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Race and Community Revitalization: Communication Theory and Practice

Abstract

The words community and communications are both derived from the Latin word for common. According
to John Dewey, people "live in a community by virtue of the things they have in common; and
communication is the way in which they come to possess things in common" (1915: 4). Dewey’s point —
that communities can not exist without communications — leads to a corollary: that the nature and health
of a community depends upon the nature and health of its communications capacity. Thus, to revitalize a
community necessarily means revitalizing communications.

Communications can take many forms, ranging from face-to-face conversations among family, friends,
and neighbors to the broader flows of information that are provided through the mass media. All these
forms are central to the way communities are constructed, maintain themselves, interact with other
communities, and impact the political process. In this paper | will address how the communications
environment, as currently structured, has contributed to many of the problems faced by inner city racial
and ethnic communities in the United States.

In order to address this issue | will first discuss the importance of communications to community
development. In the next four sections | will examine relevant research regarding four key elements of the
mass media: structure; access and control; content; and impact. In the sixth section, | will explore the
literature regarding less mediated, more interpersonal communications. Throughout sections two through
five | will pay specific attention to what existing communications theories and research tell us (explicitly
or implicitly) about issues of race and ethnicity, especially as they relate to poor urban communities.
Finally, I will discuss issues regarding the intersection of race, class, and communications that require
further study, and how changes in the communications environment might contribute to the revitalization
of urban communities.
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The words community and communications are both derived from the Latin word for
common. According to John Dewey, people “livein acommunity by virtue of the thingsthey havein
common; and communication is the way in which they come to possess things in common” (1915: 4).
Dewey’ s point — that communities can not exist without communications — leadsto a corollary: that
the nature and hedlth of a community depends upon the nature and hedlth of its communications
capacity. Thus, to revitalize a community necessarily means revitaizing communicaions.

Communications can take many forms, ranging from face-to-face conversations among family,
friends, and neighbors to the broader flows of information that are provided through the mass media. All
these forms are centrd to the way communities are constructed, maintain themsdves, interact with other
communities, and impact the political process. In this paper | will address how the communications
environment, as currently structured, has contributed to many of the problems faced by inner city racid
and ethnic communities in the United States.

In order to addressthisissue | will first discuss the importance of communications to community
development. In the next four sections | will examine relevant research regarding four key ements of
the mass media: structure; access and control; content; and impact. 1n the sixth section, | will explore
the literature regarding less mediated, more interpersona communications. Throughout sections two
through five | will pay specific atention to what existing communications theories and research tell us
(explicitly or implicitly) about issues of race and ethnicity, especidly as they relate to poor urban
communities. Finaly, | will discussissues regarding the intersection of race, class, and communications
that require further study, and how changes in the communications environment might contribute to the
revitdization of urban communities

Demaocr atic Communicationsin a Diver se Polity

As Robert Dahl has noted, “[t]here is no democrétic theory, there are only democratic theories’
(1956: 1). However, all theories of democracy assume sgnificant input (direct or indirect) from citizens
in the “authoritative alocation of goods, services, and vaues’ (Easton, 1965). In turn, this assumes that
citizens have the capacity and opportunity to determine what isin their individua and collective interedts,
to express and refine these interests in the public debate over “who gets what, when, and how”
(Lasswell, 1958), and to have ameaningful say in how these interests are trandated into public palicy.

Determining “interests’ and aggregating these interests into functioning communities is no smple
matter, however. At aminimum it requires finding a baance between sdf-interest, the interests of others
who share smilar economic, socid, and culturd backgrounds, and the larger collective interests of the
polity. Thisprocessiscomplicated by two factors. Fird, in alarge, diverse, and federated system such
as the United States, citizens are part of numerous, overlapping communities, each of which produces
different, often competing identities, interests, and centers of political decison making. And second,
interests are not objectively determined and permanently fixed, but are socidly constructed and
“essentidly contestable” (Connolly, 1983).

The formation of communitiesis complicated in the United States by the greet diversity of the
population and by the federated nature of the politica system. This results in membership in numerous
redl and potentia communities. For example, the interests of a poor, African American woman living in



Harlem are shaped by a number of factors: her race, gender, economic status, place of residence,
citizenship in New Y ork City, New Y ork State, and the United States, and so forth. Each of these
characterigtics potentidly binds this woman to others who are smilarly Stuated, while a the sametime
digtinguishes her interests from those with different backgrounds and experiences.

