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Preface

Common approaches to communication media are wildly lopsided
precisely because they refuse to take seriously the historical persistence
and geographical pervasiveness of radical alternative media. Although
the extent of such media at the dawn of the 21st century CE is broader
than ever before, and therefore ever more demanding of our analytical
attention, radical alternative media are by no means latecomers to cul-
ture and politics. They are simply relative newcomers to the established
research and theory agenda, which has a predilection for the seemingly
obvious and the easily counted. By radical media, I refer to media, gener-
ally small-scale and in many different forms, that express an alternative
vision to hegemonic policies, priorities, and perspectives.

Filling in a very significant gap is only one reason for focusing on
radical alternative media. The other is related, but pragmatic rather
than conceptual: the urgency of media activism in the face of blockages
of public expression.' These blockages emerge from many quarters:
powerful components within the dynamic of capitalist economy, gov-
ernmental secrecy, religious obscurantism, institutionalized racist and
patriarchal codes, other hegemonic’ codes that appear natural and sen-
sible; the insidious impact of reactionary populism, and also reflexes of
all of these within oppositional movements themselves. Radical media
activism is not the only response needed—media literacy campaigns,
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vi RADICAL MEDIA

growing media democratization, scientific and technical populariza-
tion, and support for media professionals struggling to upgrade main-
stream media practice are all vital—but it is essential.

How can small-scale radical media have any impact worth having?
This book sets out to answer that question, but the short answer is they
have multiple impacts on different levels. Let me offer two rapid exam-
ples.

In the downward spiral of the second Cold War of the early 1980s, I
was only one of many Americans, Russians, and others who looked on
aghast as the two camps’ senile leaders, Brezhnev and Reagan, pointed
ever more massive nuclear weapons against each other (with the enthu-
siastic backing of their military staffs and military-industrial com-
plexes). On this issue, mainstream media followed their leaders in both
camps.’ However, in the United States and former West Germany, in par-
ticular, but also in Britain, Italy, and the Netherlands, large antinuclear
movements sprang up or became reinvigorated, both against nuclear
weapons and more broadly against nuclear power. Germany in particu-
lar produced a huge array of radical media exposing and attacking the
nuclear arms race and the dangers of nuclear power (Downing, 1988a).
In the United States, a number of antinuclear documentary films were
made and widely screened, notably Paul Jacobs and the Nuclear Gang
(1979) and Atomic Café (1982). These, in turn, fed the movements and on-
going demonstrations, which generated tremendous opposition to both
the U.S. and U.S.S.R. leadership. A million people marched in New York
City alone. This became a factor in the ability of the Soviet leadership to
seize the high moral ground, but also provided an opportunity for both
leaders to claim credit for stepping back from nuclear proliferation, be-
ginning with the superpower summit in Reykjavik, Iceland, in 1987.
Had it not been for these movements and their media, the possibility of
mutual assured destruction—the war strategists’ official doctrine—
would have loomed ever larger.

This is an instance with major international impact. The Italian, Por-
tuguese, Russian, and Polish case studies in Section 3, the Iranian case
that we refer to intermittently, and the international anti-apartheid
movement are some others.

On a much less dramatic plane are the little photographic visiting
cards (cartes-de-visite) that Sojourner Truth used to sell to support her-
self in her later years. These little photographs of oneself, used as visit-
ing cards and as mementos, were something of a national mania in the
1860s. Truth sat for 14 of these, all of them showing her dressed as a re-

Preface vii

spectable upper middle-class woman, mostly sitting with her knitting
on her lap. Over a century later, the image may seem entirely banal. But
as Nell Irvin Painter (1996) points out, in context, the image made a radi-
cal assertion. Truth was not working in the field or over a wash tub (the
only other visual images of her). She was, by contrast, a respectable
woman:

Black woman as lady went against the commonplaces of nineteenth-
century American culture. But by circulating her photographs widely,
Truth claimed womanhood for a black woman who had been a slave,
occupying a space ordinarily off limits to women like her. She refused
to define herself by her enslavement. Seizing on a new technology,
Truth established what few nineteenth-century black women were
able to prove: that she was present in her times. (pp. 198-199)

This instance, aside from encouraging us to acknowledge the all-impor-
tant question of context, tells us something more. There is no instanta-
neous alchemy, no uncontested sociochemical procedure, that will di-
vine in a flash or with definitive results truly radical media from the
apparently radical or even the nonradical.’

In this multifarious, seething broth that we name society, what
counts as politically oppositional, as personally expressive, as experi-
mental, as embedded in the cultural present, as heralding the public’s
future, as reclaiming the forgotten merits of the past? For those with in-
stinctively tidy minds, this category dilemma generates genuine pain, a
real intellectual abscess. While, nevertheless, not wishing to praise fog
for its own pure sake, it is perhaps precisely the indeterminacy of this
seething broth that is the most important point. From such cauldrons
may emerge social and cultural change in many directions, positive and
negative and in between. The 1848 revolutions in Europe, the turbu-
lence in Russia during the first decades of the 20th century, the Weimar
Republic period in Germany, the Quit India movement of the 1920s
through 1947, the international ferment of the 1960s and 1970s, are only
a few examples. :

Without such cauldrons, there is stasis—which may sometimes be
preferred by reasonable and constructive people—but the issue here is
not so much what is desirable as what actually happens and its relation
toradical alternative media. And, simultaneously, what is at issue is the
relation between (sometimes imperceptible) eddies and ferments of
opinion and expression and the impact of such media. The specific
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question of whether any particular activity in this alternative public
realm is to be considered oppositional or self-indulgent or reaction-
ary—or some compound of these—is a matter for argument. Maybe, it
will be many decades—if ever—before the significance of such events
can be established. But for present purposes, it is the ferment itself that
counts, as matrix to radical media.

In the original edition of this study, published in 1984 by the South
End Press collective in Boston, Massachusetts, I adopted an antibinarist
and a binarist definition of radical media simultaneously. I was in-
tensely concerned to challenge a prevailing orthodoxy of the time,
namely, that there were only two viable models of how to organize me-
dia, the Western capitalist one and the Soviet one. Each system had its
ideologues and its counterideologues. In the West, a disturbing number
of individuals on the political left could be found who were, if not advo-
cates of sovietized media, then at least reluctant to attack them or the So-
viet system, on the spurious grounds that to do so would make it easier
for Western media barons and ideologues to sing the corrupt glories of
their own communication media, supposedly free agents of free expres-
sion. In the East, decades of intense frustration at the absurdities and
worse of their own media systems led many thinking people to yearn
for Western media and to write off critical Western media researchers as
smug, deluded idiots. Either way, an international consensus seemed to
hold that only two models of media organization were feasible or even
imaginable.

I'was determined to query that consensus, and so I spent quite some
time critiquing the then-contemporary application of Leninist media
theory in the East, as well as underscoring the idiotic triumphalism of
those who chanted (and still chant!) the unalloyed virtues of capitalist
media. I also endeavored tobuild up the rudiments of a theory of radical
alternative media on the basis of some writings by socialist anarchists,
British marxist feminists of that period, and dissident marxist theorists
in Eastern Europe. (And I spent time annotating typical vices of alterna-
tive media.)

So that was my antibinarism. “A plague o’ both your houses!”
groaned Mercutio, unfortunately with virtually his dying breath, just
having been stabbed in a street fracas between Montague and Capulet
braggadocios. (Not an encouraging precedent, I felt, but I went ahead
anyway.)

Preface ix

My own binarism, however, went unnoticed, at least by myself. It
came about, effectively, through my being caught up in the Cold War
spiral to which I have already referred. Thus, it seemed especially ur-
gent to try to hammer home the merits of alternative ways of communi-
cating politically, however picayune they might appear in the first in-
stance. Underscoring their significance, however, led me to define
radical media more tightly, in strict opposition to mainstream media, to
a greater degree than I now believe possible for most conjunctures in po-
litical history. It simultaneously led me to write off major commercial
media as permanently part of the problem, except on rare and good
days. That was my slippage toward binarism. It was only implicit, and
indeed, I contradicted it at a number of points in my arguments, but it
still seriously simplified both mainstream and alternative media.

Taken to its ultimate point, that position would discount any move-
ment toward democratizing large-scale commercial media, which
would let them off the hook much too easily. It would render the quite
often impassioned attacks on major media from the political right and
the extreme right somewhere between incomprehensible and irrele-
vant. It would downplay the uses that oppositional movements and
groups may sometimes be able to make of mainstream media.’ It would
also flatten out the very considerable variety of radical media.

Letme sketch out then my preliminary definition of what differenti-
ates radical alternative media from more conventional, mainstream
media.

First, it must be acknowledged that to speak simply of alternative
media is almost oxymoronic. Everything, at some point, is alternative to
something else. The ever-expanding plethora of niche trade magazines
or of corporate industry bulletins, although an interesting phenomenon
in its own right, does not belong in the category of media studied here.
To some extent, the extra designation radical helps to firm up the defini-
tion of alternative media, but even here, we need to make some prelimi-
nary qualifications.

For, second, radical media may, depending on the vantage point of
the observer or the activist, represent radically negative as well as con-
structive forces. From my own angle of vision, fundamentalist or racist
or fascist radical media are pushing for society to move backward into
even more grotesque problems than we struggle with today. The fact re-
mains that they are radical media. They, too, demand to be understood,
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even if we differentiate them by certain criteria (examined in Part II)
from the media whose agendas dominate this study. ;

But, third, in some circumstances, the designation radical medla
may also include minority ethnic media. So, too, sometimes, religious
media. So, too, maybe a vast mass of community news sheets and bulle-
tin boards, depending on the issues at stake in the communities in ques-
tion. But equally, the adjective radical may well not fit a considerable
number of these ethnic, religious, or community media. Everything de-
pends on their content and context. What might abstractly seem a bland
and low-key instance could, in a given context, be wielding a hammer
blow at some orthodoxy, as the Sojourner Truth example shows.

Indeed, the very intentions of the communicators themselves may
turn out to be no guide at all in this maze, or at least a notably insuffi-
cient guide. History is crammed with cases of individuals and groups
who had no idea, and could have had no idea, of the chain of socially
disruptive events they were setting in motion.

So context and consequences must be our primary guides to what
are or are not definable as radical alternative media. The edges are al-
most always blurred. Every technology used by radical media activists
isand hasalways been used mostly for mainstream purposes, not theirs.

Sometimes, fourth, and maybe in a majority of cases, radical media
are mixed in the depth of their radicalism, let alone in the effectiveness
of their expression. An example would be the cartoons in the U.S. pro-
suffragist press (Israels Perry, 1994): Women were typically portrayed
as inevitably virtuous, often as victims, rarely as authority figures, al-
most exclusively as white and well-educated, and if powerful women
were depicted, it was as “Amazonian Wonder Women or allegorical fig-
ures drawn from classical culture” (p. 10). Thus, while demanding the
vote for women, many of these oppositional cartoons simultaneously
reiterated patriarchal stereotypes. Strictly binary definitions of these
media simply bounce off their actual spectrum.

Yet, fifth, in some circumstances, when they are forced under-
ground by systematic repression and censorship, especially in its fascist
or sovietized variants, or in the typical military regime, then, such me-
dia are indeed in a binary, either-or situation. The earlier Reagan years,
the Nixon years, and certainly the McCarthy era had some of that flavor
for the political left in the United States, thanks to J. Edgar Hoover’s FBL

Sixth, radical alternative media are to be found in a colossal variety
of formats. In the first edition, I focused almost entirely on regularly ap-
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pearing print and broadcast media, the purpose being to try to under-
stand how media activists, often unpaid or low paid, manage to keep
going day by day, month by month, and even year after year. The objec-
tive was worthwhile, and indeed, the case studies in this edition are
mostly of that ilk. But as a definition of the variety of forms radical media
can take, it was impoverished. Such media may even find themselves
within an alien media setting, as when waspish leftist cartoons nestle
uneasily in conservative newspapers.

If, seventh, radical alternative media have one thing in common, it
is that they break somebody’s rules, although rarely all of them in every
respect.

We may also say, eighth, that these media are typically small-scale,
generally underfunded, sometimes largely unnoticed at least initially,
on occasion the target of great anger or fear or ridicule from on high, or
even within the general public, or both. Sometimes they are short-lived,
even epiphenomenal; at other times, they last for many decades. Some-
times, they are entrancing, sometimes boring and jargon laden, some-
times frightening, sometimes brilliantly funny.

Ninth, radical alternative media generally serve two overriding
purposes: (a) to express opposition vertically from subordinate quarters
directly at the power structure and against its behavior; (b) to build sup-
port, solidarity, and networking laterally against policies or even
against the very survival of the power structure. In any given instance,
both vertical and lateral purposes may be involved.

Tenth and finally, there is a tendency within their internal organiza-
tion to try to be somewhat more, or sometimes considerably more dem-
ocratic than conventional mainstream media.

In Part I, I will endeavor to put conceptual flesh on these bones. In
the rest of the book, I and my co-authors will examine a whole tapestry
of radical media.

NOTES

1. There is a large literature on aspects of mainstream media hegemony,
and I will refer the reader to some of it rather than try to encapsulate it here:
Bagdikian (1999); Brook and Boal (1995); Curran and Seaton (1991); Dates and
Barlow (1993); Entman (1989); Gitlin (1983); Gray (1995); Herman (1999);
Herman and Chomsky (1988); Herman and McChesney (1997); Hertsgaard



xii RADICAL MEDIA

(1988); Kellner (1990, 1992); McChesney (1996); Schlesinger (1992); Sinclair
(1991); Sussman (1997); van Zoonen (1993).

2. In using the term hegemonic, I draw broadly on its use in the work of
Gramsci. I discuss Gramsci’s work in the first chapter and also in Dowmng
(1996, pp. 199-204).

3. Although they did so completely slavishly in the Soviet bloc, whereas
there were some exceptions on occasion in the West, the Soviets’ public stance
occupied the higher moral ground of rejecting the so-called “first strike” doc-
trine, that is, the strategy of initiating nuclear war. The U.S. position under Rea-
gan was not to rule out a first strike. The Soviet position was extremely effec-
tive. It simultaneously heartened antinuclear movements in the West, gave
them a stick with which to beat their government leaders, and reflected the
Soviet public’s very deep fear of war, ingrained from its colossal human losses
in World War II. In reality, of course, in military matters as in team sports or
chess, an impregnable defense makes a policy of attack all the easier to pursue
because there is less fear of retribution. Describing weapons as offensive or
defensive neatly skates around this reality. The Reagan administration’s so-
called Strategic Defense Initiative (sometimes referred to as the “Star Wars”
project), the multibillion-dollar research program into computer- and laser-
based weaponry, was another classic in this mystification: It, too, was claimed
to be for defensive purposes only, to provide an impregnable shield around the
United States to intercept any incoming missiles. Had it been technologically
feasible, it would not have been simply defensive; and those of its elements
that actually were feasible could be deployed in attack as well or better. The lit-
erature on the subject is enormous, but the following present useful guides:
Aldridge, 1983; Lifton & Falk, 1982; Manno, 1984; Pringle & Arkin, 1983.

4. Equally, in a study of the early years of The Cosby Show (Downing,
1988b), I argue that in context, that seemingly cozy, even bromide-bound series
successfully challenged a whole stack of racist shibboleths in and out of the
U.S. television industry. In Section I, Chapter 1, and throughout Section II, we
will find ourselves revisiting this question of oppositional cultures and their
expression.

5. For a very helpful guide to this last issue, see Ryan (1991).
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Concepts: Radical Media
Intersect Media Theory

In making sense of the enormous, shifting terrain of oppositional cul-
tures and radical media, we need sooner or later to step back a little and
consider some significant and interesting thinkers’ perspectives, which
may help us understand these media better. Depending on readers’
familiarity with some of the debates around these ideas, what follows
may turn out to be a little heavy going at times, even though I have tried
to write these chapters as accessibly as possible. But, perhaps, for those
to whom these debates are altogether new, it may be better to roam
through the rest of the book first and then return to this section to make
more sense of the terrain as a whole.!

The topics to be explored below are approaches I have drawn to-
gether for this fairly novel purpose: popular culture and audiences/
readers; power, hegemony, and resistance; social movements, the pub-
lic sphere, and dialogue; community and democracy; the relation be-
tween art and media communication; radical media organization; and
finally a further group of problems and issues (religion, ethnicity, the
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international dimension, repressive radical media)." What T have sought
to sketch out are the launching pads for understanding radical alterna-
tive media in ways that are much more sensitive to complexity than has
mostly been the case to date. However, we shall also see that the per-
spectives that illuminate our topic, or have some claim to do so, are mul-
tiple, sometimes overlapping, sometimes contradictory.

NOTES

1. For those familiar with the material, some footnote explanations may
be otiose. Dear highly informed reader, do not thereby feel yourself offended.

2. These topics are not exhaustive. Age, gender, sexuality, ecology, and
others are also relevant but in this treatment are discussed at intervals
throughout.

Popular Culture, Audiences,
and Radical Media

he argument will be as follows:

e Popular culture is intertwined in many ways with mass culture.
e We should more accurately speak of popular cultures in the plural.
e These are not automatically oppositional or constructive.

e Oppositional cultures also intertwine with both mass and popular cul-
tures.
e Audiences/readers may be defined
as (sometimes resistant) commercial targets;
as the necessary “reality-check” on supposed media impact;
as joint architects of cultural production, this being the primary sense
used in this book.
® Radical alternative media constitute the most active form of the active

audience and express oppositional strands, overt and covert, within
popular cultures.
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These are fundamental issues, inasmuch as these various radical al-
ternative media forms are, almost self-evidently, forms of popular and
oppositional cultural expression. Indeed, as we will see, a sharp divi-
sion between radical media expression and other forms of oppositional
cultural expression makes little sense. Yet, who makes use of these mul-
tiple forms and how—in other words, audiences and readers—is as cen-
tral to their operation as it is with all other media forms.

DEFINING POPULAR CULTURE

A classic definition of popular culture is to be found in Theodor
Adorno’s (1975) article, “Culture Industry Reconsidered,” his commen-
tary on the famous essay Max Horkheimer and he first published in
1944, entitled “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Decep-
tion” (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1987). Trying to rebut a charge laid by
critics against the first essay, namely that it trashed popular cultural ex-
pression, Adorno urged critics to appreciate the distinction he and
Horkheimer had tried to maintain between mass culture and popular
culture. They had unequivocally rejected mass culture, the product of
the commercial industries of advertising, broadcasting, cinema, and
print media, as a spurious and implicitly even fascistic rendition of the
public’s needs, asphyxiating the questioning spirit. Popular culture, by
contrast, was an authentic expression of the public’s visions and aspira-
tions, as in folk music and folk art, and had inherent oppositional poten-
tial.

