of statistics that point to continuing racial inequities -- in health care, incarceration, poverty, education, employment and more -- are often marginalized as aberrations in a land of opportunity.
There is a "race fatigue" factor in much mainstream media coverage these days. The media message to African Americans is this: Racism is old news -- get over it.
Rush Limbaugh was essentially fired for saying on air that the media was giving black NFL quarterback Donovan McNabb a pass because it was "very desirous that a black quarterback do well." His comments were troubling more for the context of his words than the content. He was hired by ESPN to attract white males ("NASCAR Dads") similarly offended by affirmative action. Limbaugh's argument feeds the notion that an unbridled beast of affirmative action is roaming the countryside, victimizing helpless whites.
This animus against affirmative action is part of a general American narrative of racial hierarchy and privilege. It's an old narrative with many subplots and subtleties (Confederate patriots thought that freeing slaves was "affirmative action"), but the overall theme is white supremacy.
An important part of the media's job during America's formative years was to transform racial hierarchy into conventional wisdom. Their success was overwhelming.
Racist assumptions have blocked African-American progress at every historical juncture, but these biases are so deeply embedded in U.S. institutions and attitudes that most of the white Americans who share them often can't detect them. Distressingly, these notions can also be found in some progressive quarters. The history of this nation's progressive movement is rife with racial rancor. And although progressives have more openly confronted racial issues than other spheres of society in America, they still have a lot of work to do -- just look at the leadership ranks of progressive organizations.
That may be one reason why the movement for media democracy, as commendable as it is, has failed to attract the attention of black activists with whom it would seem to have much in common.
"The corporate preoccupations of most white media activists have very little relevance to the everyday lives of the black people I see who are adversely affected by the media on a regular basis," explains Karen Bond, a black media activist from Evanston, Illinois. Bond says her basic struggle is to reduce media portrayals that promote negative racial stereotypes influencing the life chances of American minorities. "That's where the rubber really meets the road in the media." Ownership diversity doesn't necessarily speak to that core problem, she says. "When media had more diverse ownership, stereotypes still reigned."
Bond has a point.  Media-driven stereo-types tend to drive social policy. I have no doubt that media stereotypes of black criminality help account for the incarceration epidemic afflicting black youth. One of the more recent examples of this correlation showed up in a landmark 2001 study, co-authored by Lori Dorfman of the Berkeley Media Studies Group and Vincent Schiraldi of the Justice Policy Institute.
The study found that media coverage of crime exaggerates its scope and unduly connects it to youth and race, noting that 62 percent of the poll respondents felt juvenile crime was on the increase, although violent crime by youth in 1998 was at its lowest point in more than two decades.
The authors concluded, "In an environment in which fear of youth crime and actual youth crime are so out of sync, policies affecting young people are bound to be impacted."
And they have been; during this same period, legislators across the country were racing to pass ever more onerous measures to try children as adults or to increase the range of punishment available to youthful offenders.
"A disproportionate number of perpetrators on the news are people of color, especially African Americans," the authors write. They note that a study of Time and Newsweek stories found that the term "young black males" was synonymous with the word criminal.
These cultural synonyms have helped create a social system of racial disparities in which, according to a report by Human Rights Watch, there are five times more white drug users than black ones, but African Americans are imprisoned at several times the rate of whites.
Even black men who evade prison and seek employment are less likely to find it than white men, according to work by Northwestern University sociologist Devah Pager. Her study found that white applicants with prison records were more likely to be hired than black men without records.
Race bias is still a fact in America, and media too often facilitate it. We are still haunted by notions of racial hierarchy because the United States has yet to confront the complex legacy of slavery. Progressive activists must remind themselves that a true struggle for media democracy demands they continually challenge the conventional wisdom of white supremacy.
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• 
What role has the media played in perpetuating racism and stereotyping?


• 
Provide evidence of how television misinforms us?


• 
What are the underlying messages of this excerpt?


• 
How are minorities portrayed in this excerpt? What do the authors do to challenge or promote our notions of stereotypes?


• 
What techniques have the producers used to convey their message? Consider images, unusual visual effects, sound, light, camera angles, setting, use of interviews etc.

 The Media and Race

 Throughout his two terms as mayor of Washington, Marion Barry got a free ride from the Washington Post, which studiously ignored his known penchant for snorting cocaine in public and his notorious womanizing. The capital's primary newspaper, one of the most powerful business interests in the nation, continued to support him, endorsing him three times, even after he'd been publicly exposed.

 In recommending Barry for re-election, the Post cited, of all things, his efforts to fight drugs, "even though the city was churning with talk of unreported instances of the mayors own drug abuse."

 During that time, the Post ran "softball coverage of other troubling aspects of Barry's mayoralty, especially its corruption and ineptitude."

 The Post's coverage often reeked with adulation. The paper even went so far as to suggest his arrest on drug charges was the result of white racism.

 In today's newsrooms, McGowan writes, "a new mindset reigns in which racial identity and racial nationalism trump yesterday’s ideals of civic wholeness. Black cultural deficits are viewed solely as a function of white racism, while 'cultural uplift' is rejected as condescending white cultural hegemony."