However, these differences and smilarities do not, in and of themselves, assure the formation of
communities. Communities— the African American community, the Harlem community, the poor
community, the community of women, the New Y ork City community, the New Y ork State community,
the U.S. community, and so forth — are socidly constructed through the intersection of objective
conditions, a comparison of those conditions with the conditions of others, and an interpretation of the
reasons for differences and smilarities across individuas and groups. Digtinct communities emerge
when groups of individuas who share common conditions (e.g., geographic location, economic and
politica status, culturd heritage, historical experiences, etc.,) come to see both how these conditions
bind them together, and how they differentiate them as a group from other individuas and groups. In
short, community development requires both objective smilarities that connect people to each other
while distinguishing them from others, and a conscious awareness of those smilarities and differences.

Communicationsis critical to the processes of interest formation and community devel opment.
Through the open exchange of information and opinions, citizens come to know not only their own
interests, but the interests of others and how those interests tie them together into communities. This
process does not assure consensus — there are red differences across individuas and groups. At a
minimum, however, it provides the opportunity to understand these differences and negotiate waysto
assure that different views are included in the authoritative alocation of goods, services, and va ues that
isat the heart of the policy making process.

A democratic communications environment in a diverse but interconnected society must operate
a threelevels. Firgt, there must be the opportunity for effective, ongoing intra-group communications.
Communities of interests based on economics, culture, geography, race or ethnicity, and so forth, need
ways of exchanging information and opinions in order to form, develop, and maintain themsdves.
Further, this exchange of information needs to be controlled by the community members themsalves,
rather than imposed from the outside. Second, there must be the opportunity for effective, ongoing
inter-group communications. The exchange of information across groups serves to increase mutua
understanding and respect, reveal areas of consensus, and highlight red differences of opinion that need
to be addressed.

Both intraand inter group communications are horizontal, in that they assume some degree of
equdity in the exchange of opinions and information across individuals and groups. But a democratic
information environment aso requires effective vertical communication. Communities should have the
ability to communicate effectively with policy makers, dlowing for ongoing and open exchanges of
information and idess.

Horizontd and verticd communications can take place directly through face-to-face interactions
and indirectly through the mass media. Interpersona communications that involve public as opposed to
private opinion (Barber, 1984) require both the motivation to join with others to ddiberate about public
issues and the opportunity to do so. Such public gatherings (in town hals, a schools and community
centers, in living rooms, etc.) are criticd to the identification of collective interests, the formation of a



sense of community, the exchange of opinions across communities, and the articulation of community
interests to policy makers.

At the same time, much of the communications within communities, across communities, and
with politica ditesis mediated. The mass media— newspapers, magazines, radio, televison, the
internet, etc. — are centra to these exchangesin four ways. Firg, asinformation sources from which
citizens can learn about the world in which they live, including parts of that world with which they have
little or no direct contact. Second as channel s through which citizens can express their views and
present themsalves to their fdlow citizens and public officids. Third, as forumsin which opinions are
publically exchanged, debated, and constructed. And fourth, as political actors in their own right,
serving as gatekeepers who determine the content and structure of public debate, as well as who
participates in this debate.

In short, understanding inner city racid/ethnic community development and revitdization requires
understanding: (1) the structure of the communications environment; (2) How this structure affects
control of and access to the media; (3) how biases in control and access affect the content of the
information environment; and (4) how content affects the formation of public opinion, the acquigtion of
politica information, and the shaping of collective identities.

The Structure of The Mass Media

The structure of the mass mediain the contemporary United States is characterized by three
centrd characteridtics: it is privatdy owned, highly centrdized, and dite dominated. These
characteridics affect dl citizens, but have particular, usualy indgdious, implications for poor, locd, and
non-white communities. Thisis true because these communities lack the economic resources often
necessary to effectively control or get access to the media.

Private Ownership: Inthe United States, the mediaiis largely privately owned and run. Thisis
especidly true in the print media, but even in eectronic media, where public ownership is more widdy
accepted, private media dominates. of the 1,449 televison gations in the United Statesin 1990, 1,100
were commercid, as were 9,300 of the 10, 688 radio stations (Jamieson and Campbell, 1992: 19-27).