Popular cultural forms have been quite exhaustively analyzed in
the now huge literature of cultural studies. Sometimes, this has almost
echoed Adorno, with a simplistic dualism that defines all popular cul-
ture as oppositional—"politically healthy”—in contradistinction to
commercialized or mass culture. In one phase of his writing, a leading
cultural studies analyst, John Fiske, strove' to identify the smallest and
most fleeting flickers of audience response or shoppers’ behavior as au-
dience activism and resistance to oppressive social codes.

Tidy, but really too tidy. Jestis Martin-Barbero (1993, pp- 120-147)
has rightly insisted on the interpenetrations between popular and mass
culture. A major reason for the success of commercially produced mass
culture, he points out, is precisely that the commercial culture indus-
tries pick up on numerous elements of popular cultural expression.

~ Culture, Audiences, and Media

Their products and language are not simply imposit‘%ons from on_hi.gh.2
.He and others have correspondingly explored notions of hybndlty.' /
thmje in cultural life, examining the intricate mesh of cu.ltura} capil-
laries that suffuse the body of society.’ We shall return to this notion be-
bw in the discussion of social movements. _

. More than being just too tidy, dualist perspectives are senou'.sly
flawed: Popular culture is perfectly able to be elitist, rftcist, n.nsogymst,
iomophobic, and ageist and to express these values in inventive aI:ld 51:1-
icially attractive forms. The negative roles of women and girls in
tales and folk songs constitute but one example. Racist rock groups
stitute another. Neither ethnic antagonism nor misogyny are simply
planted from on high or from outside into an unsuspecting and un-
ing populace. _ '
This is not merely a passing qualification, as regards this book’s
me. Popular culture is larger than oppositional culture, at most junc-
in history probably considerably larger. Yet, just as popular cul-
and mass culture interpenetrate and suffuse each other, so, too,
es oppositional culture draw on and contribute to popu}ar culltu.re
d mass culture. A droll example was when U.S. anarchist activist
bie Hoffman, at the height of his notoriety, persuaded a commercial
blisher to entitle his mass market book Steal This Book. A more sober
S. example was the 1970s television miniseries Roots, which depictfad
me of the harshest aspects of slavery toa huge mass audience. Despite
limitations, it would probably never have been made at all had it not
for the Civil Rights and Black Power movements of the 1960s.
e examples are but two that underscore how these various cultural
ds are typically interspersed and intertwined with each other and
can only be separated analytically.

- The plural cultures is important for further reasons. Very few na-
tions are monocultural, and even those that are overwhelmingly so,
as Japan or postwar Poland, typically have class and regiorfal va.ri-
s of the national culture. Gender and age cultures further diversify
icture. These various cultures are in a hierarchy, with bourgeois
whiteness, maleness, and correct mother tongue typically given
elevated standing, often quite simply consecrated as the national cri-
ion for being taken seriously. But given all these elements, and not
t the accelerating migration from one part of the globe to another
DVer recent centuries, multicultural nations are the norm. Thus, minor-
‘ethnic media and feminist media, to take but two instances that ex-
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press the priorities and aspirations of extruded cultures, constitute an
important dimension of radical alternative media. \
Peter Burke (1986) has a helpful essay in which he identifies three
established approaches to popular culture. One he calls media based,
the second he terms society based, and a third, that of the Annales
historiographical school, emphasizes developments in popular culture
over substantial periods of time (longue durée). The media-based analy-
sis reflects Adorno. The society-based approach focuses, rather, on
structural and institutional changes over the past two centuries, espe-
cially relations between social classes, and the influence these changes
have sparked, culturally speaking, among subordinate classes.‘ The
Annales school has typically focused on premodern society and de-
ploys quasi-ethnographic research designs. Burke pleads for a con-
structive synthesis of the two latter approaches, rejecting the first as
threadbare. The particular point of value here is the historian’s empha-
sis on the development of cultural forms and processes over extended
periods of time, including centuries. A recurring and insidious tempta-
tion in media studies is to assess media from the singular vantage point
of the contemporary moment. Both the impact and the origins of media
become extremely foggy as a result. This is not least true of radical alter-
native media and oppositional cultures, which are already vulnerable
to premature dismissal as ephemeral and therefore irrelevant.

DEFINING AUDIENCES

However, culture consists not only of texts or other artifacts, but also of
their reception and use. We have already touched on the notion of audi-
ences and readers, but once we address the question directly, we find
that another central factor in this whole nexus is the kind of cultural ap-
propriation that audiences perform on and with mass cultural prod-
ucts, often taking what they are offered and constructing imaginary sce-
narios from it, some of which have resonances with a liberating
potential.

A path-breaking study by Janice Radway (1984) examined how
women readers of Harlequin romance novelettes drew on them todwell
pleasurably on alternative, more satisfying types of gender relations
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than the ones they themselves had experienced. Her study helped to
spark a huge wave of audience research that in one way or an.other ex-
plored the cultural activism of audiences as they use commercial med.1a
products. One instance is TV series fans’ Internet use to const.ruct dis-
cussions and interpretations of their favorite television text, as in Henry
Jenkins’s (1992) study of Star Trek fans whom, following Michel c%e
Certeau (1984), he terms “textual poachers.” Thus, mainstream media
products may well draw on popular culture, as Martm-Bar‘t:ero pro-
poses, but equally, even when molded or transmuted anq then "handed
back” by the commercial industries, these products are still subject to all
kinds of interpretive influences generated—once again—from the pub-
lic’s everyday cultures.

In the two terms popular culture and audiences, we also see the con-
ceptual overlaps and contradictions mentioned above as characterlstlc
of the array of concepts I am deploying to make sense of radical alterna-
tive media. The first term was coined in the sociology of culture, where
popular culture serves as a generic categor)./ referring Yarlously to ch-
tural production and reception by and within thfe .pubh:c at Ia'rge. Audi-
ence serves the corporate world as a highly specific demg.natmn of enu-
merated groups of viewers, listeners, and readers, de.rlvec.i from the
market strategies and discourses of film and broadcasting fx'rms, pub-
lishers, and advertisers. For payment, media firms seek to deliver to ad-
vertisers the eyes and ears of audiences, in the sense of groups of con-
sumers with buying power. ‘

The two terms, used thus, raise sharply different problematics and
emerge from totally distinct perspectives, even though ostensibly both
are defining actual human consumers of and gene‘rators of culture. To
some degree, the terms have been yoked together in the concept of th'e
“active audience,” already adumbrated just above when Radway’s
work was discussed, namely, an audience that is conceived as workm'g
on and molding media products, not just passively soaking up their
messages. The grassroots initiative implicit in popular culture @d tl'fe
ineluctable question of media text reception bOﬂjl have a foothold in t'l'us
concept. However, although more astute advertisers ‘endc_eavor_to refine
their messages in recognition that the audience is active, in their funda-
mental strategy, advertisers see audiences as being there to be per-

suaded and seduced—if necessary by sophisticated low-key methods
that do not insult their intelligence—but not empowered.
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DEFINING RADICAL MEDIA

The term popular culture, then, focuses attention on the matrix of radical
alternative media, relatively free from the agenda of the powers that
be and sometimes in opposition to one or more elements in that agenda.
At the same time, the term serves to remind us that all such media are
part of popular culture and of the overall societal mesh and are not tidily
segregated into a radical political reservation.’ They are endemically,
therefore, a mixed phenomenon, quite often free and radical in certain
respects and not in others. Sadly, the record speaks for itself of many
women suffragists” failures to oppose slavery, of many abolitionists’
failures to support women'’s suffrage, and of much of organized labor’s
failure in relation to both women workers and workers of color. Mixed,
indeed.

The popular culture frame also prods us to acknowledge two fur-
ther issues central to the argument of this book. The first is that the full
spectrum of radical media in modern cultures includes a huge gamut of
activities, from street theater and murals to dance and song—see the
Panorama section of this book—and not just radical uses of the technol-
ogies of radio, video, press, and Internet. The second is equally impor-
tant, namely, what Edward Thompson (1978) described as the forgotten
half of people’s culture:

[People] also experience their own experience as feeling [italics added]
and they handle their feelings within their culture, as norms, familial
and kinship obligations and reciprocity, as values, or (through more
elaborate forms) within art or religious beliefs. This half of culture
(and it is a full one-half) may be described as affective and moral con-
sciousness. (p. 352)

On the other hand, the term audiences (in the plural) forces our some-
times unwilling attention toward actual users of media. It pushes us to
consider the real flows of media influence, including those of radical
media, and not simply to speculate concerning hoped-for flows. If audi-
ences are redefined as media users rather than as consumers, as active
rather than uncritical, and as various (audiences) rather than as homo-
geneous, then the term is able to be freed of much of its purely market-
ing baggage.

In this process, the dividing line between active media users and
radical alternative media producers becomes much more blurred. It be-
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comes more productive to envision a kind of ascending scale in terms of
logistical complexity, all the way from interpreting mainstream media
texts in liberating ways, a la Janice Radway and many others, through
writing graffiti on billboards and culture-jamming,’ to occasional flyers
and posters, up to systematically organized and autonomous media
production over extended periods of time. Juxtaposing the concept of
popular culture as qualified by Martin-Barbero with this refined and
not commercially driven definition of the term audiences offers a frame-
work within which we can more easily understand the operation of rad-
ical alternative media.

However, we need tolink the notion of audiences to two further ma-
jor considerations. One is the question of time scale, the other the ques-
tion of social movements.

Audience research as practiced is overwhelmingly interested in the
instantaneous. Longer term impact is an extravagance in terms of com-
mercial priorities. The notion of “slow burn,” as in Peter Burke’s (1986)
urging that we consider the longer term in popular culture, which
might have much more relevance to small-scale alternative media, is
not on the agenda. If, however, the implication of radical alternative me-
dia content is that certain kinds of change are urgently needed in the
economic or political structure, but the present is very clearly one in
which such changes are unimaginable, then the role of those media is to
keep alive the vision of what might be, for a time in history when it may
actually be feasible. A classic instance here would be samizdat media in
Russia and Eastern Europe during the Soviet era (see the Panorama sec-
tion [Part IIT] and Chapter 22 for further details). But one might equally
cite as instances some of the work of Blake or Goya, virtually unseen in
their own lifetimes, but with an ongoing impact two centuries later.

Audiences, as a term, implies something rather static, typically
wrapped cozily around a TV set at home. Social movements, as a term,
implies something active and on the streets. We will review social move-
ments more closely later, but it is important to grasp that audiences and
movements do not live segregated the one from the other. In the ongo-
ing life of social movements, audiences overlap with movement activ-
ity, and the interrelation may be very intense between the audiences for
media, including radical alternative media, and those movements.
Thus, the somewhat static, individualized—or at least domesticated—
audience is only one mode of appropriating media content. Radical al-
ternative media impact needs to be disentangled, therefore, from the of-
ten axiomatic assumptions we have about audiences.
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Summary: Popular culture is the generic matrix of radical alternative
media. It also intertwines with commercialized mass culture and
oppositional cultures. In active, multicultural audiences, we may see
the joint architects—along with textual producers—of media mean-
ings, sometimes poaching what they want from media products and
subverting the values originally intended. In turn, some of these joint
architects, drawing on popular movements and oppositional cultures,
may themselves become producers of radical media and, then, risk tex-
tual poaching—which is a glancing acknowledgment of one of the
aspects of radical media that has been least studied and is most in need
of it, namely their audiences/ readership, a topic that this book only
addresses at a very general level. An urgent and intriguing research
terrain beckons.

But in thinking about cultural and audience processes as they relate
toradical media, we need to assess them over the long term as well as in
the immediate moment and to view them in relation to the dynamic of
social movements. (Both these are recurring and important strands in
this book’s argument.)

However, we need now to add to the concepts already reviewed by
exploring in more detail notions of power, hegemony, and resistance
that have been implicit so far. In the preceding discussion of the hier-
archy of cultures and of interactions between popular culture and mass
culture, we have stepped sharply away from a common assumption
about culture, which is that it simply emerges spontaneously from the
bowels of society. It is naive to suppose that either culture or communi-
cation are anything so innately democratic, although their construction
is certainly more emergent than it is presciently organized. In communi-
cation and culture, power processes and differentials are everywhere.

NOTES

1. See, for example, Fiske (1988), and for a very interesting study that is
not hobbled by that approach, Fiske (1995).

2. Martin-Barbero's (1993) text is one in which I have found valuable con-
firmation and inspiration for this study.

3. Sadly, in some postmodernist writing, hybridity itself has been inflated
into a mantra, with everyday life, as Tony Bennett (1992) so splendidly putit,
“construed as a rich domain of the unfathomable” (p. 11). The seductiveness of
all-purpose concepts is remarkable.
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4. Examples include the work of Raymond Williams (1977) and E. P.
Thompson (1968, 1978, 1993).

5. Lenin, in his famous strategy text, What Is To Be Done? (1902/1965),
sought strictly to demarcate the Marxist political party press fr.om thel general
run of oppositional expression, not only by its tight orgamza}tlonal hlerar.chy
but also by its pristine political content guaranteed by professional revolution-
ary intellectuals. We will return to this topic below. ’ -

6. This term means using official cultural symbols against their intended
purpose. For more on the subject, see Chapter 12.



Power, Hegemony, Resistance

To illuminate the relation between power and culture and, most par-
ticularly, the roles of radical alternative media within that relation, I
propose to play with a mazurka of concepts drawn from socialist and
feminist anarchism, Antonio Gramsci, and some other sources on sub-
versive ploys in everyday life. Specifically,

® Socialist and feminist anarchism’s identification of multiple sources of
subordination beyond capitalism’s directly economic d imension; what,
in other words, is the full range of forces that radical media are combat-
ing?

® Gramsci’s exploration of capitalist cultural hegemony and popular
counterhegemony; where do radical media fit?

® Scott’s examination of everyday resistance tactics; what is the relation
between them and radical media activism?

THE CONCEPT OF POWER

Power is potentially one of the more vacuous concepts in social and
cultural analysis. It can refer to everything from the sadistic secret

12
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olice of a dictatorial regime to the diffused networks of micropower
addressed in Michel Foucault’s work (e.g., Foucault, 1977). In a Marxist
framework, it can refer to a fusion between economic and political
dominance for good (in a socialist regime) or, over the long term, for ill
(under capitalism). Within a socialist-anarchist framework, power
often carries a dual negative, namely, capital and the centralized state.
In a right-wing anarchist framework, frequently found within the con-
temporary United States, the problem of power is defined as the state
pure and simple, with the power of capital strangely off the map. In
addition, the word may denote popular power and the power to resist
as well as the competitive power struggle between corporate leaders.
It may also denote positive power, the capacity to achieve something
or create something (see the discussion of Macpherson in Chapter 4).
Yet, everyone uses the word power freely and therein often lies a ma-
jor problem in its discussion: the inaccurate assumption of shared
meaning,.

We will begin by noting an important contribution of socialist
anarchism' to understanding the issues (cf. Martin-Barbero, 1993, pp.
13-17). A number of particular strengths in anarchist angles of vision
have a bearing on radical alternative media. The one I will focus on at
this point—others will surface later—is the emphasis on multiple reali-
ties of oppression beyond the economic. The tendency in Marxist think-
ing to focus exclusively on political economy is much rarer within anar-
chism, although somewhat in evidence in its syndicalist version. When
reading Emma Goldman’s (1970, 1974) lectures or autobiography, for
instance, the breadth of her concerns is evident—the theater, women'’s
rights, contraceptive education, sexuality, prisons, puritanism, patriot-
ism, the positive intellectual contributions of Freud and Nietzsche—as
is the fact that they are valued in their own right or denounced (prisons,
etc.) for their impact on the human personality in its entirety, not just in
terms of economic exploitation. Marxist writers often seem to have to
link everything to political economy for their analysis to be validated;
having made the linkage, which is predictably present at some point or
points, the analysis is then considered complete.’

Within anarchism, however, there is a recognition, as David Wieck
(1979) has put it, “that any theory that finds the secret of human libera-
tion in something as specific as the politics of property neglects the
interdependence of the many liberations” (p. 143). Defining the source
of the problems we face and the nature of the power that maintains them
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is central to deciding how to address them. The angles of vision of
socialist anarchism, historically Marxism’s chief antagonist on the Left,
offer a significantly wider view than does conventional Marxism.

GRAMSCI'S NOTION OF HEGEMONY

In recent decades, however, the writings of Antonio Gramsci from the
1920s and 1930s (Gramsci, 1971; see also Femia, 1981; Forgacs, 1988;
Hall, 1986; Lears, 1985) have been a very influential source of thinking
about power, capitalism, and culture within European, Latin American,
and even some U.S. circles. Paradoxically, despite his Marxist creden-
tials, Gramsci could be faulted for having had less to say on economic is-
sues than they deserve, but his analyses of culture and power are re-
markable for their sensitivity and precision. Elsewhere, I have offered a
more detailed evaluation of his relevance to general media analysis and
have suggested that a more diffuse notion of hegemony is probably more
productive than tying ourselves to all the specifics of his egemonia con-
cept (Downing, 1996, pp. 199-204). Here, it will suffice to establish some
of the basics.

Gramsci’s strategy for resisting and eventually overcoming the
power of the capitalist class’ in its most advanced nations, and thereby
for deeply democratizing those nations, rested on his conviction of the
need to challenge and displace the cultural dominance and leadership

= hegemony) of their ruling classes with a coherent and convincing al-
ternative vision of how society might organize itself. He argued that
over the two centuries of its expansion and consolidation, capitalism
maintained and organized its leadership through agencies of informa-
tion and culture such as schools and universities, the churches, litera-
ture, philosophy, media, and corporate ideologies. The perspectives on
the wider society generated within these institutions often produced, he
proposed, an unquestioning view of the world that took the status quo
as inevitable and ruling class power as founded on that class’s unique,
self-evident ability to run the nation successfully (whatever the cri-
tiques of the class’s individual members).

Thus, although the system was also powered by its economic mech-
anisms and shored up during political crises by the use of police, courts,
jails, and ultimately the military (= the state in the classical Marxist
sense), mass hegemonic institutions such as those listed were, so to
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speak, its first line of defense, its outer ramparts.lAt the sa‘lrne time, their
cultural influence emerged over protracted periods of time, not—out-
side of a fascist scenario—through some cent—ra]lj.r orchestrated plan. .

