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Coming off of a hotly contested election year and after witnessing the massive amounts of campaigning done by both parties in effort to “inform” the public and reach as many voters as possible, one question still remains poignant: Where do we get our information? The myriad landscape that is “the media” today, can be accessed from almost anywhere, and has, in many ways, entrenched itself in American culture, replacing what used to be standard outlets of information. Television and print news have long dominated the average American household in terms of being used to access information, but new outlets, like the internet and film have grown into major ways in which people learn about what is happening in the world. The emergence of so many varied sources of information, however, and the ever-growing accessibility of unchecked information raises a different question; not so much the source of our information but rather, what is the quality of the information we are getting? Mass media has long had an influence on society and an in depth look at its most popular forms today would most definitely reveal several glaring inequities in the way TV networks, print media, and internet websites communicate information. Many media sources are slanted, one way or another, in their views and coverage of people and events. Everette Dennis once stated that objectivity is what sets apart American mass media from the rest of the world and is one of the most important precepts of American journalism (103). In present times, however, media that provides completely impartial analysis of the facts is either hard to find, or deemed incredible. The fact of the matter is that in a large portion of mass media outlets what is best described as “objective news coverage” is not available. Whether by right or left wing standards, distortions of mass media outlets have occurred for specific agendas, especially in the recent times of election and war. Such distortions have displaced objective media coverage to the academic sphere and have inhibited the democratic process in many Western nations. 

In order to understand how these distortions affect society it is important to understand the history behind the behavior and the methods in which they take place.

The evolution of mass media is directly related to the growth of technology in the 20th century. Multiple technologies helped to lower the cost of printing while improving quality, which resulted in the proliferation of books and newspapers across the country. New technology also gave rise to television and radio becoming household staples and thus prime sources of information. Over the past twenty years, the development of the Internet has pushed news coverage and accessibility to the global scale. Mass media in many ways replaced many of the traditional ways in which people received information and formed decisions. People without access to professional counsel now turn to a television show or a website for assistance. Instead of picking up the local newspaper, millions of people turn to the most popular websites for their news. As of 1999, United Press International reported that 87% of print journalists are connected to the Internet. More than 60 percent of American’s today are active Internet users (internetnews.com). With the advent of mass media, new opportunities arose for businesses, special interest groups, and areas of government to reach the nation in powerful ways. While it is obvious that many groups use mass media with the purpose of getting their respective messages out to as many people as possible, many groups, most often political, manipulate how information is presented in mass media in order to promote specific agendas. 

Although it is an alarming thought, such manipulations have become a trait of American society. One of the most employed examples of mass media use for specific agendas is the propaganda from World War II. Although the claim can be made that in times of total war it is necessary, the propaganda from this period represents the core of [image: image1.jpg]


misrepresentation in media. The attempt of the mass media at the time was to “demonize” the enemy so that Americans would not think twice in their support of the war effort. The Japanese empire was wrong in its attempted conquest of the Pacific, but the representations of the people of Japan in American mass media were unjust, especially considering the internment camp situation in the western United States. The United States government knew that mass media was the way to reach the minds of the people.

The use of mass media today is far less blatant, but the same underpinning remains. When considering all of the events that take place in the world today, most people learn about them through some form of mass media, yet what they gain knowledge of is seldom just the detail of the event. In most mass media outlets, whenever an event or theme is reported, the facts are accompanied by statements that instruct the person as to how they should “feel” about it or what stance is most plausible concerning an issue. Local news often provides good examples of this concept. For example, when a man is accused of a crime, the details surrounding the case are covered, but then the thoughts of an angry observer are injected into the report as well. Today in America there are a variety of opposing groups with their respective “hands” in mass media outlets, most notably right and left wing groups. Their respective media outlets’ reports often present different situations in an opposing light. This creates somewhat of a “polar” climate in the mass media sphere. In this type of climate, media reporting opposing views are labeled “liberal” or “conservative”, objective news media coverage is often categorized as “unreliable” or “radical”, and some outlets are just denied access to information altogether. It is this climate that has alienated objective news and information primarily to the academic arena, with a few exceptions on the Internet. 

