Our Skills Applied to Current Events
After reviewing the cases and proposed scenarios suggested by the newspaper articles you gathered for this session, it seems appropriate to ask ourselves a very important question: Does the media contribute in any way to the growth of violence in our society and, if so, how?

The answer seems to center around two other questions: 

(1) How is the news reported? 

(2) How is the news not reported?

When you were looking for articles on violence and on nonviolence, what were the easiest to find? Why is violence so predominant in media coverage both in the print media and on the electronic? Both in news and in “entertainment?”

Is it because more violence takes place? No, undoubtedly far more human problems and conflicts are handled nonviolently or we would all be dead! Just as history texts largely have been purveyors of violent military history; the mass media in America has been obsessed with glamorizing violence and sensationalism. 

It has been said that if we read about or hear about something five times, we know it is true. If we do not read or hear about it, then it is not happening. Consequently, the type of reporting going on is causing citizens to be more fearful and hence to have greater tendencies toward violence. A good example comes from a study made by Washington’s Center for Media and Public Affairs. Although government tallies found no substantial increase in crime or in violent crime rates in 1993, that year the number of crime news stories doubled on ABC, CBS, and NBC evening news shows from 830 to 1,698, with murders tripling from 104 to 329. 

When nonviolent events are not covered, the public does not think they are happening. Furthermore, they learn nothing of the principles, skills, techniques and strategies involved in forming successful, nonviolent solutions. Perhaps even more importantly, they learn little of organization, working on promoting and leading nonviolence which, if properly informed, they might join and help strengthen.

But there may be a still more negative role which the media plays. Not only is there violence reporting overkill and nonviolence reporting neglect, but there also is factual distortion.

Like I assume many of you did, I grew up believing we in America were blessed with an open, free, and truthful press making us the best informed citizens of any country in the world. I would like to relate a few personal experiences which shattered that illusion for me.

The first experience took place shortly after I graduated from college. Giving away my age, I will tell you that this took place on the eve of our participation in World War II. Two organizations were advocating opposing positions regarding American involvement: The Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies was opposed to the America First position to try to stay out of Europe.

Charles Lindbergh, a real hero to the younger generation of that day, had visited Germany and witnessed the armaments build up there. America First invited him to Chicago to address a rally warning against our involvement. Mainly out of curiosity, a friend and I decided to go the event which was being held at Soldiers Field. That stadium seated over 100,000. About 35,000 or 40,000 must have attended because the stadium was about a third full. The same week, I believe the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies held a rally at the former Chicago Coliseum.

Later the old Life magazine, with their photographic journalism, covered the two events. The empty end of Soldiers Field was pictured indicating very low attendance. On the other hand, photos of the Coliseum showed a crowded hall and several hundred outside who could not even get in. Certainly, this was a very popular event? But the Coliseum only housed about 8,000 people!

In this way, a crowd of, at the most, 9,000 was made to look much bigger than one of perhaps 40,000. That was the day I lost my confidence in the reliability of the American media.

In the early 1980s the nuclear weapons freeze resolution was the largest single initiative on ballots across the country. However, election night you could have twisted your dial all night long and never have heard a report on any of that voting. The nuclear freeze resolution passed the city councils of Cleveland, Youngstown, and Akron, Ohio. All such meetings are covered by reporters from the three daily newspapers in these cities. However, not a one of those three papers reported on the resolution passage.

Later I received a letter from a woman, whose brother-in-law, visited Taipei, Taiwan. She sent me a letter in which she said she thought I would like to read the enclosed clipping he had sent her. It was from the China Daily News, evidently an English language newspaper there. What do you think the article said? “The Nuclear Weapons Freeze Resolution Passed the Cleveland City Council!” Thereafter I started telling people they would have to subscribe to Far Eastern newspapers to keep posted on their town’s events.

Why do we have the situation we do? One magazine editor told a group of us who had called on him to discuss such things that if we thought the role of the newspaper was to work on reform, institute more justice, etc., we were dead wrong. Instead, he said, the newspaper is a business (as are radio and TV). Its purpose is to make money!

This means less investigative reporting for one thing. Investigation costs money. It is much cheaper to use press releases from the government and other organizations.

One time I read that the White House public relations budget was double that of CBS, NBC, ABC news, Associated Press and the then UPI Wire Services, the ten largest newspapers and Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News combined-double all of that!! In addition, the corporations have their huge public relation budgets. Why is this so important? Is any administration, public or private, going to put out a release saying we are doing a lousy job or there is a lot of corruption and waste in our organization or, even, we have been wrong in our stand?

Money governs the media as it does many individuals things. Organizations working for peace, justice, nonviolence, have very,very, meager resources. But what can individuals do? There are always three steps to social improvements of any kind. First is awareness. Unless citizens and that includes you and me, know something is happening, certain people are suffering, whatever, absolutely nothing is going to change. Here are some suggestions for building awareness.

Over the next year, try to get fully acquainted with an alternative news source presently unknown to you and not a part of the mass media. The Nation, The Progressive, Sojourners, In These Times are suggestions. Compare reporting in it with your usual mass media source. Some books to look into might include: The Media Monopoly by Ben Bagdikian; Manufacturing Consent by Herman and Chomsky; The Powers That Be by David Haberstam; Unreliable Sources by Lee Martin and Norman Solomon; Inventing Reality by Michael Parenti; Make-Believe Media by Michael Parenti; Telecommunications, Mass Media and Democracy by Robert MCChesnt, and The Media’s Social Responsibility by John Looney.

The second step to improvement is concern. Citizens can be very informed but unless that information leads them to a deep and abiding concern about the problems which they have uncovered, again nothing is going to change. Here, contact with those who are suffering from the situation and/or those who are working on the problem will do the most to develop concern as long as there is, in the first place, a value system

which cares about others. Joining an activist group will do much. Concern is essential because without a concern, no person is going to act and without action, again there will be no change. 

Thirdly, action means doing something about it. What are some things one might do? Being alone in a concern makes one feel powerless. However, even one person can critique the media and write letters to the editor, call into radio talk shows, or visit media offices, pointing out what they have learned. FAIR, Fairness and Accuracy In Reporting, 130 West 25th Street, New York, NY 10001, phone (213) 633-6700, is doing a good job. Their publication, EXTRA!, P.O. Box 911, Pearl River, NY 10965-0911, ($20 for students, seniors and low income). PROPAGANDA Review, Media Alliance, Fort Mason Center, Bldg. D, San Francisco, CA 94123, phone (915) 386-4902, is another recommended source of information.
Regardless of the position one may hold on any issue, the purpose of this article is to stress the importance to democracy, to justice and to violence reduction and prevention, for the mass media, somehow, to begin presenting all sides of every issue. Name-calling as well, should be dropped. ”Liberal,” ”Conservative,” ”Radical” tend to eliminate real, essential dialogue. They wave flags in some people’s minds which prevent further listening and shut off further communication and worthy analysis. Only when citizens have all of the facts can human problems be solved and violence be reduced. It is the responsibility of the media to see that this happens. Only then can current events really be dealt with effectively and constructively.
This article was written by John Looney,