The dominance of private over public mediais degply imbedded in mainstream American
politica ideology. According to Theodore Peterson, the functions of the U.S. mediaare;

(1) servicing the political system by providing information, discussion, and debate on public
afairs, (2) enlightening the public so asto make it capable of sdf-government; (3) safeguarding
the rights of the individud by serving as a watchdog againgt government; (4) servicing the
economic system, primarily by bringing together the buyers and sdllers of goods and services
through the medium of advertisng; (5) providing entertainment; (6) maintaining its own financid
sdf-sufficiency so asto be free from the pressures of specid interests. (1956: 74)

According to the “libertarian theory” of the press, which dominated in the 18" century



(Peterson, 1956), private ownership would help insulate the media from the coercive power of
government. At the same time, the economic free market would alow for the developmert of competing
mediavoices, cregting apardld market place of ideas. This open exchange of ideas would create a
“sdf-righting process’ (Milton, 1644) in which “alivelier impression of the truth [would be] produced
by its collison with error” (J. S. Mill, 1859: 18). In short, the civic gods represented by functions one
through three above would be achieved as a by-product of functions four through six.

There are inherent tensons in both the logic and practice of the libertarian theory of the press.
Regarding the former, the grestest tensons are between the civic gods (providing informetion,
discusson, and debate; enlightening the public; and serving as awatchdog of government) on the one
hand, and the god's of entertainment and economic self-aufficiency on the other. Put Smply, being
entertaining and economically successful often can come at the expense of being informative,
enlightening, and vigilant. Further, the libertarian theory’ s emphas's on protecting citizens from the
coercive power of the government under emphasizes the potentially coercive power of the market
(Postman, 1985; Bagdikian, 1992).

Regarding the actud practice of the media, the notion that all citizenstruly had the meansto
express their views through the pressis afiction. Whileit istrue that, during the 18" century, most
communities in the United States had severa daily presses representing fairly diverse ideologicd
perspectives, access to — let done control of — this public conversation was dways more difficult for
poorer, non-white citizens (Dates, 1990; Emery and Emery, 1988).

Centralization of Ownership and Information: ~ While the market place of ideas was never
fully redized, ownership of the media has become increasingly centralized in the 20" century.
According to Ben Bagdikian (1992), in 1983 50 nationa and international corporations aready
controlled amgority of “mediavoices’ in the United States (measured by circulation, revenue, and/or
audiences). By 1992, this number had shrunk to 20. For example, of the 3,000 book publishersin the
United States, five produce most of the revenue. Eleven companies control amgority of the daily
circulaion of newspapers. Two companies produce over haf the revenue for magazine sdles. The
three mgjor networks, while less dominant than in the pagt, still consistently capture a mgjority share of
televison viewers and radio listeners. Four film studios control a mgority of movie audiences. In
addition, cross-ownership (for example, the same company owning both radio and televison stations, or
televison gations and newspapers) has increased dramaticaly (Bagdikian, 1992: ix-45).

New media outlets such as cable, satellite broadcast, and the internet open the possibility of a
richer and more diverse information environment (discussed in more detall below). But evenin these
mediums there is atrend toward centraization of ownership. Nearly haf of the top 50 cable systemsin
the United States are owned by the broadcast networks, with another third owned by newspaper and
magazine publishers (Graber, 1997: 396). And, asthe ongoing “browser wars’ sugges, corporate
control of the internet and world wide web is a very red possbility.

The centrdization of ownership has led to apardld centrdization of information. For example,
of the 1,526 cities with adaily newspaper, only 44 have a least 2 separately owned newspapers, a
sharp decline from 19" and early 20™ centuries (Jamieson and Campbell, 1992: 27). And while most
communities do have multiple sources of information (newspapers, radio, cable and broadcast
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televison, etc.), thisinformation is likely to come from smilar and non-local sources. For example, wire
services now dominate the newsin most loca papers — especidly chain-owned papers. Even locd
radio stations are dominated by non-local broadcasts such as nationaly syndicated shows and pre-
taped, fully automated programming (Jamieson and Campbell (1992: 26).

The result of this dud centrdization of ownership and information has been the creation of mass
audiences with little control over the form and content of the information that is presented. Thisworks
agang intra-group communication, Snce the pressure to reach increasingly broad audiences provides
few incentives to focus on the interests and views of slect communities— especialy poor communities.