A hegemonic socialist countervision of a nation’s f'?lture, Gramsci
argued, would be constructed over time through mass involvement—
quite unlike the subordination of wage workers and small farmers char-
acteristic in capitalist hegemony. A socialist hegemo.ny.\a}.rould embrace
this majority of the public, whose demands and priorities would con-
stantly develop it further. This majority p(.‘,lh.tlcal moven.lent would
largely be led—but should never, in his v14s1on, be manipulated or
crunched underfoot—by a communist party. L3

At all events, whatever our take on some of the specifics of
Gramsci’s analysis, it is reasonable to acknowledge that some fon?ns of
organized leadership are essential to coordinate &@enges to tl‘1e ideo-
logical hegemony of capital and to put f0rward.cred1ble aite-matl_vet pro-
grams and perspectives. In this regard, his notion of thf: organic 11"|te1;
lectual” might almost be re-rendered as the “commumce.itor / actw1st_,
inasmuch as for Gramsci the term intellectual never implied people sit-
ting by themselves and thinking great thoughts that only the‘y and a
small circle might share. Gramsci looked forward to the. role of mte]l_ec-
tuals/activist communicators organically integrated w.1th the Ia?c»rmg
classes in developing a just and culturally enhanced social orc.:ler, in con-
tradistinction to those intellectuals organically integrated with the rul-
ing classes, whose communicative labors strengthened the hegemony
of capital.

Subsequently—although Gramsci himself never used the term_s—
notions of counterhegemony and counterhegemonic have become fairly
common among writers influenced by his thinking, as a way to catego-
rize attempts to challenge dominant ideo.lc.)gical framew.orks and to
supplant them with a radical alternative vision. Many 1‘"ad1cal alterna-
tive media clearly belong within this frame. A prohferatlort of sucl.l me-
dia would be vital, both to help generate those alternatives in public c.ie-
bate and also to limit any tendency for oppositional Iead(lersh.tp,
whatever forms it took, to entrench itself as an agency of domination
rather than freedom. :

Atthe same time, Gramsci’s perspective offers a fresh way of under:'-
standing such media. In a framework within which classes :c'iI‘ld _the capi-
talist state are analyzed simply as controlling and censoring mf.orma-
tion, the role of radical media can be seen as trying to disrupt the silence,
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to counter the lies, to provide the truth. This is the counterinformation
model (cf. Baldelli, 1977; Herman, 1992; Jensen, 1997), which has a
strong element of validity, most especially under highly reactionary and
repressive regimes. Mattelart’s (1974, pp. 75-123, 233-267) pioneering
study of radical media in the Popular Unity period in Chile from 1970
through 1973 is a classical instance. His conceptual handling of the is-
sues was fairly rudimentary, framed mostly in terms of alternative me-
dia as devices for giving voice to the Left's political parties, given that
major media were unavailable and hostile, agents of what he brilliantly
characterized as a Leninist mass agitation campaign from the extreme
Right (pp. 187-229).°

However, Gramsci’s position directs our attention equally to less
tense, perhaps more everyday scenarios, in which one way of describ-
ing capitalist hegemony would be in terms of self-censorship’ by main-
stream media professionals or other organic intellectuals in positions of
authority, their unquestioning acceptance of standard professional me-
dia codes. Radical media in those scenarios have a mission not only to
provide facts to a public denied them but to explore fresh ways of devel-
oping a questioning perspective on the hegemonic process and increas-
ing the public’s sense of confidence in its power to engineer construc-
tive change.

Gramsci, however, was always at great pains to emphasize that (a)
hegemony is never frozen stiff but is always under negotiation between
superior and subordinate social classes, that (b) capitalist cultural hege-
mony is unstable and may experience serious intermittent crises, yet at
the same time (c) that it may enjoy a rarely questioned normalcy over
long periods.

Gramsci’s approach has been attacked from a variety of quarters
(e.g., Anderson, 1977; Bennett, 1992). The critique by anthropologist
James C. Scott (1985, pp. 314-326; 1990) is the most interesting one for
our purposes, because it raises very directly the nature of counterhege-
monic resistance cultures. The issue is central in that their respective po-
sitions could be described as one in which the public mostly acknowl-
edges the rectitude of its condition and the ability of the ruling classes to
lead (Gramsci), as opposed to one in which the public is seething with
'systematically masked discontent (Scott). As a result, radical media
could easily be read two very different ways: as necessary to build
counterhegemony but only truly powerful at times of political upsurge,
oras within a heartbeat of expressing deeply entrenched and disruptive
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mass discontent (although Scott’s analysis does not address media as
such, only symbolic communication).

SCOTT'S EXAMINATION OF RESISTANCE

Scott (1990) dwells at length on “hidden transcripts” and “infra-poli-
tics” (pp. 15-19, 67, 87, 111, 120, 132, 183f., 191, 200). By these, he means
similar things, namely, that each social class or antagonistic group hasa
public statement of what it considers itself to be doing and a private one
that only circulates within the group. Infra-politics, Scott (1999) argues,
expresses the real, private levels of resistance and anger, typncallyt not
simply about the economic exploitation people face but also_ about “the
pattern of personal humiliations that characterize” it, “arbitrary 'beat-
ings, sexual violations, and other insults” (pp. 111-112, 21). The infra-
politics of the poor hatches a variety of acts of resistance, some very sub-
tle to the untutored gaze, some intentionally ambiguous so that even
given the elite’s watchful and tutored eyes, there would be insuffic‘ie?nt
grounds for reprisals. Or, in the case of the powerful elites, infra-politics
meant their hidden transcript of contempt and anger at poor farmers.
In Scott’s view, many, including Gramsci, are too wil]ing to over-
look “the massive middle ground, in which conformity is often a self-
conscious strategy and resistance is a carefully balanced affair that
avoids all-or-nothing confrontations” (Scott, 1985, p. 285), and mana_ges
thereby “to miss the immense political terrain that lies between quies-
cence and revolt... [and instead] to focus on the visible coastline [rather
than] the continent that lies beyond” (Scott, 1990, p. 199). That middle
ground is occupied by a “constant testing of the limits . . . hardly has th:e
dust cleared before the probing to regain lost territory is likely to begin”
(Scott, 1990, p. 197). Within “the continent that liesbeyond” E_ICOtt locates
insincere flattery, feigned stupidity, hostile gossip, malicious rumor,
magical spells, anonymous threats, songs, folktales, gestures, jokes,
grumbling, arson, sabotage, lateness, and failure to return to work after
the midday break. He includes, too, what he tetrms "in1p05f:d mutual-
ity,” namely, the sanctions imposed by the group on individuals who
are ready to break ranks and kowtow to the elite (Scott, 1985, pp. 241,
258-60; 1990, pp. xiii, 140).”
Scott’s instances strongly echo the panorama of oppositional cul-
ture traced out in Part II. We have argued there is powerful reason to
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take into account all the levels of cultural action of which he speaks.and
to see them all as radical alternative communication, sometimes in me-
dia form, sometimes expressed purely through conversational net-
works. {
Together, Gramsci and Scotthave a great deal tobring to our discus-

sion, not least their common acknowledgment of the bedrock realities of
economic exploitation, political power, and social class relations. In
some ways the difference between the two is one of focus. Gramsci was
concerned with class politics in leading capitalist nations during the
first third of the 20th century and often wrote more from the historian’s
viewpoint on long-term seismic shifts in politics and culture, such as the
Renaissance, the Reformation, the Italian Risorgimento. Scott, by con-
trast, is concerned with a thick ethnographic description of the immedi-
acies of micropolitical conflict, as expressed through many symbols and
forms of communication, within a Third World agrarian setting in tran-
sition.

Scott does spend more time on detailing everyday resistance within
this framework than does Gramsci. Yet, to understand counterhege-
mony in general, or radical alternative media in particular, it is essential
not only to understand the dominant local class, as Scott takes consider-
able pains to do, but also the wider history and trajectory of the domi-
nant classes nationally. Only armed with such understanding is it possi-
ble to comprehend why radical media are born and have sway outside
an immediate locality or to evaluate their performance. Their context is
not merely society, abstractly, but particular conjunctures of elite policy,
as well as struggles for power—cultural, economic, and political.

MULTIPLE SOURCES OF OPPRESSION

To bring the story full circle, and also as a segue into the discussion of so-
cial movements, let us pick up again the socialist anarchist theme of the
multiple sources of oppression in society. Sheila Rowbotham (1981),
writing from a libertarian Marxist feminist perspective, echoes this in a

- way that also directly poses the urgency of lateral communication, of
media of resistance:

For if every form of oppression has its own defensive suspicions, all
the movements in resistance to humiliation and inequality also dis-
cover their own wisdoms. We require a socialist movement in which
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there is freedom for these differences and nurture for these visions.r..
This means that in the making of socialism people can (Iﬂevelop posi-
tively their own strengths and find ways of communicating to one an-
other what we have gained. (pp- 46-47)

communication she means is not first and foremost a matter F’f hav-
a printing press ora radio transmitter or Internet access, but it m?ust
ely include that. Sharing perceptively the gamut of issues plagufng
ial life, as experienced from numerous vantage points, a.nd‘sl}ar%ng
eir possible solutions, and sharing in hilarity at their daily idiocies,
o, fit the potential of media far more than any oth_et; cou'nterheg_e-
onic institutions, such as a party, a union, or a council.” Resistance, in
ther words, is resistance to multiple sources of oppression, butin turn,
requires dialogue across the varying sectors—by ge.nder; by race, eth-
ity, and nationality; by age; by occupational grouping—to take effec-
ve shape. Radical alternative media are central to that process.

Summary: Radical media activists have very often experienced st:_ate re-
sssion—execution, jailing, torture, fascist assaults, the bombing of
dical radio stations, threats, police surveillance, and intimidation tac-
tics.’ It is hopelessly naive to see their operation as simply part of awar
of ideas conducted by Queensberry rules. The story of radical media, as
-amsci himself knew only too painfully in his own life, is all too often
one of survival and tension in the face of vehemently, sometimest mur-
;aerously hostile authority. Placing radical alternative m.edi'cf witllun this
1z ger context of state power, hegemony, and insubordination is a nec-
‘essary step toward understanding them. We need tobe alert to multq?le
forms of power and subordination, often interlocking; to the .cen‘trahty
of culture as the ground on which struggles for freedom and !usuce are
fought out; and to the powerful operation of microsubver‘swe strate-
gies. However, these strategies do not explode into life outside of a cul-
ture of resistance, social movements, and their networks of exchange
and debate. Earlier, I noted how important social movements are for
understanding radical media, and so itis to them that we now turn.

NOTES

1. The treasured and long-running stereotype of the anarchist as lunatic
bomb-thrower is a convenient way to excuse oneself from thinking abput the
often searching questions raised in anarchist writing, most of which has
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shunned terrorist methods. We should begin with the recognition that anar-
chism is not purely a philosophy. In many countries, the labor movement has
been deeply influenced by it, with Spain being the pre-eminent example,l;but
others include Italy, Portugal, Mexico, and other Latin American countries.
Until 1917, the British labor movement had a considerable anarchist element.
Anarchist thinking has been correspondingly diverse and multifaceted,
divided not only into its syndicalist wing and its purer wing, rejecting all cen-
tralized national organization, but also into many different small groups.
There is no single anarchist view on many questions—indeed anarchists have
been as capable of vicious sectarian infighting as any other political tendency.

2. There is an argument, although it cannot be developed here, that it was
the mistaken enthronement of Marx’s (1977) Capital as his crowning achieve-
ment and therefore as the bible of the Marxist movement, that in turn diverted
attention from his own much broader methodology, which had rather little in
common with what subsequently often passed for Marxism. (See Colletti, 1972;
Negri, 1991.)

3. Much of the confusion that has historically emerged over Marxist

analysis of social classes has arisen from the projection—by many Marxists and
many non-Marxists—of a unified political consciousness on to subordinate
classes, especially wage workers. Thus, the focus has shifted tacitly but very
substantively away from the leadership and direction of society supplied by
capitalist classes to wage workers’ class awareness and resistance. Always the
most helpful way to understand how the Marxist analytical tradition (at its
best) conceives of classes is to begin by focusing on the corporate sector and its
policies, largely formed within national and international market competition,
and on state regulations in relation to the workforce, national and global. Cor-
porate policies are not necessarily consistent or coherent, not necessarily well-
advised, not necessarily farseeing, but they exist and have repercussions and
ramifications that sooner or later stretch into every corner of life. By the close of
the 20th century, this corporate sector, at its most influential, consisted of huge
transnational corporations, the majority ultimately based in the United Sta tes,
but no more necessarily compliant with U.S. government policy at any one
time than were their purely domestic corporate forebears. The responses the
policies generate in the various realms of societal life in turn may spark fresh
policies (be they short- or long-term, nice or nasty). Over time, the push and
pull that ensues has proved to be a tremendous motor force within nations and
today, increasingly, internationally.

This relational and historical concept of class is utterly distinct from the
stunted one common in public discourse in the United States, where middle
class means the vast bulk of the population. It is also sharply different from the
American social science use of class to mean socioeconomic status (SES), which
is a simple conceptual grid imposed on a nation or community at a particular
point in its history to distinguish between the wealthy, the not-so-wealthy and
the poor as consumers and status holders, with relative power almost absent
from the picture. Finally, it has nothing to do with the lampoon version of
Marxist thinking, in which there are just two social classes that will slug it out
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til the bigger one (the proletariat) wins and then everyone will be h]:ptpy for-
uner after. The concept of class [am deploying, I argue, is no mantrz;, l.cll a “:;1?;
e¥cutﬁng through conceptually to the bone of issues, in the cultura an rnecei :
:phere as elsewhere. Its function is not to end debate but to focus it and to
t penetrating further questions. ‘ x =
PTQH;P IE view of the political record of many comr‘nu‘mst parties in the 20tlc'11
tu. although not all, this element of his vision is liable to raise acute an
Fjsl:tifi?c”i anxiety. It is important, therefore, to remeryber' that his own year’s
]stay in the Soviet Union was during its very early per:q;:l, ina mgc:é\ r;r{:?;estzgﬁz
i i ing the 1918-1920 civil war and be
osphere immediately following t :
:\:.sl. ogficially in charge or even widely known. Furthermore, Gramsn:l_ was
jailed from 1926 until a few days before his death in 1937, ban:d fi:jom MTIVI?E
i isits. Thus, while his vision of the future role o
information or even many visits. , wh e
i been flawed, it was not a vision bas .
communist party may have . ot a e cws
i i d terrifyingly disfigure
1 experience that would so tragically an ; ‘
:gtr :-(r::)ver]:\ents of the 20th century. Adamson (1987) 1nterestmg]yl sugf%\ists t_hat
i i-religi tion of the future role of Marxism
Gramsci expressed a quasi-religious percep t st
i i ing i kind of secular faith that would se
in a revolutionary society, seeingitasa ecu 1 : e
iety’ lture within a socially just and demo
i ate society’s goals and general cu . fe
nl:l::ig:rorder. Thzs, even if Gramsci might be attacked for pollyanna-ism, Stalin
ism was not his stock in trade. Of course, this vagueness about the future cari
also be attacked for paving the way, through its optimism, for ruthless oppor
tunists to seize and wield power in the name of justice and c‘ounterhegc.amor;)t(h
5. Arguably, Mattelart failed sufficiently to problematize the parties o : ;i'
Left v;rhich maintained a fierce sectarian hostility towa:ird eachdo.thebrl evsnua; ;er
' i i t had been drowned in bloo
decade after the Popular Unity experimen . ’
i i had the parties been less
inochet coup. It is also plausible that even had  bex _
:)k};i,eilst;d with corrF:peting with each other, their mstmchvei); agthorlttalila:tc;le
i he media under their control.

e would have narrowed the impact of t . der t : .
:::'ne time, the dynamism of the Right’s media campaigns in that perlod‘, w1:h
energetic ;ssistance from the CIA, does not make this a 51.mp}e question to
resol%e. See Simpson Grinberg (1986b) and Huesca ar:u:l Derv1.n (.1994) .foxrgel.:;
ments that this dualistic phase of thinking about radical media in Latin Am
ica needed to be, and was, supplanted by more complex models. . .

6. Self-censorship can, of course, take different forms, one consmouiiql a
WhiC}‘l there is a specific decision to avoid a danger area, an}ii tlhtet o isea
entrenched to the point of being instinctual and unconscious. The latter

i i Gramscian sense.
tronger instance of hegemony in the : . )
o 7g Scott’s account of Gramsci tends to conflate hlf‘n, without actu;llyﬁt?
ing sc; with Max Weber, whose concept of legitimatlonhpr?ipos.es ta dl..lil. (1; :}:
i i i t legitimated, whether in traditi
model in which regimes are or are not leg ate s .
i i i There is none of the middle groun
, bureaucratically, or charismatically. . ;
;f);r;f\alysis suggested by Gramsci’s acknowledgmenF .that hegemony is r(lseg(zt
tiated over time and is subject to crises and instability. 1:'t.u-tl'uefmcm;?,2 cTohe
(1985, p. 314) cites the famous aphorism from Marx and Engels., s (1l )_as
Germ;m Ideology—that the ruling ideas are the ideas of the ruling class
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;zz?il-ilsﬁii I)i(t:;a i:tac;;ical n;gget }aerfectly encapsulated Gramsci’s political
- e reading of Gramsci, I submit, will i
Scott even (p. 340) refers to the notio : e s

e n of a hegemonic ideolo i
ie pglxgcal thgory of general anesthesia. In this, I think, he hagg’ cas;:lg‘llel::;l?nt'to
: hio » ;il:sa, perhaps (Eonfusing his work with versions of Gramsci p);;‘;i
1 gh the work. of Louis Althusser (1971), who defined ideology as a unit
cu h.;ra;};erspectwe solidly supportive of the capitalist order .
- Mainstream media are conspicuousl . :
! y unsuccessful here, the * -all”
TY talk sh(?ws of the 1990s and the agony columns being pitiful i e
this potential. & -
Am:gciiigl;;rtgsl 3a9ngil;IIAof this book for numerous instances. See too,
+ PP- 97-01), Armstrong (1981, pp. 137-159), Ri and 2
number of the case studies in the first ic i (Do (19‘81)’ Hery
which are not included in this one. TR A (heoriog 1R

Social Movements, the
Public Sphere, Networks

The argument in this segment will be as follows:

e Social movements represent one of the most dynamic expressions of re-
sistance, as contrasted with more stable and enduring institutions such

as unions or parties.’
e Their importance for understanding radical media and oppositional
cultures is enormous.

e Movement upsurges appear both to generate and to be stimulated by
radical media.’ Conversely, at times when such movements are at a low
ebb, the flood of alternative media also subsides.

e However, this is not the end of the matter. Properly understood, the re-
lation between movements and radical media is not one of base and su-
perstructure but one of dialectical and indeed acute interdependence.

e The second related question is triangular: the connections between so-
cial movements, media (both radical and mainstream), and the so-

called public sphere.
23
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® The third question is the relation between radical media and non-media
communication networks.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND RADICAL MEDIA

We need to begin by clarifying what is meant by asocial movement. Ob-
vious as the term may sound, it has been variously deployed in the af-
termath of the many social and political upheavals across the globe
since the 19th century.