Yet another question arises after examining the distortion of mass media in America: in a country where free speech and democracy are highly sought after goals, how could these kinds of misuses of mass media come about? The ordinary American sees the media landscape as varied, with many different media outlets competing to provide him or her with the best possible news coverage. While this may be true in part, the media is not as varied as it seems; large conglomerates dominate the present day media market and influence their respective media outlets, shaping the content and tone of the news reported. Cohen and Solomon write:

“’Too much power concentrated in too few hands is a threat to freedom.’…But today, with American media power merging into ever fewer hands, not many people are speaking out against this threat to freedom. (2)

In 2002, 10 corporations dominated the vast majority of television, radio, Internet, and film media sources (The Nation). The number has diminished since then to 5 in 2004 (See Figure 1). Right and left wing corporations like GE, AOL/Time Warner, and VIACOM, et.al, control what gets covered and how it is represented. These corporations are heavily influenced by lobbyists and special interest groups. In some cases, the corporations themselves are strong financial supporters of political parties, life the News Corporation and its relationship with the Republican party. Interestingly enough, influence over what is broadcast does not always come down to political factors. These corporations are also after profits; oftentimes the choice of what to broadcast amounts to what will be beneficial for investors. News that is beneficial to the specific corporation is favored and often given more airtime and coverage. For example, in 2002, Time Magazine chose Osama bin Laden as its person of the year, a title reserved for the biggest newsmaker that year. In response to pressure from Wal-Mart executives (who said that if bin Laden was chosen, they would have to remove that issue from their stores), Time changed their nominee to Rudi Giuliani (fair.org). Another example comes from NBC’s coverage of the Olympics:

Coverage of the Olympics is a perennial case of corporate self- promotion overtaking news judgment. The 2002 Winter Olympics were broadcast on NBC and its affiliated cable channels, and as previous experience would have predicted, NBC Nightly News found the event far more newsworthy than other networks (69 minutes of coverage, compared with 30 minutes at ABC and 10 at CBS). According to ADT Research, publisher of the Tyndall Report, NBC’s Today show devoted 544 minutes to the Olympics—more than any other news story for the entire year. (fair.org)
Not that the Olympics is not a story worth covering, but NBC, considering the amount of time it gave the event, apparently deemed the Olympics more important than any other story that year. It is obvious that the objective reporting of the news is not the primary factor in deciding what to report. The decisions of a handful of corporations dictate what information many Americans get and make decisions off of. 

Taking into consideration this information, yet another question comes to mind: What are the views of those controlling mass media in America? Although the common conception is that the media in America is dominated by the left wing agenda, there are a large number of mass media outlets that promote mainly right wing values. Figure 2 shows the spectrum of views of various mass media conglomerates, along with some examples of more objective media. Companies and corporations that control the mass media can pick and choose what is broadcast and what is not. For example, when ABC’s Nightline chose to air “The Fallen” a broadcast in which the names and faces of all the soldiers killed in the war in Iraq would be shown in order to honor them, conservative critics denounced the broadcast as propaganda against the war and the current administration. The Sinclair Broadcast Group, a well-known financial supporter of the Republican Party, decided to prohibit the broadcast of the piece on its network of stations in a move that prompted many to question the issue of mass media bias and control (disinfo). The corporations that have long been associated with right wing bias, like the News Corporation (FOX), frequently come under criticism of their representations of people and events in the world, whereas other corporations, like AOL/Time Warner, have labeled left and right. Ironically, the outlets controlled by these corporations are considered by many to be the primary source for objective, up-to-the-minute news reporting. CNN and its affiliates have long been considered one of America’s primary sources of television news coverage and its website, Cnn.com, is the most popular Internet news site in America (cyber). Although CNN has established itself as a leader in up-to-the-minute, detailed coverage of the news landscape in America and the world, recently, many of the network pundits that actually deliver the reports, present information with an obvious right wing slant. The issue compounds even more considering the fact that all of these programs claim to deliver “straightforward” or “no-spin” news. Oddly enough, this hasn’t always been the case. Over the past five years, CNN has lost a good number of more conservative viewers to programming on the FOX network due to criticism from conservative proponents of a liberal bias (Wiki). Figure 4 compares public belief of news sources with respect to party alliance. When conservatives lost trust in CNN, liberals began to see it as more valid source. At one point, some conservative politicians labeled CNN, “the Communist News Network”. The executives at CNN realized that these allegations could hurt them financially so, responsibilities of objective reporting notwithstanding, they changed how they report the news. Consortium News sounds off on CNN’s situation:

Indeed, the mainstream news outlets(that conservatives incorrectly label the “liberal media”(studiously avoid tilting to the liberal side and increasingly compete for conservative viewers and readers. CNN’s chief Walter Isaacson has made clumsy gestures to woo conservative viewers from Fox News. CNN’s fawning coverage of George W. Bush from the likes of correspondent Kelly Wallace stands in marked contrast to the tough treatment that CNN meted out to Bill Clinton over the years.