And while the broad reach of the mediaincreases the possibility of both inter-group and dlite-public
communications, gpecific communities, especidly poor, urban, ethnic communities, lack direct control or
input in these mediated conversations.

The centrdization of ownership and information in the latter haf of this century created an
environment in which one could no longer even assume a market place of ideas or a sdf-righting
process. This centralization, coupled with the ability to reach large, diverse audiences, increased the
dready substantiad power of the press. Asareault, the libertarian theory gave way to anew “socid
responsbility” theory of the press (Peterson, 1956). This theory was an attempt to preserve the ends of
the libertarian theory through different means. By separating fact from opinion, providing competing
facts, opinions, and critiques, fairly representing different groups, presenting and clarifying societd
vaues, and providing afull range of critical information in the same publication or broadcast,
competition among numerous and separately owned media voices was assumed to be less vitd.

The redlity of contemporary mass mediafals quite short of these goas for two reasons,
however. Firg, ahighly centrdized mediain aeconomicaly, culturaly, and ethnicaly diverse society
can never fairly represent the full range of opinions nor truly separate fact from opinion. Second, the
economic incentives of the media necessarily mean that mgority interestsin generd and the interests of
economicaly powerful communitiesin particular, will dominate. This combination is particularly
damaging to poor, ethnic communities that have neither the numbers nor the economic clout to attract
the attention of, let doneto control, the media

The recent increase in “channds“ of communication provided by cable and the internet has led
to the greater ahility to target information to more narrowly defined communities, thus increasing the
possihilities for intra-group communications. 1n addition, these additiona outlets seem to dlow for a
greater variety of opinions and information. In redity, however, while audiences have become
somewhat more segmernted, the vast mgority of the information received is fill generdly centraly
produced and distributed. At the same time, greater segmentation of audiences can work againgt inter-
group communications, as groups selectively choose information sources aimed exclusvely at
themselves, reducing the exchanges across diverse communities.

A privately owned, economicaly driven, and highly centraized mass mediais poorly designed
to serve the interests of poor, inner city racia and ethnic groups. At the leve of intra-group
communications, there are few mediums (print or eectronic) desgned to be exclusive sources of
information, channels of exchange, or forums for deliberation for these segments of the population.
While newspapers, magazines, radio stations, and televison programs aimed at specific ethnic and racia
groups exigt, they represent a smdl proportion of the larger information environment. In addition, few of



these outlets are amed at poor ethnic and racial communities, are controlled by these communities, or
are designed primarily for providing meaningful civic information, exchanges, and forums.

The history of the black pressisingructive both in terms of the importance of having media
designed to address the interests of specific communities and the difficulty of maintaining such apressin
the current economic and socid environment. As Janette Dates (1990) notes, without black owned and
operated newspapers, “there would have been no print medium of communications for African
Americans that could indtill a sense of community, afeding of sdlf-worth, or keep dive the often muted
struggle to escape, first davery, and then the clutches of segregation and discrimination” (p. 346).
However, she also notes:

In the early 1800s newspapers were the primary vehicle of the black press, and their
publication dominated the focus of the black press for more than a hundred years. In the
middle 1900s, however, other types of periodicas gained popularity with black
audiences. By the late 1900s, black magazines had taken over many of the functions
that black newspapers had previoudy claimed for themsdlves, particularly asthe year
2000 approached. Part of the reason for the increased role of black magazines at this
time lay in the dedlining qudity of reporting and commentary in black newspapers. In
fact, at thisjuncture, many black newspapers had become scanda sheets with
sensationd, screaming headlines and offengive pictures. Moreover, there was limited
coverage of events, frequent misprints, outdated formats, smudgy ink, and a generd
perception that black newspapers were either too radica or too conservative and were
thusfailing to reflect true views of the black community. People were no longer proud
to take black newspapers home to share articles with their families. Many hesitated to
encourage their children to see or read the papers. By the 1980s black newspapers
across the country had lost much of their credibility in African American communities as
providers of reliable and enlightened black perspectives and as protectors of black
interests.  (P.345)

The result has been a steady eroson of economicaly viable, high quality, black newspapers in most
urban aress.