Arato and Cohen (1992, Chapter 10) offer a threefold classification
of the senses in which it has been used. The earliest model was that of
the rioting mob, the crowd in tumult, acting blindly and insensately,
driven only by emotions wildly out of control—in other words the per-
ception of mass public activism typical among those horrified alike by
the French Revolution and by labor and socialist upsurges.’ In flat oppo-
sition to this model is the second model, that of social movements as
rational actors. In this view, members of the general public, because
they lack property and are often impoverished, have to generate alter-
native resources to wield influence over the political and allocation pro-
cess. These alternative resources consist of such collective actions as
strikes, sit-ins, occupations, demonstrations, go-slows, and traffic

blocking. So far from being irrational eruptions by crazed mobs, these
actions consist of carefully considered tactics on the part of those with-
out wealth or state power.

A third model comes from academic research on so-called New So-
cial Movements (NSMs), namely, ecological, feminist, or peace-oriented
social movements. Some scholars argue that these movements repre-
senta qualitatively new stage in contemporary political culture, sharply
marked off from the characteristics of earlier social movements, espe-
cially the labor movement. Whereas the labor movement, for example,
sought to achieve specific economic gains from the capitalist class and
to pressure governments into legislation and policy initiatives that its
leaders felt would benefit the rank and file, NSMs had no such calcu-
lated material outcome. Rather, said these researchers, NSMs sought
goals in large measure independent of what the state might concede,

goals that bore a much closer relationship to a sense of personal growth
and identity in interaction with the subculture of the movement. Anem-
blematic instance of what NSM theorists had in mind would be the
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#consciousness-raising” dimension of U.S. and West.em European fem;
inist movements in the 1960s and early 1970s, in w.hlch sma’ll groups oh
women would meet together to talk thrm{ gh th_eu life experiences, Wll:.
the aim of exploring and thus shaking off in thenj own psy(:hes‘th;e1 pa;n;
archal restraints to which they had been subjected. from b_u-t b— ud
without necessarily setting up any subsequent organized project base
on this exploration. Collective identity was all. i e
Much of the problem with the NSM literature lies in its most eager
advocates’ almost messianic conviction that they h.ave stumbled ct:;\ at
major new dimension of contemporary culture. Social movements. ala
did not fit their schema, such as the labor movement, were effectzve y
consigned to the trash can of a prior epoch, now waned. The llterahi;e
was also very Western in focus: Movements in other’parts of' the wor ;
such as the anti-apartheid movement in Soutl'.l {\fnca and its suppc}n:
network across the globe, or Afro-Brazilian political mcfvements, or the
Palestinian intifada, or even the nationalist movemenlt in Q_uébec were
not on the map at all. Nor, seemingly, was the U.S. Civil Rights Move-
men;.urmermore, the NSM current had a tendency tobe blind to any as-
pects of “its” movements that did not fit its conceptual mold. Thl:.li?,
those aspects of feminist movements that sought better da'ly calj;e facili-
ties, or improved widows’ pensions, or new legal protections for rape;
victims—in other words, concrete outcomes fr‘om governmenta
sources—simply seemed to be off the NSM analytlcal map. These arc;
not the only instances of a certain programmedlblmdness to mo‘vemlen
facets that evaded the model’s parameters. For instance, the antmulc ear
movement pressed governments to close down nuclsfar power stations,
to dismantle missiles, and to not build any more ﬁtatnons (or we.apons).
Parts of the ecological movement focused on en.varonmental racmfn;, at;
tacking the established tendency for firms, with t}'le 51.1pport of loca
governments, to build toxic waste dumps Clr?s‘e to minority ethnic com-
munities. This was hardly pure identity politics.

Elsewhere, I have discussed these three approaches at grleater
length (Downing, 1996, pp. 18-22, 26-27, ?6-102, 111-112). Hereé. et 1;?
simply note that each contributes something to our understanding :
social movements and resistance, even the mtob approach on a pl;.r.oi- y
descriptive level. Political movements are a vital component (;f p(; :.tu:si
in many contemporary nations, not least in those where forma pfo i 1?a-
processes have become colonized by the presumed demands of main
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stream television on the one hand and by the colossal costs of campaign-
ing on the other. In this situation, mainstream political parties are less
and less responsive to the deepest public needs. The dynamism in the
political process is, therefore, often derived from political movements
operating outside the party structures, although admittedly often in
some relationship with one or more political parties. Parties legislate,
but they do not generally initiate or lead major movements of social
opinion. This means that the political life energy and the burning issues
of a nation are more often to be found in and around social movements
than in the official institutions of democracy.
These movement flashpoints may be of a retrograde variety, like the
anti-immigrant poison that seeps’ out of Western nations—although
notonly them. Or they may be constructive, such as antinuclear or femi-
nist movements. The fact remains, they are where the action is, and
therefore, public debate, dialogue, and conversation take place around
their agendas. The essential point is that in the life of social movements,
there are dizzy highs and lows, dramatic moments, conflicts and splits,
and generally an intense interaction with forces and subcultures on
their boundaries as well as in opposition to them. Communication and
media, both within their ranks and without, play a huge role in move-
ment trajectories. Oddly, however, much of the social movement litera-
ture fails to engage in any disciplined way with the question of commu-
nication and media. For the mob approach, communication takes place
by some barbaric chemistry; for the rational actor approach, by dint of
demonstrations and other organized expressions of discontent; and for
the NSM approach, by sustained mulling over questions of identity in-
side the movement itself.

It is on the edge of being weird that there is so little systematic
analysis of communication or media in the social movement literature.
There is now a growing communication literature on the relations be-
tween mainstream media and movements’ and on alternative media of
the movements.® It frankly beggars the imagination to explain how so
many social movement specialists could think it feasible to analyze the
dynamics of social movements without systematic attention to their
media and communication,

There are, of course, counterarguments that such media have been
in sharp decline, and in this case, their relative neglect would not count
for much. Jakubowicz (1993) proposes that alternative media were very
much a phenomenon of the turbulent 1960s and 1970s and that their
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sroliferation should notbe thoughtofasa permanentl ffeature of modern
dia environments. Neveu (1999) writes of “the crisis of militant me-
- 'I(‘I!::e :}Z)c;blem with this critique is to find an empirical );;rc:lshci(uf;r
the claim that radical media are withering away. Almost by. e;rr n; Ch.:
ﬁwy often go unmeasured, uncounted, and pooFly knownino ;c; "
cles or outside their localities. Generally—as is the argumen eifg
" k—their power is misperceived because they are lnctt stereotyp
boq media. Historically, however, as Part II will illustrate, such
m:lc-lrg:izr:been aconstant. Some, as the Soviet era and l?ortuguese ex-
. les in this book will testify, have been extraordinarily _potent anEi1
:vnilge—ranging in their impact. Obituaries for radical media, I woul

7
venture to suggest, are premature,

HABERMAS AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE

At the close of their review of the three interpretations of social move?-
ments, Arato and Cohen (1992) propose that in the conFemporargz Ige;;—
od, social movements constitute what they call the pub:u: fs%};r;t.ﬁd; Bi;
’ i together with the concept of Offe :
they lock social movements .
igi i 1989) to embrace the alterna
inally defined by Habermas (1962/ _
:(I;;ge of f);'eer speech and critique of monarchlca} government tli:':atthle
identified as emerging in the 18th century, especially amI;)Fg ﬂt.ll]e 12 :ly
ite i A - and teahouses. Regrettably, they
lectual elite in London’s coffee- an ‘ _ |
aicsert this effective fusion conceptually, without artlculatmg fl;\;'th?; iz
i ich i ld presumably be expressed. Nor
merous ways in which it would p
];loblem of media on their radar. However, let us explore the concept
® ichkei ir basic insight.
ffentlichkeit, and then return to their .
° ez whole literature has grown up around the term ;é;{f!;hc :Eh;f’ ’ihz
i d to translate Habermas'’s term Offentlichkei f
expression usually use : e
i i ingle English equivalent tha
word for which there is no sing e
% i to garner the sense in whi
f senses. Perhaps the easiest way ) e
1I--I"Jl:::Ii‘:erfnal.s uses the term is to consider the related but opposite so;.m
l narchies
iti i ly, the royal court. As the European mo;
political reality, name e
ir absolute powers, a factor directly .
gradually lost their a powe! e e
i linfluence and debate outsi
extension of the sphere of politica . b=
i lost their power to these wi
fines of the courts. Courts slowly : :
Z?::IZ: nCommunication and information, including broadsheets, flyers,
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and early types of newspapers, all of which circulated in the settings
noted above, were crucial elements within this gradually widening
zone of influence and debate. The virtual monopoly of the court over of-
ficial politics was slowly eaten away. Thus, the openness and publicity
represented by the word Offentlichkeit were a break with the seclusion
and secrecy of the royal courts. (In the contemporary era, Habermas
claimed, corporate and government hegemony had ironed this public
sphere out of existence.)

Admittedly, the developments Habermas pointed to were gradual
and patchy and were under constraints he took for granted in his origi-
nal essay. For instance, in the English setting, class and gender held
Sway: women were effectively excluded, along with provincial elites
and indeed the great majority of the male population. In prerevolution-
ary France, by contrast, a few women who ran some of the famous Paris
salons, which also extended political debate and influence beyond the
court, were at the very heart of this expansion, Paradoxically, as Landes
(1988) has shown, after a very brief experiment with further steps in
women’s emancipation during the French Revolution, women were
then excluded from the public sphere and for some decades had less
scope than previously to wield public influence.

Habermas also tended to define debate and rational exchangeas ac-
tivities characteristic of the public sphere. Iris Marion Young (1990,
Chapter 4) has argued that this is a very masculine perception of the de-
liberative process. Not only is the exclusion of women passed over in si-
lence, but the presumption is that successful discussion and review of a
matter only operates, and can only operate, in a completely antiseptic
rationalistic mode." Yet, a number of the radical alternative media re-
viewed in Part II from precisely those periods in England and France
show very clearly, through their use of irony, satire, caricature, cartoon,
slander, innuendo, salacious public gossip, and pornography, that so-
ber, clearly argued debate was nomore victorious then, or the dominant
mode of discourse, than we see it to be today. If we think of the radical
Methodist chapels or the bars of 18th-century London, the radical un-
derworld that McCalman (1988) has so vividly described, or the vigor-
ous and sometimes scurrilous satire depicted by Donald (1996) and
Wood (1994), then itis hard to envisage in those settings the orderly rea-

soned discourse thatsupposedly would have tapped its desiccated way
along its appointed paths.
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i sponse to Habermas, two Maxl'xist critics, Oskar Negt
and %:xgjztrrzlsge (1972/1993), argue;i thla;t ;111 :l:le t;(;r:;:ﬁzrg t;z
' i ould he :
e Of'a %fgﬁrﬁ:s?sjlﬁeﬁlziﬁe disappearance of a bogrgeois
N _mgf;ge mthe settings in which the proletariat could df:bate its p_ast,
publ;iipa;zle ;‘uture were, they urged, the really interestm% quei:roz;
. inai d abstractly utopian charac
There was a strongly doctrinaire an ! e
i ut it suggested an important q .
h'u-ge' paﬁé;?;e:a;rgﬁnﬂi:ti’dl;nﬁficat?ogn of alternative zones for radi-
hac;nd?bl:lte and reflection within present-day society. e
¢ One attempt to tie the term down to some form of relevance for r
al media analysis was my own study of the .antinuclear movemercllt Ezt
:::1' in what was then West Germany (Downmg,_l?SSa?. I propose "
axl'laalternative public sphere was empirilcalljg vm;:lepzlmtzi lr;gv:znn;ga_
izati of antinuclear books, S, T
O.rgamzactll?ln:rasrlﬁatthc?rf:t)l(:\(:ed at that time. (West Germany, ancam,lthe
zm:k? afiam:lsy and Italy, were then the epicenters of European 'clmtmuc eaxf‘
:j:iiviesl;n.) I similarly suggested (Downing, 1'989) that Certa.f; flc;r\:r::iv, a(;,
itical activism in the United States, centering on then qui : -
fe(:}:ant:ive computer uses, could be termed examples of an alterna
pUb?;;Ilji};ftIf\;as not only the notion of two types of public sghe;euf;tse;-

i ici variety of such spheres inand ar -
“.ah"e - Ofrf:::a'll"’l'lt;z:;tltsec:' ::zme is pyrecisely the subject f)f an o::ztstand-
":lal move:leFra'ser (1993), who writes in favor of the notion o‘f couna;:r
s e'%ayl'l yres ” strongly alluding to a Gramscian probl.emahc.but 0
i %o th:e pluralism existing on the Left. She also directly mvol};r;s
:ﬁﬁ;i?gspecﬁves and movements in 1.181' analysm, althgu.gh Eth if;
Rowbotham, she does not address what this 1:l>lu.rahsm masy le:fde b

how far pluralism and fissiparity are <.:11stmct terms. guce e
?Srarrard (1994) provide an excellent discussion an:lh re%ro‘ctl;:t;?:z i

ici minist movements on art in the Uni

d)m;m lf;%ga::}?if:ifwonderfuﬂy illustrates Fraser’s argument. o
- Stf if the ;patial metaphor does not require an actual agt:irz:; ;;m ©
spatial dimension is overly accentuated by the terms spher.e a];\ar fom;ns
it tivity within locations or inside groups or partu:.u : ns
o t'he . atter in hand, then surely the essence of what 1s'b£l:1ng pin
thai:"lltse:lh;The terminology of Offentlichkeit/public sphere is informa-
po.
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tion, communication,
moment. The effectiv
ments proposed by
static, locational se
dimension this tr

debate, media—public conversation" on i

As; ;‘::,;c;ndbétﬁeen publir.: s.phere and sogaifs;zizf

S i o lfn (1992)‘ Injects into the somewhat

s O‘fsf erfe precllsely the kinetic, contested

e entlichkeit lacks. Arato and Cohe
ction between public sphere and altemati\t:

p
¥l C

forum,

However, although we ma
s : may prefer Arato and Cohen’ imi
e b ihaafgil.;?:; :,;)C};:;edlgot:e contemporary world t; Iflaobitrlzzlissr'z
g ; ‘ €, we must not lose sight
i :Il:je;: tt}l:;s }::i)é:; clo.nversation within social rr%ov:fxfeilﬁ(i):zg:
i s alndp e ulimpulses of capitalist economies racialized
— eve;YWheI;e r:a}rlcha.l cultures. Power, hegemony, land r(-:':fe
e publicedc:‘ led Into and suffused within the i’l"astitutiow*
s 15‘1 ogue _and social movements, justas po lrls
P th, sexist, racist, and the rest. i
Wi S g(i:-z er tl:1e threads of social movements
s c;f:l, aboy’s (1984) hard-headed study of .':1
g ful; ar}d the nationalistmovement in Québ
w iyl Iaﬂl . y illustrates this discussion. A prevai
el 0OIng constant battle in this book is to as
teetering on the ea;gyelg;ltj:?):ltc:;:illlmis el
b al emptiness. Raboy, witho
i f-l . ,fnn;, atsf(tetzlsatthe opposite tack, to the poir):t of unc;lt—_fri:s;i;&
b i andl?ovemer}t activists’ failures to think throu 1%
i ARl © organize effective alternative media mg
A i 5 y o §oc1al movements. His study interesti -
ernative public spheres b sy

g rela

stream medi i
- Som;:g: tI:)l;-lcd’es510.112115 and alternative media activists This i i
e i;fmd tm the discussion of public sphere al;ove lrl)ﬁn o
portance, flagged in the Preface, to which ;v l?nlj
, e sha

need toreturn. R
beitie: i aboy also pays careful heed to the dest .
sectarianism on movement media structive impact of

public sphere,
Iternative and
ecin the 1960s
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k whether rad-
us perpetually

Based on his and Oth
i erstudies, we T
radical alt . ; » Wemay provisionall
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allegiance to and experience their principal fascination
ments. And although particular alternative media may
petuous, unforeseeable trajectory of a givenso-
en rise rapidly to prominence and take their

their primary
with the move
get tossed aside in theim
cial movement, others oft

place.
Nonetheless, one reservation needs repeating. We should not let the

social movement dimension, important as it is, overly frame our defini-
tion of radical alternative media. We should beware of squashing all
such media into this rather effervescent model. Many continue over de-
cades, quietly and patiently keeping issues alive and, especially, devel-
oping fresh themes in and new types of public conversation. Both

hases or dimensions of such media require maintaining in focus. There
can also be a process of generational resurgence, where the memory of
what once was thinkable and doable is revived in new, more propitious
circumstances."”

Thus, as already argued in the Chapter 1 discussion o
model of media influence that maintains a constant tight close-up on
immediate consequences will fail to register accurately the significant
long-term resonance of radical alternative media, especially if yoked
only to the consideration of the moment-by-moment of social move-
ments at their height of activity. The fact that our conscious memory

s not recall everything specifically that we read or heard or saw in
media does not mean that certain messages and frames have lost their
our imagination and sense of priorities.” This sense of the
or understanding all media. By “the longer

thing quite as extended as the longue durée of
ething in the order

f audiences, a

doe

sway over
longer term is crucial f
term,” I do not mean any
the Annales school, but I certainly have in mind som

ofa thme-generaﬁonal scenario.
Let us add one more element to this discussion of s
ution that can be made from a socialist anar-

chist angle of vision. Historically, the anarchist movement has always
given priority to movements over institutions. Constructive social
change must, in this philosophy, be built on the basis of mass activity, of
self-mobilization. Effective communication within and by social move-
ments is, therefore, a vital necessity for self-mobilization to emerge and
prosper. Radical media are in no way to be dismissed as just a curious

little experiment for revolutionary culture freaks.
Their linchpin role becomes all the more obvious as we face up to

the tough reality of the divisions Rowbotham (1981) flags between

ocial move-

ments, namely, the contrib
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movements and activists with
Whether it is the all-too-common neglect of women’
ethnic struggles or of racism in wom
tive hostility between minority et

sometimes blatant. Lateral communication

Rowbotham is totally accurate in cl
very difficult step, if we are not to be forever
As she argues in the Ppassage cited in the C
tance, our shared understanding of the dyn
trusion has to grow enormously to form an
ting ourselves to, let alone powerful e
structure’s hegemony.