Many Americans would not even notice the capricious manner in which CNN chooses to deliver the nation’s most “objective and up-to-date” information. Especially in times of election and war, where people are required to make decisions vital to the future of the nation, CNN’s treatment of the news is a detriment to the democratic process in America.

The News Corporation’s FOX News network is probably the most egregious example of right wing bias in the media. Since its inception in 1996, Fox News channel has fallen under intense criticism from a wide variety of voices. The claims of right wing impartiality stem from the owner of News Corporation, Australian-born, Rupert Murdoch. Murdoch has a history of using the mass media outlets at his disposal for the specific purposes of favoring his commercial and political interests. Murdoch is reported to have attempted to use the resources of the News Corporation to prevent the publication of the memoirs of the final British governor of Hong Kong, in order to gain standing with the Chinese government, with which the memoirs were very critical of. Murdoch has also been a long-time supporter of the Republican party since his move to the United States. Taking into consideration Murdoch’s political perspective, it is not surprising to note FOX News channel’s evident right wing slant with regards to its programming and the people who report the news. In fact, since 2000 the number of Republicans who watch FOX News channel has doubled (Figure 5). One prime example of FOX News partiality was the coverage of George W. Bush’s first run at the Presidency. During the election in 2000, Murdoch placed John Ellis, George W. Bush’s full cousin in charge of FOX News channel’s election night coverage. That night at 10 pm, FOX News was the last major news station to report that Al Gore had won the state of Florida, yet it was the first news station to report that Bush had won Florida and the presidential race. The man in charge of covering the election for the FOX News channel was “chatting” all night with President Bush after the election concluded (Slate, Fair.org). Aside from just regular coverage, many of the programs on FOX News that claim to report objective and “no-spin” news, are in deed right wing spin shows themselves. Bill O’Reilly has become a notorious figure in the political landscape for his show, “The O’Reilly Factor”. In this show, O’Reilly addresses many of the hot topics and events in the news. However, O’Reilly’s so-called no-spin take on many of the issues has left a number of critics enraged. When reporting on the issues, O’Reilly is rather adamant in his right wing stance. Hotly contested debate and argument over the issues is a constant on the show and O’Reilly has earned a reputation for his intense verbal assault of his guests. He is well known for his constant refusal of valid arguments from liberals, or anyone, that are in contrast to his own position. The trouble with this situation is not that O’Reilly is a right-wing pundit, or even that his show is a promoter of conservative politics. The problem is that “The O’Reilly Factor” has become one of the most popular news programs in the country because American’s are turning to it for what they believe to be completely objective information. 

Examples of the distortion of mass media are not limited to the right wing. A large proportion of the mass media in America today is heavily influenced by a more liberal agenda. In fact the overwhelming conception in America today is that the “media” in terms of a broad general definition, contains a strong left wing bias. The main mass media sources that are widely considered liberal are the local news networks on public access television (ABC, NBC, CBS, etc.), many print media sources (New York Times, et.al), and an increasing number of internet sources. Viacom, which owns ABC and MTV, has come under fire for liberal distortion of mass media recently with its networks coverage leading up the election. MTV made a big push this year to get 18 to 24 year olds out to vote in record numbers, in a campaign titled “Choose or Lose”. The main stated goal was to get 20 million from that specific demographic to vote. What appeared to be a purely noble endeavor in political awareness became a platform for the Democratic Party and was criticized by conservatives. Issues in the television ads for the Choose or Lose effort were often geared towards the Democratic party line or an anti-Bush sentiment was implied. For example, one type of ad was set up in a room made to look like the Presidential office. Various celebrity figures would then implore the viewer to get out and vote, some coining the phrase “Vote or Die”. One problem with these ads was that most, if not all, of the celebrities used in the ads were outspoken opponents of George W. Bush (Figure 6) and the tone of the messages, entitled “Citizen Change”, were always of the vein of initiating change in America. Other ads would charge viewers to “Piss off a politician and vote!”. These ads in contrast with spots of Kerry earning favor with young voters on MTV in interviews with MTV reporters were meant to hold up Kerry as the better candidate, regardless of the issues. Many other ads, still, depicted negative images of war and then prompted the viewer to vote for “Change, Peace, Freedom, Safety, Something…”. Another criticism of MTV has been their explanations of the war in Iraq. In news reports and special programs on Iraq, the overarching view reported on MTV was that solving the situation in Iraq was easy. A constant theme throughout the programming during the election was that leaving Iraq immediately would solve the problems of the region; basically war is bad, peace is good. While not completely untrue, simplifying the situation in Iraq can hinder efforts to find a real and permanent solution. Ladislas Bizimana of the University of Bradford describes the problem of oversimplification:

This is driven by the search for “quick-fix” understanding and explanation of complex realities…All in all, oversimplification in journalists’ reports hinders efforts to solve some conflicts, by failing to assist in identification of all issues, all actors and their conflicting interests, as well as the mechanisms to address them efficiently. (88)

While the ads and programs were praised on MTV as a progressive way to increase voter turnout, in actuality the ads were partial to a liberal agenda and did not emphasize the complexity of the state of affairs in the Middle East. 

The New York Times is one of the most recognized newspapers in the United States and the world. People in both rural and urban areas look to the New York Times for high quality, objective coverage of the news, on a national and global level. Furthermore, it has a significant impact on the news judgment and editorial perspective of other media. Unfortunately, even a publication looked to as a standard for impartiality in news reporting by many is just as guilty of slanting information to favor specific agendas. The Times has long been criticized for its liberal stances in many controversial issues, like gay marriage and planned parenthood. When reporting on such issues in the Times, it is common practice include multiple barbs and jabs directed at social conservatives. These attacks bleed into other areas of the papers reporting as well (e.g. an attack on the current administration in an article about an upcoming concert). (Wiki) The Times also, in response to criticism in the weeks after the invasion of Iraq, issued an apology saying that concerning the events of the invasion, reporting in the Times was credulous. Many people during the time of the invasion were forming opinions about the war from information presented in The Times. Similar to some of the situations regarding right wing distortion of objective news coverage, the problem is not that The New York Times is liberally biased (which they claim is a result of their cosmopolitan circulation); the problem is that they claim to be a largely an objective paper and the world views them as such. 


One more question still arises considering all this information: Where can people find objective media coverage? The answer is difficult. Finding objective information enough to write this paper was extremely difficult considering all the biased sources out there. When faced with an overly distorted mass media, oftentimes it is necessary to be able to “weed out the wheat from the chafe” as they say. As for finding truly objective media: the answer, surprisingly (depending on your point of view), is at the academic level. In the world today, most if not all mass media sources are controlled by a corporation, whereas at many of the higher institutions of America, an emphasis on learning has fostered an environment of objectivity on all sides. The academic sphere in many ways represents how people should access information in order to make informed decisions. The mass media environment at a university is forced into being neutral in order to maintain its presence as a viable source of information. Media that you find on campus, like panel discussions featuring a variety of viewpoints, is not inevitably controlled and influenced by the agenda of a slanted corporation. People who desire to see both sides of an issue can explore them in an academic setting, examining the facts of an issue and searching for opinions that are candid and not necessarily forced one way or another. Due to the easy and availability of unobjective mass media, what is widely received could be assumed to be what is correct, yet the real function of mass media is not entertainment or to act as a device for agendas, but to observe reality and present it to the viewer. Luhmann describes observation as, “the use of distinctions to describe something (and nothing else).” The true function of mass media is to describe the world and its happenings to the viewer, to present only what there is and nothing else. While this may seem like an unreachable goal for the majority of mass media today, it is necessary to the democratic process that this country holds so dear. 
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Figure 1. Corporation Control of U.S. Media (http://www.corporations.org/media)
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Figure 2. Spectrum of Media Bias
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Figure 3. Fox News Audience (people-press.org)





Figure 4. Percentages of public trust in news sources





Figure 5. Who watches FOX?





Figure 6. MTV Choose or Lose Ads (Ad-rag.com)





Figure 7. MTV Choose or Lose Ad (Ad-rag.com)