More than 3000 black newspapers — owned and edited by blacks for black readers
— have appeared since Freedom’ s Journal made its 1827 bow.... Pride’ s[195]]
figures showed that 1187 black papers were added during the years 1865 to 1900 to
the forty founded before 1865. Another 1500 had been added by 1951, but the
survivors numbered only 175. The average life span of a black newspaper, Pride
found, was 9 years. (Emery and Emery, 1988: 266)

Tdlingly, this problem was exacerbated by integration in the 1960s:

For, with integration, many black newspapers dso lost their “naturd” advertisers, black
businesses, to the generd market press. In addition, many smal black businesses had



gone under, as black consumers, like their white counterparts, flocked to the magjor
chain stores for purchases. Astheir revenues decreased, black newspapers also lost
much of their talent to the generd market papers, which paid their saff higher sdaries
and offered them more career opportunities. (Dates, 1990: 345)

In addition, surviving black newspapers and black-oriented magazines tend to focus on middle
class black audiences, further limiting the opportunity for poor blacks to have outlets for the formation
and expresson their views, and thus for the congtruction of a sense of community.

An Elite Dominated Press. Whilethe avallability of multiple, privately-owned presses was an
important element of the libertarian theory of the press, equaly important (though less often articul ated)
was the belief that citizens had the ability, opportunity, and motivation to actively participate in the civic
and culturd market place. It isno coincidence that the first amendment to the U.S. Congtitution gives
equal attention to rights of afree press, free gpeech, and of the peaceable assembly of citizens, asthe
three rights are inextricably intertwined. The “truth” about the socia and political world would not
emerge from the pages of newspapers and pamphlets, but was constructed and constantly revisited
through the interaction of the press and the citizenry.

Poor people and non-whites were never consdered part of this public conversation by the
framers. The same congtitution that protected the rights of afree press, free speech and free assembly
aso upheld the right of davery and reduced African Americans to two-thirds of ahuman being. And
state condtitutions prohibited poor people (and women) from voting. Not coincidentally, as the poor,
African Americans, other ethnic minorities, and women asserted their rights as citizens, the socid
respong bility theory shifted much of the power once placed with citizensto political eites. This
declining faith in citizensis most clearly seen in the 1920s debate between Walter Lippmann and John
Dewey on the nature of “the public.” For Lippmann (1925), the modern public was a*“phantom,” an
atificaly constructed collection of individuas who were generaly uninformed about and disconnected
from politics, who lacked the time, skills, and interest to take a direct role in their own governance, and
who were easily swayed by seemingly persuasive arguments of the moment. The contemporary media,
from this perspective, could easily become a propaganda tool used to manipulate and misrepresent the
public in ways that could threaten the stability and order of society. To avoid this, the press must serve
asavigilant watchdog, guarding against demagogues. The god of the press was not to provide
information that would alow citizens to come to their own conclusions on the substantive issues of the
day or to engage citizensin public discourse, but to create an environment in which they could choose
among competing elites who would be responsible for the redl work of democracy and policy making.
Since the substance of palitics and policy would be determined by experts, the substance of journdism
should focus on this expert class. At best, the press could Signd citizens when certain elites, experts, or
ideas posed a threat to the democratic process.

Dewey, too, saw problems with the modern public, but drew different conclusions from these
observations (1927). While he acknowledged the existence and importance of experts, Dewey
believed that citizens were cgpable of engaging experts and their ideas and contributing to public
ddiberation. The nature and qudity of public ddliberation were not preordained, but depended upon the



opportunities presented to citizens by the public sphere. Given these opportunities, Dewey had faith
that the public could play a more active, direct, and rationd role in its own governance. These
opportunities would come from many places, such as the education system and other public inditutions.
One key indtitution was the press. The press s responsibility was to provide the kind of information that
could be used by citizens to understand not only the issues of the day, but that would aso provide the
context within which to use that information, and the skills necessary to do so. In addition, the public
required a public sphere that would alow them to openly deliberate about civic issues. Here, again the
presswas critical, asit coud serve as a public space for such deliberation.

In short, where Lippmann saw citizens necessarily as the passive consumers of the news, and
saw the press as the place for an exchange of facts, opinions and ideas among dlites and experts
(induding journalists and columnists), Dewey saw citizens as potentidly active participantsin this
exchange, and saw the press as a fundamentd part of the socid fabric and the place where experts
would inform, educate, and engage the public in issues of the day.