An example of what movement building with radical media to aid

us could actually look like might be taken from the women’s move-

ment’s development of sensitivity to the daily immediacies and nu-
ances of extrusion and control, Th

is feminist awareness was a gain not
only for the women'’s movement itself, but for everyone, and had itbeen
more widely diffused, it would likely have matured many political pro-
jects. To cite Rowbotham (1981) once more,

Yy movement worth commit-
nough to shake the power

When women on the Left began to criticize this language (i.e., Frater-
nity, Chairman, Brothers)

we were told we were just being petty. But
the ideas and politics of w.

omen’s liberation emerged out of precisely
these small everyday moments of dismissive encounter. (p. 27)

Radical alternative media can enable people within social movements
to communicate these and other insights to one another, Not with auto-
matic success, of course. But the potential of media to communicate Jat-
erally is contained within their technology, whereas the hierarchical
structure of parties and unions has been predefined for so long that they
could often only operate laterally in the ideal not the real world.

Husband (1996) presents a stimulating confirmation of Rowboth-
am'’s point in relation to the public sphere noti
ethnic justice. He begins from twin initial pr
eration of human rights entitlements is in order, beyond the first (civil
and political) and second (economic,

social, and cultural); and (b) that
the proposal in the 1980 UNESCO MacBride Report on global commu-

emises: (a) that a third gen-

I

different experiences and targets,
sissuesinlaborand
en’s movement debates or competi-
hnic groups, the divisions are patent,
between these groups,
aiming, is a first, essential, even if
pitted one against the other.
hapter 2 discussion of resis-
amics of exploitation and ex-
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idealized agora and becomes something tangible between members of
interlocking circles, whose mutual communication engages them at
many levels, not just that of rational, ordered debate. (The notion of
community, to be addressed in the next chapter, partly addresses this di-
mension as well.) .

In the Iranian revolution (Mohammadi & Sreberny-Mohammadi,
1994, pp. 35-37), we see a particularly clear instance of the operation of
already existing networks in relation to media. It was through religious
networks that audiocassettes with banned materials were circulated,
and the values and traditions of these networks gave cohesion, sanc-
tion, and energy to the vast movement in opposition to the Shah. To ap-
preciate radical media in that context, it is essential to perceive their
interaction with these networks. The authors correctly identify a paral-
lel with Catholic parish networks and resistance to the regime in Poland
during the decades of Soviet control. Alvarez (1990, PP- 59-75) equally
pinpoints the networks of Christian base communities as nodes of so-
cial movements against the dictatorship in Brazil during the 1970s.

However, although religious beliefs certainly offera very important
focus, it would be a mistake to see the relevance of communication net-
works to radical media operation in social movements as uniquely a re-
ligious phenomenon. Such networks are a prime dimension of all social
movements and a vital audience dimension for radical media.

Summary: The relationship with movements in full flood does not ex-
haust the roles of radical media. To acknowledgment of their major role
in that regard, to the public conversations they spark within the com-
munication networks with which they interact, we need to add recogni-
tion of radical media’s impact in periods of political quiescence and
equally of how they may light a mnemonic flame that sometimes burns
over decades and generations. Furthermore, the character of social
movements needs accurate definition; not least, that like popular cul-
ture, they may be reactionary as well as constructive.

Offentlichkeit—once redefined in terms of alternative or counter (Fra-
ser) public spheres, of forums providing movements with opportunity
to talk through their internal divisions and so to enrich and strengthen
themselves (Rowbotham, Husband)—is a concept that directs our at-
tention to the role of radical media in stimulating debate. Indeed, the
term conversation has kept turning up in the review of Offentlichkeit. In
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the discussion of community, democracy, and radica.l media that fcil-
lo:rs we shall revisit it more closely, adding a discussion of the closely

related concept of dialogue.

NOTES
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prompting the empirical question, Where and what is the public sphere? An
extraordinary amount of toner has settled on to paper in referring to this term
and precisely, sad to say, because it is one of those concepts whose academic
vogue is directly proportional to its ample measure of the vague. For the two
best collections of essays on the concept, see Calhoun (1993) and Francois and
Neveu (1999). .

10. Habermas’s (1984/1987) later emphasis on the “ideal speech situa-
tion”, although intended as a yardstick against which to measure social reality,
has the same implied ratiocinative character.

11. The word conversation has its own limits: It implies a relaxed chat
between friends, whereas in Offentlichkeit, the debate is likely to be noisy, ran-
corous, and pungent, at least from time to time—a long way from Habermas’s
vacuum-packed vision of communicative bliss. But we need to theorize the
actual, not only to set up abstract yardsticks by which to judge it. In Chapter 4
on community and democracy, we will return to this topic.

12. One of the more notable examples in the later 20th century was how a
number of the young intellectual rebel communicators of the Soviet “thaw” era
of 1956-1964 became leaders for a while of the 8lasnost process in Soviet media
in the late 1980s (until they, too, were mostly swept from influence in the final
collapse of the Soviet Union). In the deadening intervening years of Brezhnev’s
period in office, they had bided their time, but their memories were fresh
(Downing, 1996, p.121, note 3, p- 226, note 8). A complementary example is the
role of the daughters of U.S. leftists of the 1940s and 1950s in the genesis of the
internationally influential U.S. women's liberation movement in the 1960s and
1970s (Evans, 1979).

13. The question of political and historical memory and media is a vast
one. One of the most crippling obstacles to the development of constructive
social movements is the absence of public memory of the struggles of past
decades. In Argentina, the Mothers’ of the Plaza de Mayo struggled for over 20
years to keep the horrors of the 1976-1982 military junta from lapsing into a
cozy silence (Kaiser, 1993). In Stalin’s Russia, painstaking steps were taken to
iron the past out of both history books and news photographs (King, 1997), and
one of the most pivotal moments in the collapse of the Soviet system in the later
1980s was when this history began at last to be made available for public dis-
cussion (Davies, 1989; Nove, 1989).

Yet, without state censorship of such materials in many Western countries,
a voluntary political amnesia seems often to be in force there. In the United
States, the Palmer raids, unemployed workers’ marches, McCarthyism, two
World Wars, continued interventions in Latin America and the Caribbean, the
Korean War, the Vietnam War, civil rights struggles, labor history, and
women'’s struggles seem only to resurface as obscure flotsam and in no way
shape or form as moments and movements that almost indelibly stamped
American culture. Moreover, although the United States is often thought of as
having an exceptionally ahistorical culture, this is not much more true than it is
of many European countries. Political amnesia typically benefits the ruling
order, dropping a thick, hushed blanket of sparkling snow over somber and
jagged landscapes.
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Throwing conventional understandings of the past into q}lestion with the
aid of social and labor history can often be a hugely subversive act that pro-
yokes substantive re-evaluation of the present. . .

In addition, radical alternative media may serve to disarray a second vital
component of collective memory by challenging the mnemonic categor}es 1lt1e.ri
ated by mainstream media, which enable axiomaFlc slotting of each day’s whir
of new information into a hegemonic frame. This may be done by media cri-
tique and media literacy columns and programs or by huf‘nor and irony. Everll,
occasionally, within the framework of mainstream me’dla, a clas.sm example
being the media skits in BBC television’s Monty Python's Flying Circus.



C(_)mmunity, Democracy,
Dialogue, and Radical Media

® Radical media are quite often referred to as community media and as

dfemocratic alternatives to media monopolies. However, both commu-
nity and democracy are potentially fuzzy words, a mere heartbeat behind
motherhood, typically signifying a “generally good thing.” They ur-

gently need anchoring by definition and cri tique to make them in an
way useful. y

Some significant recent writers on democracy are reviewed to under-
score the frequent failure to connect media to strong definitions of de-
mocracy. C. B. Macpherson’s work is noted because his definition of de-

vel.op'mental, counterhegemonic power helps ground radical media in a
unifying concept.

The discussion of conversation as the leitmotif of democratic process is

resumed, reaching more closely into the everyday role of media in the

United States and to some observations of Bakhtin and Freire on the
term dialogue.
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THE FUZZY CONCEPT OF COMMUNITY

e

‘The term community has been widely used as a catch-all. It has had a
Jocalist sense (this community stands firm on the issue of . . .), a world
politics rhetoric (the international community’s stance against terror-
\ism), a professional sense (the scientific community), a politics of sexual
frankness usage (community standards of decency), and a nostalgic
sense hearkening back to a supposed era of harmony (we need to re-
cover a sense of community). Community also commonly turns up as a
way of attributing lock-step homogeneity of opinion to minority ethnic
groups (the Black community, the Jewish community).

The term has also been used as a populist way to refer to subordi-
nated social classes while avoiding the use of leftist jargon. It has also
been used to avoid singling out any particular group among the poor.
Thus, the designations community radio and community access television
“have been ways of defining these media as institutions responsive to de-
mands and priorities from below (the working class plus' women plus
minority ethnic groups plus lesbians and gays, plus ... ). Implicitin this
use of community is the assumption that mainstream media are at the
service of power (how that is so is variously conceptualized).

Often, many of these latter uses imply a seamless social tissue that is
local and therefore healthy, in contradistinction to a wider governmen-
tal reality that is foreign and unhealthy. This can easily slide into a right-
wing version of anarchism and even forms of xenophobia. It also makes
quite idiotic assumptions about the absence of class and other serious
social rifts within the local tissue. It is, therefore, exceptionally hard to
give the term community a lucid and exact sense.’ Yet, when the word is
used as convenient verbal shorthand for the spectrum of the relatively
dispossessed, or local realities, it is hard to think of a replacement.

Whichever way you cut it, the term persistently raises many more
questions and dilemmas than it answers. Using it in relation to radical
alternative media demands that its meaning be carefully defined to
avoid the production of endless and pointless fog. Perhaps a viable
meaning, pinpointing something genuinely important in social life, can
be constructed through combining the inclusive populist meaning of
the word with a sense of social connectedness over at least a generation,
indeed, with the local communication exchange and networks thathave
grown up over time.’ But we must repeat: This connectedness is but



40 CONCEPTS: MEDIA THEORY

rarely egalitarian or democratic on the local level. It may only seem sg
relative to transnational corporate power, or the national state. Terms
such as community media or grassroots media may easily conceal more
than they reveal. They are stronger in what they exclude—mainstream
media—than in what they signify.

MODELS OF DEMOCRACY

Democracy, as a term, knows only highs or lows: the mellifluent highs of
political theorists, and the lows of shabby practice, of procedure
mongering and procedure flouting, vote fixing and vote interpreting,
trash can manifestos and demagogic politicos, tens of millions spent on
TV blitzkriegs and secret polling.

Yet, junking actually existing democracy rather than struggling to
improve it is self-evidently no option. So our central question for the re-
mainder of this segment of the discussion is what roles do radical media
play in democratic processes? Especially, beyond formal democratic
procedures at the national or regional level, how do they strengthen
democratic culture in everyday life?

If we examine the huge political science literature on democracy for
guidance, we find an immediate paradox. Quite often, even those in fa-
vor of struggling to improve democratic processes have little or nothing
to say about communication or media, except by silent implication or
occasional throw-away reference. Let us take as examples three U.S.
contributions to debate on democracy.

Held (1987), in an exemplarily lucid dissection of 10 different mod-
els of democracy, explicitly intends to encourage a broadening of demo-
cratic process, buthe only begins to draw near to the issues of communi-
cation and media at the close of his book (pp. 283-289) when he
addresses what he argues as the pressing need for a “double democrati-
zation,” that is, of both the state and civil society. Even Barber’s (1984)
very searching analysis of how to strengthen democratic life, which cen-
ters on communication issues, barely touches on media as such.

Touraine (1994), too, underscores the urgency of extending demo-
cratic culture to rescue us from the destructive centripetal tendencies he
argues are driving us into a technological and market-driven instru-
mentalism, on the one hand, and spurring retreat into a closed world
of communalist’ cultural identities, on the other, He takes on some of
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‘most difficult problems for democratic practfce, such as 'r_nlajor’ity-
a ty rights, the status of immigrants, women’s eqf.lal part1c1pat1<?n,
the ramifications of the global North-South_ split. He adf)pts, in-
the immigrant as emblematic of modern society’s acute dﬂemn‘\as
Jusion and extrusion. Like Rowbotham and Hgsband, Touraine
ists that the only solution to so much fissiparity is democracy, be-

that

is where dialogue and communication ltake ?lace. e What mehasEe's
" the democratic character of a society ... is the intensity and defp;t of di-
alogue between personal experiences and cultures dlf.fe{rent Sm' ;:)r:ie
~ another that are, moreover, responses, all of them specific and zm3(135:
to the same common quests (concerning human purposes). (pp.

316)

: . he, too, has just four pages (pp. 247-250) on the need to I:BCOI_IStiml:e
public sphere, in which he nowhere suggests how th%s might be
ne in practice with actual media, rnainstrelam or_altematlive. .
The unfortunate aspect of the political science literature’s lacuna in
the area of media and communication is that it is often t_hose moslt com-
mitted to democracy who seem to wander forever in a medl.a-free
desert. Some of the worst, admittedly, do scrabble around in mec‘ha and
elections, to the point in some cases of offering themselves as spin mer-
chants to career politicians, which ranks as one of the more egregious
forms of academic prostitution. But most just never get to the point at
- i ived
It is absurd. It is as though the democratic process were conceiv ;
~ as | have suggested elsewhere when discussing thle standard tr;pefs 0_
political science (Downing, 1996, Chapter 1), as .bf:emg_cornpose ?1 a::.
tute but entirely mute chessboard pieces, anticipating each ot e;s
moves and forging countermoves in total silence. In other wot;ds, the
majority of political analysts’ models of democracy, becaus? ey fflr;;‘
without communication, are without humans, too. Does t‘hls?not ris
caricaturing the simplification inherent in model conftructlon. .
I do not mean to say that such theorists have nothing at_ all for us. It
merely means that their obsession is with structu.}res la.nd issues, laws
and institutional procedures, all of which are certainly unp.ortant, but—
in the absence of communicating actors and groups—their m::)d‘els re-
semble the machine without even its ghost. Patently unrealistic: For
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how, ina large-scale society, does democracy communicate without also
using media? If, however, all this quite inexorably present communica-
tion process is not discussed simply for the reason that it is automati-
cally oiled and glistening, nonproblematic, and, therefore, a trivial di-
mension for professional political scientists, why will they not tell us
where lies this magic transparent land so we can all go see how it works?

There are a few voices within political science that address media
seriously. Dewey and Lippmann did so (see Hardt, 1993), although their
perspective receives a needed corrective in the work of Raymond Wil-
liams (see Sparks, 1993). Dewey and Lippmann judged media in gen-
eral as providing the necessary information and communication oppor-
tunities for effective deliberation to take place. Williams also argued
that media, once freed from their overwhelming subjection to private
firms or the state and opened up to mass participation, could stimulate
and sustain a common culture and a lively democracy. Particularly im-
portant, he took the issue beyond straight information, as in the rather
ratiocinative focus of Habermas, Dewey, and Lippmann, and wrote
very tellingly of the need to embrace fiction and the imaginative realms
of culture, the “structures of feeling” (Williams, 1977, pp- 128-135) that
are integral to a nation’s or a community’s public conversation.” In
Chapter 5’s discussion of art and radical media, and in some of the chap-
ters in Parts Il and III, we will venture further into this theme.

The difficulty with even these three thinkers is that although they
state very attractive positions concerning communication and democ-
racy, they do not address the messy world of actuality. They do not en-
gage closely with the tiresome and daunting problems of trying to de-
mocratize actually existing mainstream media. So although that goal
remains one of immense importance, until or unless there is substantial
movement in that direction, the role of radical alternative media of all
kinds will continue to be extremely significant. :

This is not to say that mainstream media contribute nothing at pre-
sent to democracy. That would be an ill-considered and lumpish distor-
tion. The organized far Right in the 1980s and 1990s, in the United States
and elsewhere, has made great play of denouncing mainstream media
as leftist pulpits, so that it would be a huge error for the Left simply to
contribute to a “media-attack culture” without, simultaneously, very
noisily indicating fierce opposition to the extreme Right’s project to
wipe out all expression of dissent to its left.
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We still must face up to the fact that mainstream n}edia make no pre-
e of offering themselves up to any form of public con.trol, short of
umers’ letters or consumers’ refusal tobuy them or switch ﬂ?em on.
eans of public leverage or democratic influence, these various Te-
onses are either feeble or indiscriminately blun?. In srpall communi-
s, they may be used to some effect, but notin nations w1t.h alarge pop-
ation. Indeed, when these levers are pulled, it seems likely to be by
tightly organized extreme Right fundamentalists put:mg pressure on a
firm to pull TV advertising from a program they hate. Cons:umer sover-
_eignty, often blazoned as a democratic fix-all, bears no relation to practi-
cal media realities. ‘ :
 Canwe say that, by contrast, radical alternative media are the chief
‘standard bearers of a democratic communication st:l'ucture? .

. The argument here is yes; that, although ﬂawgd, unmen?ely V:':me.d,
“and not necessarily oppositional, many such media do contnbt:'lte indif-
ferent degrees to that mission, and more trul¥ than tl‘lle mainstream
;}media, in ways that are often amazing, given their exceptionally meager

resources.

MACPHERSON AND DEVELOPMENTAL POWER

It helps to support this judgment to reflect on C. B. Macpherson’s (1973,
Chapter 3) analysis of the basis of democracy, even though he has no.th-
ing directly to say about media at all. His concepts no.netheles_s provide
a pivotal schema by which to interpret the roles of raFilcal media. He has
proposed, as central to our understanding of the basnt{ purpose of powe;
in a democracy, developmental power, the opportunity for members o
the public “to use and develop [their] capacities” (p. 42). Deveflopmen-
tal power represents the positive possibilities for human achievement
inherent in cooperative social life, which, up to the present, the construc-
tion of economic and political life most often sidelines.

Macpherson’s (1973) low-key and apparenﬂ){ innocuo.us language
is actually much more momentous and challenging than 1‘t ?pfears alt
first blush. It has as its ground his conviction that the public’s “capaci-
ties” to create viable societal arrangements are infinitely nf"ao’re capa-
cious than cynics and elitists will allow, but also that tl"ne public’s ability
to activate them is widely shackled. The shackles may include, most ob-
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access to the means of production as a result of the division of power be.
tween capital and labor. The obstacles also encompass lack of protection
against arbitrary attack on one’s body or one’s liberty (for further expli-
cation, see Macpherson, 1973, pPp. 59-70).