Forget the Facts; Grind an Ax

 A prime example of this tendency cited by McGowan was the treatment by ABC's "Nightline" of the arrest of a black Miami police officer, Maj. Aaron Campbell, by Orange County deputy sheriff Cpl. Richard Mankewich. According to Michele McQueen of "Nightline," the arrest was unjustified and an example of "racial profiling."

 The incident was recorded by a patrol car's mounted videotape camera, which revealed the facts.

 Campbell was pulled over in central Florida after he had cut off another driver without using his turn signal on Florida's Turnpike. He immediately claimed he'd been stopped for no good reason and grew angry.

 After handing over his driver's license, Campbell accused Mankewich of "f------ with people from Dade County." He identified himself as a police officer but refused to show his credentials. He then grabbed his license from the deputy's hands and refused to return it.

 Although he admitted he was armed, he refused to keep his hands away from the pouch where he carried his gun even after he was told to. He refused to put his hands behind his head and lie down.

 He then ran away. After being chased for about a quarter of a mile he gave up, was arrested and cuffed and taken to be booked.

 At his trial in 1998 he was convicted of resisting arrest.

 As stated above, the incident was videotaped. Yet McQueen took the word of Campbell’s fellow black officers in Miami who had been nowhere near the altercation, reporting that the deputy had deliberately tried to provoke Campbell by being rude to him.

 "Nightline" host Ted Koppel cited Maj. Campbell's rank and noted he should have been accorded the respect due his rank – ignoring the fact that he had refused to produce his credentials, which would have revealed that he was a major in the Miami PD.

 Even worse was the reporting by the Washington Post's Michael Fletcher, who wrote that the incident "was the latest in a series of violent confrontations between white police officers and black officers who were off-duty or working in plainclothes."

 Blithely ignoring the facts recorded on the videotape showing Campbell fleeing, Fletcher "reported" that the deputy and another officer jumped Campbell from behind and sprayed him with pepper gas after he had "tried to walk away."

 McGowan cites case after shocking case showing the bias displayed by journalists for mainstream publications on stories with racial overtones. Again and again, the facts are submerged under the cover of giving "diversity" the importance deemed appropriate by Big Media.
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Perspectives on polls 

Pew study finds that media polls don’t understate conservative views, but may miss racial hostility 

In recent presidential election campaigns, critics have charged that media-sponsored public opinion surveys produce biased and inaccurate results. These polls, critics claim, are based on skewed samples that do not fully represent certain kinds of people or points of view.

 Most recently, for example, critics argued that polls taken during the last presidential campaign regularly overstated President Clinton’s lead over Republican challenger Bob Dole. New York Times columnist William Safire has suggested that most media polls were "grievously misleading," not only exaggerating President Clinton’s lead in 1996 but reducing turnout among dispirited Republicans.

 A unique survey research experiment by the Pew Research Center finds no evidence, however, that public opinion polls understate conservative opinions or support for the Republican Party. At the same time, the study does suggest white hostility toward blacks and certain ethnic minorities may be understated in surveys that are conducted in just a few days — as most opinion polls are.

 The Pew Research Center fielded two national polls that asked exactly the same questions but differed in several respects in the way they were conducted. The first — the "standard survey" — used typical polling techniques, contacting 1,000 adults by phone in a five-day period. The second — the "rigorous survey" — was conducted over eight weeks, interviewing 1,201 adults. The longer time frame for the second survey made it possible to undertake an exhaustive effort to interview highly mobile people and to gain the cooperation of people who were initially reluctant to participate in the survey — the types of people who are likely to be underrepresented in more quickly-conducted polls.

 Few differences, except on race 

A leading criticism of media polls is that they miss some people. If a survey fails to interview some segments of society, then those people’s opinions may not be fully reflected in the poll results. But as it turned out, the standard and rigorous surveys produced strikingly similar results. Despite the differences in the way the surveys were administered, the findings of the two polls barely differed. The surveys included more than 85 questions concerning media use, lifestyle and a range of political and social issues. Excluding several questions that were affected by news events during the period the surveys were being conducted, just five out of more than 85 questions showed statistically significant differences between the two surveys.

 These findings suggest that for most topics, typical media polls do a good job gauging public opinion. But results based on questions about racial issues may be more problematic. In fact, the experiment suggests that accurately measuring racial antagonisms may be a problem in all survey research. This may help explain why pre-election polls have overestimated white support for black candidates in biracial elections.

 On two of four questions involving racial issues, white respondents in the rigorous sample were noticeably less sympathetic toward blacks. For example, 64 percent of whites in the rigorous sample said blacks who can’t get ahead are responsible for their own condition, while just 26 percent blamed racial discrimination. This compares with a narrower 56 percent to 31 percent division on the question in the standard sample.

 These differences offer a clue into what may be one of the biggest challenges facing pollsters who seek to accurately measure public opinion on racial issues. People who are reluctant to participate in telephone surveys and those who are willing to participate in polls hold strikingly different views on racial questions. For example, 22 percent of those who agreed to participate in the survey the first time they were called held a "very favorable" opinion of blacks. This compares with just 15 percent of those who initially refused to take part in the poll, and participated only when called back a second or third time.

 Other questions on racial issues show similar differences. This suggests that to increase the accuracy of surveys that focus extensively on racial issues, pollsters need to make an extra effort to obtain interviews with people who initially refuse to participate.

 Kohut is Director of the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press.
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