BElements of Lippmann and Dewey can be found in the tenets of both the libertarian theory of the
press and its reincarnation in the socia responghility theory. However, the specific way in which these
theories are put into practice vary sgnificantly depending on whether Lippmann’s or Dewey’s views
prevail. As has been noted by severa students of the press (Carey, 1988; 1989; Rosen, 1998),
Lippmann’s view has come to dominate the journaigtic professon.

Thisditist view of politics and the mediaworked againg poor, urban, ethnic/racid communities
intwo ways. Fird, by assuming public discourse was the purview of dites, these communities were
effectively cut off from direct accessto the media Second, since “dite€’ was defined as white, mae,
middle dlass citizens, the media s notions of fairness, objectivity, and representation were unlikely to
address concerns specific to these communities — in short, were unlikely to actudly be fair, objective,
or representative. The result has been a hegemonic press in which the media serves as centrd
gatekeeper, determining the lines between consensus, legitimate controversy, and deviance (Halin,
1986; Herman and Chomsky, 1988), and which groups and ideas fdl into each of these spheres.

Control and Access

As noted earlier, effective, democratic intra-group communications requires control of the
means of communication by the group in question. A privately owned, economicdly driven, highly
centrdized, and dite dominated media severdly limits intra-group communications for loca, poor, non
white citizens. Ownership of newspapers, magazines, televison and radio sations, film studios, and the
like by African Americans, Latinos, and Asansfdlswell below their percentagesin the population
(Dates and Barlow, 1990; Jamieson and Campbd|, 1992; Emery and Emery, 1988). Needlessto say,
thisis especidly true of poor ethnic minorities, who by definition, lack the resources to own media
Even the minority owned and run print and electronic media that do exist tend to focus, for economic
reasons, on the interests and concerns of middle class, upwardly mobile consumers.

The structure of the mass media aso works againgt the use of the elite-owned mainstream press
for meaningful intra- group, inter-group, and dite-public communications. Blacks, Latinos, and Asans
are Sgnificantly under-represented in employment within the mainstream media: editors, producers,



directors, journalists and reporters, actors, and so forth are disproportionately white, male, and/or
middle-to-upper class. Thus, the perspectives of these groups, especialy regarding issues where
ggnificant class and ethnic/racid differences of opinion exist, are likely to be missed or misrepresented.
In addition, the needs of the mainstream mediarto attract large, economicaly well-of audiences
decreases the incentives to cover issues or provide cultura outlets that apped to or represent poor
minority groups. Findly, the “socid respongbility” norms of the media, coupled with the bias towards
dlites, while intended to be balanced, fair, and representative, lead to an undervauing of “non
authoritative” sources, and “norn-mainstream” interests such as those of poor, urban racia minorities.

Asaresult, poor, urban, and/or non-white ethnic groups lack the means for communicating
effectively among themsdves, with other communities, or with politica dites, and are thus effectively cut
of from public conversations regarding poalitics, culture, and society.

Content

Asareault of this systemétic bias, urban, poor, ethnic/racial communities, and the issues of
central importance to them are (1) generaly under-represented in the mass media; and (2) presented
from awhite, middle class, elite perspective when they are represented. According to arecent review
of the literature (Gilens, 1996), studies

have consstently found that blacks are underrepresented in the American news media,
whether it be televison (Baran 1973), newspapers (Chaudhary 1980), or
newsmagazines (Lester and Smith 1990; Stempel 1971). The underrepresentation of
African Americans has decreased over time, however. Lester and Smith (1990), for
example, found that only 1.3 percent of the picturesin Time and Newsweek during the
1950s were of blacks, compared with 3.1 percent in the 1960s and 7.5 percent in the
1980s. (P.518)

Studies of entertainment mediaand children’s programming have found smilar patterns of under
but gradudly increasing representation of minorities, though the proportion of minoritiesin both news
and non-news media remains less than one would expect given their percentages in the population, and
gansfor Latinos and Asans have been less dramatic than for African Americans (Greenberg, 1986;
Liebert and Sprafkin, 1988; Dates and Barlow, 1990). The increase in the number of non-whitesis
aso largdy driven by an increased vishbility on afew shows— one study found that 75 percent of the
tota time African Americans were visble on teevison took place on only 18 percent of the shows
(cited in Greenberg, 1986). Non-whites are dso less likdly to be seen in advertisng (in print or
electronic media), especidly asthe centra figures (Greenberg, 1996), though again thereis
improvement in thisarea. Further, minorities are fill grosdy under represented as “experts’ inthe
media— for example, one study found that over 90 percent of the expert guests on MacNeil/Lehrer
and Nightline were white males (Croteau and Hoynes, 1996).