Macpherson uses the term extractive power in the opposite direction,
to denote both the power of capital over labor and the very concepts of
power customary among modern philosophers and resonant with the
capital/labor relationship. These theorists almost universally define
power as the ability to impose your agenda on other people. Democ.
racy, in this light, is then best understood as far more than aset of agreed
procedural rules of debate and negotiation, important as those are; if
Macpherson s correct, democracy, atits best, entails a cultural, political,
and economic setting in which developmental power flourishes. The
concept of developmental power may be used to build on the notions of
counterhegemony and alternative public spheres, and it has an easy
symbiosis with the hallmarks of many social movements.

Radical alternative media serve as developmental power agents in
a number of senses. Without idealizing them (some of the case studies
later in the book militate against that), they are much more central to de-
mocracy than commentators bemused by the easily visible reach and
clout of mainstream media will typically acknowledge.’

First, radical alternative media expand the range of information, re-
flection, and exchange from the often narrow hegemonic limits of main-
stream media discourse. This is accomplished, in part, by their very
number. Second, they frequently try to be more responsive than main-

stream media to the voices and aspirations of the excluded, They often
have a close relationship with an ongoing social movement and thus
fairly spontaneously express views and opinions extruded from main-
stream media, or ridiculed in them., They are quite often in the lead in
addressing issues that only later get noticed by mainstream media.
Third, radical alternative media donot need to censor themselves in the
interests of media moguls, entrenched state power, or religious author-
ity. Fourth, their own internal organization is often much more demo-
cratic than hierarchical, as we shall see in a series of the case studies,
And last, some of these media fulfill the innovative role that Raymond
Williams (1977) ascribed to what he termed “formations; those effective
movements and tendencies, in intellectual and artistic life, which have
significantand sometimes decisive influence on the active development
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viously, malnutrition, homelessness, and illiteracy, but also lack of
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and which have a variable and often oblique relati{.)n to f;:r—
i l?:l’tions” (p. 117). Putting these elements together, it ma ei
. se to see radical media as agents of developmental power, nf)d
. lseaI; counterinformation institutions, and certainly not as a vapi
ply :
f passing gnats. . _ )
s;'e; I:(:e lljlunt however, we are faced with a key probjlfem SIEJ‘L or }rlattl}::y
y i ' 1 f these concepts, for althoug
iR e is the level of abstraction o . :
N, Ozcessary stage in understanding the roles of radical m‘e.dxa, thethy
. n'c sufficient. We need to link these overall angles of vision w;f |
rzoinunediate practicalities. Later, we will address these in mino rle
lem we need to re-examine
ure, but the second prob / :
i ;:n(:sanually practical, namely, public conversation, dialogue, t::l:;
c p;inyunication networks, popular culture, all of which have muc
€0 '
d tic culture.
' do with democracy and a democra : ; ‘
E ‘;?wever the contributions we will examine to help us d(;lth;:; a:;z
’ i i ther focus more generically
« address radical media but ra .
_d‘; I:":;n between public communication and developn:lental 113(;)]‘;%;
for i hat media could be
iti ent of this book that w
Nonetheless, it is the argum . s
? ized i tive public spheres,
much better realized in alterna - : ot
' fhfiesz writers do not themselves address radical media does not particu

larly matter.

RADICAL MEDIA AND DIALOGUE

Two major writers who directly fot:use.d on the not;ctn (if cll::;gzi; v:::t
definite implications for the democratic ro.les of ra ;:;1 a s i
dia, are Freire (1970, 1972, 1974) and Bakhtin (1981). (;;;ces
are on quite different but ultimate%y cqmpleme;tarj,tr. En - .public oy
Freire, primarily concerned with literacy e ucelt‘ t1 e gz
powerment, put oppressivfe l;structur(i;sn ;:r;ioﬁopi. ;2:55 ( N%CLaren .
against them at the center of the communi S
; is concept of conscientizagao” he phasi g
ilanftik::r?tslg ii?elﬁngnce andl;erceptions ra!-_her tha:.l deif.\;er;g E:Iz:
rifr knowledge” to empty subjects. 'I'hus,‘ in tead}nt'lllg S1 tjzl . rﬂ,s ot
sisted on using the everyday language and images Od 1 a{; . e
e dWeuers)’lim’c1 rejf}f;iifizi;p:lf;?g;his wgs tc)g engage in
ar sau . ¢
:%iiﬂl;lii:;;nﬁz:aﬁluh the learners’ reality, to encourage their ex-
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pression of opposition to their exploitation and material poverty. Freire
saw literacy as a technique enabling students not to fit into the world as
it is but to change it: It would help students to challenge the history of
their own shaping. He readily acknowledged, too, the opportunity for

the educator to grow in this process as well as the student.

Freire solely and entirely concentrated on face-to-face interactivi

and never extended his vision further to encompass media (De Lima,
1979, p. 98). However, if for dialogic educator we read radical media ac-
tivist, Freire’s pedagogy can serve as a core philosophy within which to
think through the nature of the activist producer/active audience rela-
tionship.” It proposes a democracy of the communication process, once
more acknowledging the audience as joint architects with the media
producers, radically unlike the “they watch it so we must be giving
them what they want and need” ideology of commercial media.
Whereas Freire tended not to differentiate different groups among the
oppressed (Weiler, 1994), Findley (1994) proposes that the learning pro-
cesses Freire championed can, nonetheless, be an important means for
social movements “in their struggle to achieve and maintain common
understandings of the problems they intend to address, and thereafter
to work toward continually renewed consensus on strategies, tactics,
and procedures” (p. 118). The role for radical media in this process is ob-
vious, underscored by Rowbotham and by Husband in Chapter 3’s dis-
cussion of the public sphere.

Bakhtin, focusing on novels" as a vital form of popular, even sub-
versive, narrative communication in the modern era, particularly
stressed the competing discourses and voices ( heteroglossia, raznorechie)
represented in them. His observations, perhaps seeming not conten-
tious to the casual reader, were penned during the depths of Stalinist re-
pression in the Soviet Union, when enormous pressure was applied to
public expression to force it into a deadening ideological uniformity.
Raznorechie was anotion in deep disfavor, and indeed, Bakhtin wrote his
essay during a 6-year political exile in an obscure little town far away
from the Kremlin in the wilds of Kazakhstan. (Some of his close intellec-
tual associates perished in the camps.)

[t was within that stifling context that Bakhtin (1981, pp. 297, 342-
348, 369-371) critiqued the limitations of poetic discourse, authoritative
discourse, and mythological thinking, in favor of “internally persuasive
discourses.” By this, he meant the day-to-day language and voices of
the general public, emerging from the public’s experiences and their
great variety. His commentary on the raunchy marketplace language in
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: 1, which we shall discuss in
is’ novel, Gargantua and Pantagruel,

21::: 5, is a strong example. He urges that the novel shoulc! alway.s

pthese’ internally persuasive discourses pride of place against offi-

uniform speech issuing from on high. He writes,

In the history of literary language, theire i.s a struggle cm:is.tatntlgebigzlgf
waged to overcome the official line with ¥ts tendenc.y to 15nan -
from the zone of contact [i.e., everyday life] o the internally pd i
sive word is half-ours and half-someone else’s. Its crea(;wltykan > Eew
ductiveness consist precisely in the fact that such a wor a?:va ;:;5 i
and independent words . . . It is freely developed . 451 en
interanimating relationships with new contexts. (p. 345)

akhtin’s emphasis on this dialogue of vo_ices witl_lin the 1:1(;\«'81_ (0; trk:i
soap opera) could equally be applied to radical mediaas a du;;gla:; lz -
“ocratic public sphere within popular culture'e. ].-"'u1'therrr.lorezi5 s 55 by
[\nsmn on this art form underscores a recurring theme in t oc;) b
:gument, already noted in the discussion of popular‘ culture and o :
iMarion Young and Raymond Williams: the c_entraht:y of emo'tlcfm ana-
é:imagination in radical media, the peril of seeing their role as in froﬁl
tive in a purely ratiocinative sense. A dem(?cratlc culture tla:\:an{*u:i(:ha j{
subsist on rational argument, a theme that will be taken further in P
; esthetics. N
3 SB?)I:I?;:';TS aiu:l Bakhtin provide support for a dialogic vision of rlsiifd-
ical alternative media, embedded in the pusi} and pull c:Jf.eV.rerydayti e,
not sectarian, at their best engaged with audiences at their most active,
producing as well as receiving media content.

COMMUNICATION AND DEMOCRACY

Barber (1984) argues for a series of proce‘dures tl}at can_be updell'tarlscir; :o
strengthen the democratic process and, inso deg, m:lllf his ;:10 ; e 03;
firmly to the mast on the subject of communication. . At't vi l::‘ ot
strong democracy is talk” (p. 173), he says. Indeed, he s quite lyric

the subject:
Politics . . . would ossify completely without its (i.e., talk’s) creativity,

its variety, its openness and flexibility, its inventiveness,.its Cafa?'t){
for discovery, its subtlety and complexity, its eloquence, its potentia
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for empathy and affective expression, and its deeply paradoxical . . .
character. (p. 174)

In line with some of the other thinkers already cited, Barber stresses that
“strong democratic talk” requires listening as well as uttering, that it is
affective as well as cognitive, and that its linkage to intentions draws it

out of speculation and into the realm of real-world practice.
is a mutualistic art that by its very practice enhances equality . . . [talk]
can build community as well as maintain rights and seek consensus as
well as resolve conflict” (pp. 175, 177). He proceeds (pp. 178-212) to de-
fine nine functions of what he terms strong democratic talk.

However, there are two absences in his argument, arguably related
to each other—media" and democracy beyond the locality. He sees me-
dia technologies as aids toward effective public debate in neighborhood
assemblies. Media, for him, seem to be technical channels rather than
social institutions. In his final chapter (pp. 273-281, 289-290), he explores
a little gingerly how democratic activity might deploy local television,
videotex, electronic balloting, and favorable postal rates for informa-
tional print media. But he does not grapple at all with national realities
outside neighborhoods, let alone with the international media dimen-
sions of a functioning democracy.

Communication theorists Carey (1995) and Schudson (1997) have
presented opposing views" on the question of conversation, talk, and de-
mocracy. For Carey, drawing heavily on Dewey and somewhat on
Habermas, spontaneous conversation about policies and politics is the
very kernel of democracy. By the close of the 20th century, however,
Carey argues, a culture of political conversation is more or less extinct
because mainstream media have almost ceased to prime the public’s
conversational pump. Political polling and manipulated television
spectacles have largely replaced politics. Hence, democracy itself is
withering on the vine. He does not address the question of social move-
ments, although it seems from the music of his argument that it would
naturally flow in that direction. Nor does he address alternative medjia.

Schudson’s (1997) critique is concerned to inject a certain sour real-
ism into Carey’s impassioned call. He suggests, with corroborative evi-
dence from both New England town meetings and the American Con-
stitutional Convention, that although conversation in general is the
very stuff of society, democratic debate is a specific form of conversation
that needs to be procedurally based to work. Thus, it cannot evince the
quality of spontaneity that Carey sees as its soul. Furthermore,
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hudson proposes, democratic debate typica.lly results 1(111 En;\:ee; me-
N etition, a notice, a law), rather than being sParke _y m. :
-"E;‘hl?air disagreement is apposite to this phase in our discussion o
blic sphere, social movements, community,' and deml;)(_:raizy. I; ?i;
es exactly the intersection between th.e social, the po hcia ;lan g
municative (three conceptual categories that have heun'.s c ﬂ:e ue
up to the pointat which they are not reified). Schudson wins "
3 tso long as we accept that the formal structures of democracy are
1D 0‘2. Yet, although we certainly cannot pretend that suc’h stru;h::(e)s_
not there or that they are irrelevant or purely o_pp.vressn;e, at ie =
catic culture is a necessary part of the dem'ocranc infras r:.:‘cN l:lm';ut
. ocratically organized economy would be just as much is.o. % ; s
at culture, congressional proceduralism may entirely rep afetl ani
fdebate, and indeed, the polling manage'ment ar_ld pu'bhc re TE 1::‘ P
ipulation that Carey deplores may easily b(-? victorious. That 1 t};n "
ly why the energy of popularly based soc:la‘l rnovemerltsd—r.l(-::l o
bulated jacqueries—is central to democratic culture.an \te\r garey
‘media of such movements are at the core of the process. It is a pity
di ss them. |
did I\‘,‘;i;;ibc}zefurther insight is provided by Friedland (19?6);11W1-:1(; I;;r;:
‘marily discusses specific U.S. case s‘tudies_ of ’Inter_net uset in ; smbma_
cratic process.' His conceptual staxltmg .1:0111:1: :.Z : Vl\l;litt;rise ::,i ; i
tion of civic engagement and social capita _ ;
?:?h(; course ogf 1-%15 argument, Friedland u.nderfc;(:f; :11:131 ;:zﬁip;;
i urpose of democracy is no
;isn(: ggxlf;;nﬂr;;:z fctign, whether on the national or the local level or a
comsvuilt?: E?s in hand, Friedland (1996) stresses that c.lemocr’a_tlc cgn::r;
sation consists not only of people sitting around talking p;)llthS (e ;Ciz-
or of legislators deliberating poli(:)l{ (S:huds‘or‘l? l:;ﬂ: :tlstﬁ ;)y v::ag;i i
zens combining in a variety of roles to-revie g b
with a given project—and then carrying o’ut the ;;rOJec A o
and modifying it as they go. Those combined ro es i‘nay, e
States, be those of federal, state, city, or county legislators; s
t any level of government; staff at large or small ta
:noélziizzmic);esearch iistitutes; community and rrt.c)\.ren}er:it a:)c;::;s:lz
and netizens or media activists. There may be serendipity in de
i cution, or the reverse.
POh'fr};l?: ecorwe‘rsatit:m/deliberaltit:m is not abstract, undbundiicilaf;nf
everyday practice; it is both national and local, and esp y
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Friedland stresses this point—it centrally involves on
ships of reciprocity and trust.” This links straight back i :
discussion of communication networks. Thus, Friedland’s approach tg
the issues suggests a rich and complex integration of levels and aspects
of talk /conversation, democratic culture, media technology, and politi-
cal action.

To wrap up this discussion, let us examine a very interesting argy-
ment from what Rodriguez (in press) describes as a nonessentialist fem-
inist position. She specifically takes up the question of praxis and de-
mocracy in relation to radical media. She argues that we need to break
away from “a modern understanding of citizenship as expressed by
voting and protesting .. . [and] from thinking of political actions and so-
cial movements as linear, continuous, and conscious processes toward a
common goal.” Instead, based in part on her own research in Colombia
and Nicaragua and partly on the theoretical work of Mouffe (1992a,
1992b) and of McClure (1992), she proposes that we reconceptualize the
impact of alternative media in terms of their impact on the participants’

sense of themselves and their potential as human beings. She summa-
rizes what may happen as follows:

going relatiopn.

11 results, establishment “experts”), by how expensive media
nto Chapter 37

are. In early 19th-century Britain, for instint:e, the Stax?np
cribed by its opponents as “atax on knowledge, h'fted the prlici
y newspaper to seven pence, far b’eyond anything fa ﬂ:\ror E_
.rd, and was clearly designed to price workers out of the pul

/ ﬁous periods in time, print technology hlas been fairly cl-;ezp.
for example, the outset of the 1840s, the Umt.ed.St.ates‘boas ed ai

erable number of labor newspapers in the mc1p1ent 1nd1.}1:=._ti11-1a
s of Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Balt'lmf)re (S;jll.l er,
The advent of the rotary technique brought w1?h it mach etrly
hat mostly crushed the labor press. It would }Je fair to say t gt t ci
"d of photocopiers since the 1970s has Workeq inthe op{_:)ofsﬂe e:;eto
(cf Enzensberger, 1974). Indeed, the very strict contro ohacc .
\u.(ithi.n the old Soviet Union reflected rath:er t?xactly thet en_pn:n’f

te’s anxieties about the uses to which dissident conunumcadors
d put them."” The rise of cheap video cameras a‘nd cassette recorders
d a similar trajectory, although in their earht‘ast, most expenmc\iff
se, print was still necessarily the format of choice for low.-cc’astc 11'1a 1-
] media. Public access television is one result (see Laura Stein’s Chap

It implies having the opportunity to create one’s own images of self
and environment; it implies being able to recodify one’s identity with
the signs and codes that one chooses, thereby disrupting the tradi-
tional acceptance of those imposed by outside sources; it implies be-
coming one’s own story teller . . . ; it implies reconstructing the self-
portrait of one’s own community and one’s own culture; it implies ex-
ploring the infinite possibilities of one’s own body, one’s own face, to
create facial expressions (a new codification of the face) and nonverbal
languages (a new codification of the body) never seen before; it im-
plies taking one’s own languages out of their usua
throwing them out there, into the
do, how they defeat other langu
other languages. (1996, p. 2)"

L hiding place and
public sphere and seeing how they
ages, or how they are defeated by

THE PRICE OF PARTICIPATION

The final, very basic topic to include under the democracy heading is
cost. Access to media is governed, over and above the codes mainstream

media lay down for the public’s participation (talk shows,

game shows,

r 20, this volume). The expanding uses of the personal cminputc.er tanaci
e éheap modem since the mid-1980s are a further case in point,
and Gil demonstrates. ‘

gsz\rlezr:g i;‘:i are also radical formats that are nof technologlcall};
iven and expensive, such as graffiti, butto_ns, '.T-shu't.s, songI,I sIterfe
‘theater, performance art, many of which we_ will ‘dlscus.s in Partl ; Sre
n blic is not to be priced out of communicating v1.a media, then low-c
formats become all the more crucial for democratic culture and process.

Summary: We have examined the rather fluffy r'Lotion of C(z)n;;untl}z
and some approaches to expanding the demo?ratlc process. o i: y
wing of political science that favors a deept.zn.mg and stre;llg Zm : gce-
democracy rarely addresses the role of med:.a in the cultural and p oce”
dural mesh that would be needed, including Barber, who_exam "
communication up to a point but does not really engage wtﬁx me ;a.
Even those who do, such as Williams, rarely engage with jelfrles 'y
world of everyday praxis, and Keane (1991?, who f?llows Wﬂsz;nfsoi
basic diagnosis, similarly offers only rath?ur implausible };roc;i)o o
implementing mainstream media change.” Carey and Schudson
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ence to it, by Friedland when he links together deliberation

may be played by Internet communication in this linkage. Obviously,

the notions of counterhegemony, alternative public sphere, and dia-
logue, which we have already examined, are in their various ways alsg

addressing these problems, and they ultimately all center on what
Macpherson would term the expansion of developmental power.

In the next chapter, we will layer into our analytical framework ap-
proaches to the exceptionally important relation between art, media,
and communication. Too often, these three are written and spoken
about as though each were an entirely separate realm. The high-art/
low-art distinction, which strictly segregates art from media, is really
quite extraordinarily tenacious, We shall examine some approaches
that do not fall into the trap of segregating information, reasoning, and
cognition from feeling, imagination, and fantasy, thereby focusing our
attention on how media may enhance developmental power.

Dance, street theater, cartoons, posters, parody, satire, performance art,
graffiti, murals, and popular songs or instrumental music are, as we
shall illustrate fully in Part II, only some of the most obvious forms of
radical media whose communicative thrust depends not on closely ar-
gued logic but on their aesthetically conceived and concentrated force.
For easily understandable political reasons, in the analysis of radical
media, tremendous weight has often been placed on their role in trans-
mitting to the public information that has been systematically censored,
distorted, or dismissed in mainstream media. This information/
counterinformation model (cf. Baldelli, 1977; Jensen, 1997) is an impor-
tant one, but it has sometimes overflowed into a purely logocentric
definition of alternative media: lies /truth, cover-up/facts, ideology /

We need to begin by acknowledging that part of the 19th- and 20th-
century background to this issue is the long history of ultradogmatic
alternative media, associated with leftist political currents of one stripe
or another, whose rhetoric was only too often dipped in concrete and
judged by its Leninist/theological exactitudes, or similar pseudo-

» policy
action, and the question of ongoing reciprocity, reviewing roles thag
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1 i revolutionary figure (Kropotkin,
E ]arggrtgj:;c(l:lizrgf:::ra, etc.). A language of lead and an
- 'Maof ; shrin:ed phrases were the result, inordinately real's‘sur-
. 'Thiiﬁ and somewhere between sophomoric and soporific to
A th‘i f'ac;e the magic circle: Capitalism is in its death-agony . . . The

- st1 nder the wise guidance of the party . . . Stormy applause

. l-(13 neral Secretary’s speech . . . The heroic struggles of the
eti:l tl-leIJ:r:;:ua'rialism as comrade Lenin so brilliantly observed . . .
ople . .. 7l

isionist

USSR is a degenerated workers’ state. . . The renegade revisi
e -

ique Communism will win . . . The masses . ..

Thus, the liveliness and zest that ideally shc.mld lf)e syr}olﬁyrrt\;\:);i iw}i’;};
i 1 media have been conspicuous by their f?a.llty within tg150
;]‘:adxca i ] Marxist and Leninist political tradition over the pas |
;I;f;:; Etl;Zr this reason alone, it is essential to recuperate the urgency o

. ; ; -
artistic flair in planning or evaluating radical media projects

NOTES

1. The effort becomes more and more tortured, as though the working
. The

irely of straight white males.

e Weflcm.r;zgslggviﬁng {19993}] oﬁ community in C).rbers.pac.e. -
é- Se:oI;utnam (1993) for an extended argument in this direction,
ek i in the sense in which it was used in public

4" . awc'll gy ngtht: 'laa‘;;:rgelc?:cri?eslr:)ft the 20th century, to ?lenote thefdesttLi':Lcl:
C%Ebate i 1;1 o osedly homogeneous and embattlec} interests of part‘t‘es
E fet,lf: Egtion In India, it was a matter of religio-political 1der} i 1to
}Ell-;'sec% mii[:t.lss?im Sikh) bl..lt the particular labels and cues vary from nation

mndadu, ; '
- imilarly Edward Thompson’s assertion tl?lat “fully olne—half of
> Se?ssalffective and moral consciousness,” noted in Ch‘apter L o it
[ Thl history of this tactic on the part of the extreme Rag[};t goelsm-zs}
least t?).the Eed Char);nefs saga of the McCarthy era (Barn.ouw, 1990, pp.
e 7. Kellner (1990, pp. 207-222) is a notable excep'hon. e weed in
‘ Roughly, evoking a critical percepti9n of reall.t).r. A terr};\ o
i - i - 1}:’ mutismo, later rendered in his writing as "t el .
h.ls ear’l’ler m:lor ;)or) whic!h he perceived as “rooted in the faVO}'ab efspto o
51lef'lce (of ‘t e I; nd :cenure" for the rich (De Lima, 1979, p. 117}‘, isun (t:)r rneo—
o A'm'em:la’rl at']l the need for the outside intellectual to arrive tq star }:P: e
ir; tktllitrliﬁ\ngp ;::e; C. Scott’s (1985, 1990) work raises serious questions abo
ple thi 3 2
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miners’ radio stations from that perspective

i d of praxis).
the term process instea :
e 22 on sf:tmizdat media in the f.o.rmer
of Polish opposntlonal

pirical study of Bolivian
i h in the second plece_.',
'alth;);.g See the discussion in Chapter

viet Union and Soviet bloc, not least t:w success
; i i ier controls. , )
! Cof his book by Scannell in Media, Culture

20. See, for example, the review

) : | ‘ ”
1 5001{-‘*,‘)’[:(192231-1“11& evaluation of Leninism and alternative media organi
21. For

tion, see Chapter 22.

this perception. Nonetheless, Freire maintained a mixed attitude on this score,
insisting, for example, that clay dolls and popular songs were as much culture
as internationally famous artworks (De Lima, 1979, p. 125). His contemporary
compatriot Glauber Rocha’s beautiful 1962 film Barravento evinces much of the
same dualism of perception. I am grateful to Cacilda Régo for advice on inter-
preting Freire’s work.

9. See Huesca and Dervin (1994) for a utilization of Freire’s notion of
“theoretically guided and self-reflective action,” which requires “a synthesis of
local process and global referent through reflective practices” ( p- 63). This
“untamed terrain” as they term it (p. 65), enables, they claim, the entrenched
opposition in much social theory and analysis between structure and agency to
be transcended, with great benefit to the understanding of alternative media. A
transition “from the conceptual to the practical world” (p. 64) seemingly com-
pels, or at least enables, this to happen. Yet, although they correctly note (pp.
65-67) that Latin American alternative media theory, up to the date of their artj-
cle, did not engage very much with the question of how communication has its
effect, their own focus on praxis equally constitutes a claim, not an actuality.

10. We perhaps tend to think of the novel as “frozen” communication,
radically distinct from the unpredictable process at the heart of Freire’s work,
but that, in turn, implies that the author’s intentions lock the novel’s readers
into a single interpretation of it. The discussion of Janice Radway’s (1984) work
in Chapter 1 suggests that tobe a very inadequate understanding of how audi-
ences operate.

11. Barber’s proposals approximate Held’s (1987) two final models of the
democratic process, the participative and the democratic autonomy models
(pp. 254-264, 289-299).

12. Barber’s (1984) only fleeting references to media in the body of the
book are slighting ones to mainstream media, to the danger of letting special-
ists such as journalists do our democratic communicating for us (p. 193), or to
the inevitable degeneration of language into an instrument of elite rule once
we hand it over to “the media, the bureaucrats, the professors, and the manag-
ers” (p.197).

13. I am indebted to my colleague Chuck Whitney in the Journalism
Department at the University of Texas for drawing my attention to this debate.

14. Aserious discussion of what this might mean in practice is beyond our
scope here.

15. The Rush Limbaugh phenomenon in the mid-1990s was an instance of
what I mean here. I repeat, the wider question of fascist social movements and
populist ultra-Rightism will be addressed later.

16. Besides Chapter 17 on radical Internet use, the case studies on
cyberdemocracy in Tsagarousianou et al. (1998) are well worth reviewing,

17. Putnam’s (1993) study of civic engagement in Italy interestingly puts
this latter dimension in a long historico-cultural framework, far beyond indi-
vidual lifetimes.

18. See Huesca and Dervin (1994) for a very comparable argument about
the centrality of praxis in the analysis of radical media and Huesca (1995) for an




Art, Aesthetics, Radical Media,
and Communication

e Art and media: critique versus capitulation?

e Expressionism, dada, surrealism, the Situationists

e Theelusivebut ultimately productive notion of aura in the work of Wal-
ter Benjamin

e Bertolt Brecht, radical theater, and cofabulation

It is interesting to note how difficult it is even for a politically commit-
ted writer and artist such as John A. Walker (1983), in his stimulating
and lucid discussion of the relation between art and mass media, to con-
cede anything to media in the process. Walker effectively defines art—
not all art, he makes very clear, but politically committed art—as the
only form of radical alternative media left to us. Indeed, for him, fine
art’s role in the present era must include the critique of mass media rep-
resentations, so as to enable media consumers to distance themselves
from the deluge of deadening images and narratives poured out
through those channels. He writes that fine art continues to be essential
because it “is distinguished . .. by its greater degree of independence, in-
dividuality, personal expression, and handwork” (p. 90).
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Walker’s tendency simply to dismiss media as the ’problem fe;;:mlg-
tically dismisses alternative media uses and prolec.ts a;s w; (21 ]
along the way he does passingly acknowlezdge radu; an coers
video). He also fails to address the potentla} for au 1em;e us .
cate their own dissident readings of mass rr_uedla texts, no_r (;3; =
? tion culturally subversive elements in mamst_ream med1a.l . gn
then, as the only substantive versior} of radical communica v
| ;tanding, critical artwork will be destined to reacl_'l a rather ';m :
— This is often true of small-scale oppositiorfal media, as we.ll, u.tlld
. perverse to neglect them and thereby shrink the autl-.u-:::ntui1 wor -
dical communication still further. Wal%cer 's arlgument risks, esllzxas
. -patently expressed wishes to commu.n}cate with as man)lrdp;:fn iy
ible, being a left-wing pitch for a political ghet.tf). It wou gean
productive to consider how the kinds of political af't hel .scu?:1 =
t feed into alternative media content and how a stlmu atlrlng 1a-
e might be mounted over the long term between politically com
tted artists and media activists.

THE RELATION BETWEEN ART AND MEDIA

There is, after all, a rich history to be considered herfz. Emergn-_ng mt;t of
‘German Expressionism, the dada movement, surrealists, and Slt;a (:wil
ists have variously conceived the relation between art and mﬁ:1 1at. -
%ﬁlree formations, in Williams's sense of the te@, fore'gro‘lmde 1:;' agh
fbrm of public, political conmmnicati;)r.i, atndt: c;:t;?;:?;? : “;Tter
isti ach formation was heir to the :
';:?aiisr?g:{l:ertolt Brecht, both of them influenced by the Berlin fiitl:la
" movement, also contributed interesting perspectives to the dlscﬁ? ,_:,s
None of these can be understood outside the context of the fl?._h e
slaughtered for nothing in World War ‘I,‘the turbulentfye'c;:u (; e
Weimar Republic, the Nazi era, and Stahm?m, altt_lough or tl <
ists, the post-World War Il era was the most mufnedlate contexf 3 1:1:\/1 =
sionism, an artistic current with a long history in (_Eerman a1it rom o
Ernst through to the films of Fassbinder, seemed in the ear yf;?erl_o =
the First World War carnage to speak through the hars}}ness of 1tsb 111110%1
ery to the horrors of the trenches. As the war gro’ur.ld mtermm:rﬁzts_,
gorging itself on hundreds of thousands thex.'a millions, some rists
and vast numbers of others—became galvanized by the desire to
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municate their impotent scream of outrage, their total rejection of the
unending mass slaughter. To some in that frame of mind, even Expres-
sionist art seemed to have become passive and futile.

Enter dada. For the dada movements, art was “shit.” Art itself had
to be exploded, both as a category and as an institution, because its
modes of expression had either helped pave the path to the war or were
totally irrelevant to its understanding. Dada, possibly derived from a
French children’s term for rocking horse, instead generated art objects
that until then had been considered totally irrelevant to art. Examples
included so-called “found objects,” everyday products such as shoes or
bricks or rusting iron or a toilet-bowl, which were made part of formal
art exhibits. Berlin was one of the dada movement’s several centers,
along with Ziirich, Paris, and New York. Berlin dada was marked
strongly by support for socialism and the early Russian revolution and
was greatly influential on the work of Grosz and Heartfield (discussed
in Chapter 14), as well as Brecht and Benjamin. In the end, this attempt
to dismantle conventional art ended by being absorbed into the canon
as a school, and as much a commodity as any other.

Surrealists by contrast, such as Breton, Cocteau, Magritte, Dali,
Aragon, Césaire, and Lam, largely operated from the get-go within ar-
tistic and literary conventions, subverting them from inside rather than
struggling to dismantle them entirely. Their work sought to defamiliar-
ize the public with what seems self-evident, most easily taken for
granted: hegemonic visual and verbal reality. They focused on “the
eruption of the marvellous into ordinary experience . . . [they were]
searching for the means to express all that is unexpected, fresh, awe-
some, and vertiginous” (Plant, 1992, p. 48). For both dada and surreal-
ism, public shock and scandal by means of art—although dada fero-
ciously rejected the title, thereby seeking to blur the art-media
distinction—was their primary objective. Some of the leading French
surrealists were pro-Marxist, although most kept their distance from
the organized Left.

The situationists (Andreotti & Costa, 1996; Marelli, 1998; Plant,
1992; Wollen, 1989) were deeply knowledgeable in and influenced by
the historical currents of both dada and surrealism. It makes sense,
therefore, to leap ahead a moment in time to discuss them here, before
returning to Benjamin and Brecht. Their definition of post-World War II
consumer society or sovietized nations in Eastern Europe as a huge,
mystifying spectacle and of the public as constrained only passively to
spectate (cf. Marcus, 1989, p. 99) led them to urge the creation of provoc-
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ically mounted on behalf of
ectacles. These were typically . :
N c&i?ltzrsg-ne public and, like dada and surrealist expressmn, were1
k. ed to zcandalize, to disrupt the cozy alienation of First World
%g‘lism The most famous verbal examples were _from the SOClaii ei;c-
l‘ons of May-June 1968 in Paris, not all of them directly a1.?thorfal f
:::S;tionists but often influenced by a situationist :;?Sth‘:;j (thenzs,
’ i i th the cobble-stones,
logans give the flavor: “Benea : _
992). Some of the slog : 0 ” o
2 “Put imaginati trol!” and “Humanity
the beach,”” “Put imagination in con 1
'ﬂ:;;py until the last bureaucrat has been hanged with the guts of the last
i
b . ist. 13 .
Rcapl;?ltilationism unlike Marxism, had no sense that human history
| was moving toward victory for subordinate classes. Therel w:t; a;l:;;r;;ai
1 : i : i
ismini ts’ view of recuperation, namely,
nent dualism inits adheren ; Lo
i f protest around to salvag
ing class could twist every form of p :
;nngds The situationists’ enthusiasm for what they termeeclt di;ftir;;n:;r:;
(Plan 3 i, 1996, pp. 26-30) suggests tha
t, 1992, p. 86; cf. Andreotti, 19 ' ; .
g:: they meint something akin both to subversion and_dlversmn. In
terms of the spectacle of everyday life, détournement partlcu'la_rly c.tperi
: ies by redeploying official language but can also employ c.offu:lal visua
?n"taggry to subvert the established order.” It is the revolutmr:sry coutn-
i iari iverts the specta-
i bversive plagiarism that dive
terpart to recuperation, a su ive o e
i from its intended use. Whenw
cle’s language and imagery d: R s
ine i i dada on graffiti, public and p
amine in Part II the impact of oni
j i anumber of these dadaist,
art, street theater, and culture jamming, . o kKo
i ituationi ill recur. The notion of détou ;
realist, and situationist themes w ‘ -3
i i i to have had great influence even
in particular, will be seen ad g o b i A
ing ci ing historical and concep
ing cited as such. These vary : e
isti i —and to declare en pass
fuse artistic and media expression an en pas -
structiveness of their mutual segregation—are of abiding interest

BENJAMIN AND THE NOTION OF AURA

Let us now return to two of the most influential writer§ on the’ ar;;x;e;li:
i i jamin (1973), in his by now interminal
relationship. Walter Benjamin ( ‘ e e
in the era of technical reproducibility,
cussed essay on artworks in el 8
ia should not be separately categ
ly argued that art and media s ‘ . )
i;ll;goal‘eg(l 993, pp. 180-205) offers perhaps the l‘Jest dls.c_uss;lon o
Benjamin'’s reasoning on this issue, and Ishall rely on his exposition here.
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As opposed to those who saw mass media technologies as bringing
about a continual debasement of culture and communication, Benjamin
joined ranks with the Soviet constructivist artists of the early 1920s,
along with filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein and photo artist Aleksandr
Rodchenko, in celebrating the combined political and aesthetic poten-
tial of these then-novel technologies. Benjamin saw film, says McCole
(1993, pp. 190-191), as fostering a critical testing stance toward experi-
ence through bringing the images and sequences filmed right up close,
so that they were almost tactile, as distinct from the sacral, “auratic”’
quality of traditional art’s distanced, reverential modes of exhibition
and contemplation.

This immediacy and virtual tactility, Benjamin proposed, would
stimulate audiences to adopt for themselves the camera’s actively con-
structing posture rather than one of contemplative passivity before the
divinely inspired—or genius inspired—painting or sculpture. Rather
than genuflecting, audiences would reach out, grasp hold, and engage.
The ability of the camera operator to focus on movement and to change
both angles and location, together with the editor’s ability to create a
montage of close-ups, distance shots, and scenes, fostered, he argued, a
new and much more intensively analytical mode of seeing into contem-
porary culture, one with the sensual closeness of touch rather than the
distance of vision.

Benjamin also argued that this gradual, even imperceptible expan-
sion of people’s perceptual thresholds through familiarization with cin-
ema, together with the collective mode of film reception and its pleasur-
able dimensions, were decisive steps forward in artistic awareness
enabled by the new technology. In other words, these then-new media
technologies held ample possibilities for the cultural empowerment of
vast numbers of people, for energizing popular culture.

At the same time, as Cooper (1996) is at pains to point out, Benjamin’s
celebration in this essay of the death of the aura of artwork hails the de-
mocratization of a contrived aura, one that mystified artwork and re-
served it for a small elite. Indeed, Cooper argues (p. 165f.) that aura in a
different sense is still a positive term for Benjamin. He instances
Benjamin’s (1973, p. 190) description of aura being experienced to the
highest extent (in his essay, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”) in the dia-
logue process between two individuals who return each other’s gaze—
or even between an artwork and its beholder, when struck by it and en-

gaging critically with it, rather than approaching it reverentially as sa-
cral: “to perceive the aura of an object we look at, means to invest it with
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the ability to look at us in return.” In the technical reproc_luci.bili:)tr isi(ssa{;
enjamin, 1973, pp. 224-225) by contras’t, the aura Ben]a.u;lm atta s
gie that underscores the hierarchical distance between the perce
- 7
E él;ij(;:r]ﬁ;t-s positive and negative notions of aura, .i.ntensely sugges-
tive but also elusive, may be taken as his attexrfpt to ar?xculate_thm: mia:;;
of art and of media. Not only that, but to de’fme the m.'tpact tnl:: ::rﬂr?an ;
interactivity, of a dialogical ”100king" and mte?rogatl‘onhl.:a e :udEIaire
hegemonic relationship. Benjamin d1reFt1y conltmue:s, ut;l Its. Al
essay, with an initially delphic illustration of his pou.ut_ ta 15,8tati0n s
less, worth unraveling, an illustration drawn from his interpr e
Proust’s fascination with unexpected flashes of memo;y n;o e
involontaire; see McCole, 1993, pp. 259-279) that he seeks to develop
fres}l;:;?:cr:\;in}:)icks up on Proust’s observation that memozl).r su;ia::ﬁz
spontaneously and then can be reflected on—or not—d?peln aﬁlgWiﬂlm
alertness of the individual. For Proust, this opera.ted Pn.nmpl yt i
the realm of individual biography, wherea:.-‘. ’Ben_}amm is at leas .
more interested in engaging wi’;l: thm;lputbl;c i‘ t;zs:;):gaiziiv Efr:go)lri.ec-
is re-reading, the present can be retlected o : .
::z past, and ?n the };rocess, aspzcc;s 0{ the pa:tt?: :lr;rz 5;221::‘1;1)}: ::e
remarkable or obscure may suddenly come s
ing in relation to the present. There are, in other words, artw
;ec?n r:;glia moments in which people may .find themsellves gniaggfcc;t;
edly addressed, challenged to intense r(j:ﬂecnon on h.m\‘r hlstorilszon e
have shaped them and the political con]unct-ure._ Freire’s co.nvt it
education must seek to stimulate critical reﬂectlon——conscze? i . i e
couched in different terms but to the same end, a process of criti
gagement with and against hegemony.

BRECHT AND RADICAL THEATER

In Bertolt Brecht’s work, we see the same commitment, aébeit ?prgzs;?:
in di ding and using art and media =
in different terms, to understan :
i in Pi t of Berlin dada. Brecht was
tailed. Dramatist Erwin Piscator was par : ' £
initi ked closely with him. Together,
mewhat younger but initially worked ¢ :
fl?ey injecte{l a series of new dimensions into th.eatncal performance
during the 1920s (Mueller, 1989, pp. 5-21). These included
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[the] use of banners and placards, division
tains, simultaneous scenes, short scenes,
songs, dance and pantomime, and emph
and body language. Spoken language
with the acceptable standard of stage la
encouraged to retain their dialects and
the cabaret style . . . is the epic sty
events and “numbers”
ture to accommodate e

of the stage by colorful cur-
montages of scenes, use of
asis on rhythm, movement
Wwas not required to comply
nguage; instead, actors were
individual characteristics . . .

le par excellence, in that episodes,

are only loosely strung together, an ideal struc-

pic breadth and volume. (Mueller, 1989, p. 8)

The connections between Berlin dada and Russian artists in the early
Soviet period, such as Mayakovsky, Meyerhold, Eisenstein, and
Tretyakov, have already been flagged. In various ways, the Berliners
found in the Bolshevik revolution’s initial years a huge opportunity to
experiment with novel artistic forms.* Brecht’s and Piscator’s work in
part drew as well on amateur theater work done in Germany at that
period. From film in particular, they not only drew versions of montage
for the stage but even imported screenings into their plays. A rendition

of the satirical antimilitarist Czech novel, The Good Soldier Schweik, for

example, included filmed tracking shots of Prague streets and an ani-
mation film designed by Gros

z. This was a period in which alternative
media production in both Germany and Russia was at the cutting edge
aesthetically as well as politically.

The theatrical communication strategy for which Brecht is most re-

nowned is his effort to engage the audience actively rather than luring
them into passively soaking up the play’s narrative. A favorite compari-
son he drew was with people watching sports. Just as members of the
crowd at sports events or watching them on TV will comment, some-
times boisterously, on their approval and disapproval of the action and
will readily voice their judgments on particular turns of play, so Brecht
wanted theater audiences to be equally engaged. He did no
produce plays whose scenes and characters were mechani
structed to be “bloodlessly noted and wei
tors (cited in Mueller,
attacked was, rather,

t mean to
cally con-
ghed up” by detached specta-
1989, p. 64). The mainstream theater strategy he

the obsession with coercing the spectator into a one-dimensional dy-

namic where he is prevented from looking left or right, up ordown...
the reduction of an infinite variety of emotional as well as intellectual
responses to one single mode of reception, namely empathy—the sin-
gle act of identification with the hero. . . [where] the interdependence
of audience and performance acts as a vicious circle, one rein forcing
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the other to disfranchise the spectator completely. (cited in Mueller,
1989, pp. 65, 64, 62)

Instead, he argued for what he termed cofabufatfor;——;kin tz ](::t 31;—
; i i e activ -
i ion (the term used earlier to describe :
e S “the spectators free to agree with,
—which in his view would leave “the sp A
?CE) re: w;th or change any of the parts presented on stage (M,-Jer]{l;z
089, : he play with their own experie
. 94). They would compare the play eir o B
lgilgég)ries? and g'o would import their own narratives into tt;‘e pr;:l;; e
ii:(;n Shades of Freire once again—although Augusto Boal, vstre os';ee -
ricai work will be discussed in Part II, moves a further step bey
t. . - - o
Brecgrecht enunciated this art/media dialogism (Brecht, 198?;)51215 tlll-:e
tensely but with exemplary clarity in his ‘ivell—kDOWltl remar v
tential of radio to be a gigantic interactive transmission 5){d Wa,r =
EO osed to its vertical one-to-many utilizati_on. Between ;V;Z i
pg 11, the worker-photography movement in Europe an ey
Zn n’ientary movement in the United States also endeavlore e
Cu - s B - - a X
:te the democratic and participatory possibilities in visua m:iee : + 7
;ologies albeit inevitably with varying success (Alexander, 3
t & Si -181).
t & Siegelaub, 1983, pp. 174 B ;
Mat;\ella; admi;gtedly Benjamin and Brecht were writing ata time b.eft(:;e
ow, ; +
film production and distribution had become such a garg@tlTag 11':; -
; tiolzlal enterprise, and one thatis so profoundly commclercsa hy i ies,
- it is today. Naturally, they were aware that these medlelt. e?rhr; ‘fere
e not simply, or even mainly, in the hands of the public. : fydesm2
Wetl' ‘\aa\rriting out of technological triumphalism, but rather ou 0t ke
o sp all the media that the public could access to foster coun ¥ Fheﬁ
:F) gTahEres to try to combat the fascist tornado. We rlleed to _recain g
o Stlfaxt in other respects: the riveting socialist expenme;\:e}monany thé
con : : -
i dertaken in Russia an
aphy, and theater being un : Russiaand 2y
Pho:-(;irdir);nch obliteration of confidence in civilization seareof ef}i
;’30 1d War I into many survivors’ consciousness; a?.nd the urgem;ynm i
fe:tl;ve communication to large masses of pe(l)ple ;f El;rNogzi;v;rand o
trous avalanche o
Ifed by the even more mons ; : it
b'e Emg:l"lhis wzs the stark agenda of their struggle: to communica
cism.  age
inst the impending crisis. ‘ . o
agan";is:e a eendlf-;: continues to be to address ways in whichall rad1§2nj\:y
dia, from ;gaaintings tovideo, from flyers to cc:mputer gaa.'nis, caCI:t o
l::chetic: impact and stimulate alternative dialogue activity, n
ae
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provide counterinformation. Interaction between artists and alternative
media producers, and overall the kind of intense media i.l'lteractivity of
which Benjamin and Brecht wrote, are central to the future of radical
media. Alexandra Juhasz (1995), in her study of oppositional videos on
AIDS in the United States, has made this point particularly forcefully:

Itis precisely this openness of the alternative AIDS media, as opposed
to the bounded and closed nature of so much mainstream television,
which 1 celebrate and applaud: a forum as rich, open, and malleable as
are the individuals and communities who have been scarred by AIDS
and scared into action against it. For the AIDS community, in all its di-
versity, as for minority populations around the world, access to media
production allows us to €xpress our needs, define our own agenda,

counter irresponsible depictions of our lives, and recognize our simi-
larities and differences. (p. 73)

Summary: Moving beyond Walker’s constra

ined definition of media,
the history of dada, surrealism,

and situationism suggest very lively
scenarios for radical media, even if as artistic movements they ended
by partial absorption into the canon they had struggled so hard to ex-
plode. Benjamin’s reflections on art and media technologies with re-
spect to radical media focus on (a) the impact of aesthetic content, (b)
the intensely interactive character that should denote such media—
compare Brecht’s cofabulation and the notion of joint architects of pro-
duction—and (c) the possibilities opened up by mass access to media
technologies. At the dawn of the 21st century, this interactive access is
especially visible in terms of computer technology, and Chapter 17 by
Ford and Gil at the close of Part II explores that theme in some detail.

In some ways, this discussion of aesthetics and alternative media

brings us back to some of the questions of audiences and readers, of re-

sistance, and of the public sphere, that we examined earlier. It does so
with a new twist, injecting

, Injecting into the analytical framework the necessity

- Difficult as Benjamin'’s notion of aura is to
grasp, it serves to address ﬂx‘e“myster'ious power of those moments in
’x;r_hich_ our active intelligence and emotional perspicacity are engaged
by, and engage with, a communication, an interaction, that we denote
as artistic. Despite its imprecision, it captures the process—I would ar-
gue—much more effectively than empiricist audience studies have
been able to do. Benjamin’s dissolution of art into
uate art of its punch.”

media does not evac-
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ing question of radical media aes-
. l_'HUSt e H:z;se;;ofnl:lrlz:r?: f::;.%’;qcalutely unavoidable question
'thﬁ‘flcs_ i ;lI:a organization. This is a jump-cut only be;:ause we Ee
. e of a%t as the lofty work of the lone genius. : Some of e
N nouoﬂidies in Part III examine this aspect of radical media st
B tod Sb ause the issue must be addressed head-on and not be
ler'lgth’ o 'i; a view to making sure that the wheel does not have to
Sklﬂ?d am: ‘:llb every new radical media project. For a number of the
- reml\'lrent—iuniadical communication examples in Part. II, these qm'es:
]tli‘z:s :I: 1t-)f less relevance, but for ongoing radical media, they are in

tensely significant.

NOTES

i in which
1. In fact, they generally wrote as thoug.h the aff}ucleant n;?};r;: ;;;ence =
li led weré the only ones that existed, and if the‘y did rt'ea L
e ot Vi or Cuba, it was often as a convenient metap g
iy Vle}t\nar;the most’famous of them. The refereqce to cobblfesttt_:rk\li -
th fofl:nlz)i;:xﬂng of Paris’ streets in some areas atlthf:ﬁmgg? Ct:ew ;zse e
: to hurl at the s :
ring the May-June upsurge . A
s dPg :l pri?estcis was merciless; and to the fact that 51rréutltz;1:::)vuan)é .
:::Y_ a_gall;;sff tI;\e forces of repression, the earth beneath emergelf ”(; i
s i ing and enjoying onese :
i ideways slippage, sunning i
gf:lt'\ed’ “;s:dsé The ¥usion of protest and pleasure was exactly symp
at the se A
v ' T i i don
suuat}ion'}sl:igl;ﬁzsl?;s g long history. A version was popular in radical Lon
. close of the 18th century. . .y
tawe'l'l;[S l:Pr’\;:l;nces cited by Plant (1992, pp. 1}316—8?, ;:{i}l-lii: r::;g;fﬁdal Santg
: i i sin
ic stri ting public provocations such a : s
g]l'm]c 5:- izF ii:;:l?t;'\gtﬂ storepat Christmas to give out free gifts, and a g
aus i b
i i ith interspersed graffiti. ‘ .
pene “‘chﬁa‘i\;ﬁ E;l9;3 I:) 70) among others has pointed out, 'r}}i éz;r:llsa;;ir;
. 1115'minsations of the title words of Benjar.mn f Eesssa¥}; e
R ud zierbarkeit”—as “mechnical reproduct‘lon, ogl
. Hu was not writing about art and industry in general. e ey
essay‘ﬁ ('eTh term aura was common at that time in the ngmy s e
; i £ t Stefan George bu .
i i by the art-for-art’s-sake poe . ; e
CerleSr;\nflgiglC::d sypiritual sense, almost like the notxgr; oft;tumen Benj
ently.
foggy.t d)i(fferently as we shall see, and not always 001:1519 : y s
= h xarr’L le he draws from the contemplation o pia ok
7t. : rir?ge apbranch casting its shadow over the or}lt?‘?e 21;1 5 P
mc;:;si:ad inapl;ropriately, that this kind of aura is a posl
su i
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8. The finely illustrated catalog edited by Antonowa and Merkert (1995)
provides a whole series of essays examining the multiple artistic links between
Berlin and Moscow in particular, during the first three decades of the 20th cen-
tury. They were years of extraordinary political and cultural ferment in both
nations and especially in both capitals. The essays trace the interconnections
between the Expressionist and dada movements, constructivism (as inter-
preted in both locations), and still other artistic currents and phases. One of the
signal features of the connection in both countries was the frequent overlap
between politics and art. Another was the conscious interpenetration of artistic
forms, not only between traditionally separate disciplines such as architecture
and theater design but also between established art forms such as painting and
sculpture, and technologies that were simple to access, new or old, from still
photography to woodcuts. All this was in considerable measure the matrix
from which sprang much of Benjamin’s thinking about art and communica-
tion, reviewed in Chapter 4. (For a review of Berlin’s socialist and communist
cultural activity in the 1920s, which traces its influence over Brecht’s work, see
Bodek, 1997). The implications of the period in terms of agitprop art and the
dynamics of socialist evangelism was taken up in Chapter 6. But as I noted ear-
lier in this chapter, the ebullience of radical alternative cultures in Germany
was not strong enough to withstand the murderous onset of Nazism, nor could
the dynamism of Soviet cultural experiment survive the descent into Stalinism.
The later essays in Antonowa and Merkert’s (1995) volume address these grim
histories.

9. And in retrospect, a tragedy beyond description, not least in view of
the horrors befalling Soviet Russia only a year or so following Benjamin's 1926-
1927 visit to Moscow.

10. I am not a boxing or martial arts enthusiast, but readers finding the
metaphor distasteful might recall that these performances are highly interac-
tive and, at advanced levels, quite the opposite to pugilistic.

11. An older English expression—“from the sub-lime[y] to the gor-
blimey”—expresses the irony in the character of this transition. But the connec-
tion must be forged and held on to tenaciously.




Conclusions

/ 'V e have drawn on a considerable variety of perspectives, all of
them framed by different questions and problems, to begin to make
se of the radical media phenomenon and potential. The journey we
ave undertaken has not led to a tightly wound, smooth conceptual
conclusion. There are a number of rough edges and discontinuities, but
erhaps that better corresponds to the messy nature of social being than
a series of perfectly oiled axioms.
We will recapitulate them in a moment, but before we can do so,
there is one dimension of current media theorizing that must first be ad-
dressed. It is the position, especially identified with an early phase of
U.S. mediaresearch (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; Klapper, 1960), that media
‘are weak social agents. If this view were to hold, it could be devastating
to the argument here about radical media. If large-scale media are thin
and insubstantial entities, what interest could there possibly be in re-
searching small-scale radical flimsies?

It is my contention not only that the weak effects model is wrong
about mainstream media, but also that the serious study of radical me-
dia helps show why. For the weak effects school, media seem always as-
sumed to be an either-or. Either they are autonomous agents, shown by
their measurable power and distinctive functions—Ilike, say, the family,

927
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Conclusions

media and the shadow case of repressive radical media. énd,. not
east, we explored last century’s two leading organizational directions
the daily pragmatics of radical media.

I would conclude by suggesting that maybe the rnet.taphor of the
astenzyme might actually help to focus our unde.rstalj\dmg of the c1‘.11ﬂ
al and political operation of radical media. All inanimate analog‘les
r animate processes are flawed, yet, if we consider the g'eneratlve
wer of this microscopic enzyme, its capacity to alter its emtn'.onment,
rhaps we will not be so trapped by our instinctive skepticism con-
mi g small-scale and often ephemeral media. Whether we take SOC.la'l
movements, artworks, radical media, democracy, and the rest as politi-
cal commitments or as concepts that shed light on different facets of
ppositional activity, or just dispassionately as enzymes and co-en-
it is polymorphously perverse to dismiss the h1s‘toncal and con-
mporary impact of rebellious cultures and their media. The chapters
of the next two Parts argue why that is so.

or schooling, or religion—or they are woven so imperceptibly into the
social fabric that their influence is virtually impossible to detect.

The problem in this argument arises from the implicit comparison
of media to other social institutions, which then ends up by making
their particular cultural roles almost invisible. The family and the other
institutions mentioned have a set of roles unique to each of them. We,
for the most part at this point in history, do not expect religious institu-
tions to nurture babies, or schools to propagate religion, or the family to
broadcast the news. Media, however, are lifelong and universal in a way
religion no longer is, even in theocratic states. They are multiform, from
news to fiction, from sport to religion, from comedy to kid stuff, from
music to computer games, from discussion to databases.

Their influence, therefore, I would argue, issues normally and over-
whelmingly from a molecular, symbiotic strength in their very con-
nectedness to other social forces and processes. We are not segregating
physical elements, nitrogen from oxygen from hydrogen, but studying
media as what they are, perhaps the most universally—globally,
throughout the life cycle, graffiti to Internet—enmeshed social institu-
tions of all. Their power stems precisely from combination, from
embeddedness, not even necessarily or generally in parasitic depend-
ence but in dialectical mutuality over time. Like enzymes such as yeast,
media cannot operate without co-enzymes (minerals, vitamins, pro-
teins) and without the amino acids that operate as their bodily carriers.

I would, therefore, conclude that the study of radical media and
their impact, whether by the array of concepts defined and discussed
above, or in the empirical tapestry that follows in Part II, acts to high-
light this combinatorial reality. Popular culture, audiences, social move-
ments, democracy, developmental power, hegemony, resistance, art-
work, public sphere, and radical media are sometimes complementary,
sometimes conflicting angles of vision; on another level, inasmuch as
each captures something of social reality, they are each other’s matrices.
In media research, even more than family or state or social movement
research, the hunt for sole agents is condemned to futility.

The concepts and issues we have discussed evince certain continu-
ing strands: power relations, political, cultural, and economic; the rela-
tion between information, emotions, humor, art, dialogue, and democ-
racy; the usefulness of concepts of public sphere and alternative public
sphere and their relation to social movements. We also shook the kalei-
doscope and examined ethnic, religious, and global dimensions of radi-