At leadt as troubling as under-representation is the misrepresentation of minority populations.
Minorities in the mainstream media are consstently and disproportionately portrayed in a negetive light.



For example, Entman (1990; 1994) found that nearly 60 percent of

network news stories showed blacks as either the victims or the perpetrators of socid misfortunes. A
Sudy of advertisementsin Time magazine found that 10 percent of the blacks shown were poor,
compared to none of the whites (Humphrey and Schuman, 1984). And, while two out of three poor
Americans are non-black, two out of every three poor people pictured in Time, Newsweek, and U.S.
News and World Report, the three leading news magazines in the United States, were black (Gilens,
1996).

The most systematic work on the content of mainstream media and changes in that content over
time over the last three decades has been conducted by George Gerbner and various colleagues
associated with the Annenberg School of Communications at the University of Pennsylvania. This
research largely confirms the patterns described above: genera under representation of non-whites
(especidly for African Americans), especidly in terms of mgjor characters on entertainment television or
as authoritative sources in the news, under representation of non-whites in white collar and professond
roles; and the tendency for non-whites to be portrayed as*less serious’ than whites. Aswith other
sudies, this ongoing research has found evidence of improvement in these areas over time. In addition,
there is some evidence that non-whites are more likely to be portrayed as married, for family life to be
more important in their lives, and to be younger on average than whites.

A few studies have explicitly compared the behavior of whites and non-whites on prime time
televison (Reld, 1979; Baptista- Fernandez and Greenberg, 1980; Weigd, et d., 1980). These studies
(most of which are dated) found that African American characters were portrayed as seeking more
recognition for their deeds, being younger, and being less frequently employed than their white
counterparts. Black women were portrayed as less achieving, less succorant, more boasting and more
dominant than White women. In addition, only 2 percent of air time was devoted to inter-racid
interactions, and these interactions were characterized by

less shared decision-making, narrower, more forma relationships, less intimate persond
relationships, and dmost no romantic relationships.  Friendships and nonwork

rel ationships were more common in white-white interactions. Blacks and whites
discussed problem dternatives in but 13% of the possible situations, compared to 56%
of the white-white decisons. Black-white interactions occurred dmost exclusvely in
job-related contexts, compared to haf of the white-white reationships. Thus, cross-
racial relaionships are infrequent and rdatively formal. Blacks and whites can work
together but do not maintain the same degree of voluntary, individualized relaionships
that whites do. For the most part, blacks and whites appear on different shows; when
they do appear together, they largely maintain that separateness. (Greenberg, 1986:
170).

Five caveats to this generaly negative picture need to be consdered, however. First, the trends
are clearly in podtive directions, especidly in very recent years. Second, many of the studies are dated,
thus potentialy missing very recent improvements. Third, | know of no studies that have examined the
representation of non-whitesin the expanded televison environment of cable. Fourth, most of these
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gudies focus on the portraya of non-whitesin genera, and do not explore the portraya of poor and/or
urban ethnic minoritiesin particular. And fifth, these sudies are largely based on aggregete patterns —
the assumption of these studies is that people are influenced by the number of positive or negetive
portrayals. We know little, however, about the impact of specific negative or postive portrayds that
may be nonrepresentative of the mediain generd, but that are particularly effective in chalenging or
reinforcing racia stereotypes.

The Impact of Structural and Representational Bias

Given evidence of gtructurd biasesin the media environment, and evidence that these biases
lead to biases in media content, the question becomes what difference this mekes. Research in political
communications that focuses on individua-level impact reved severd waysin which media matters.

Agenda-Setting: Research strongly suggests that the media plays an important, even centrd,
role in determining whet issues citizens regard as most important. As Bernard Cohen put it, “ The press...
may not be successtul in tdlling readers what to think, but it is sunningly successful in telling reeders
what to think about” (1963: 13). Thisfinding has been supported in a number of studies and for both
print and electronic media (Behr and lyengar, 1985; lyengar and Kinder, 1987; McCombs, 1981;
Page, Shapiro, and Dempsey, 1987; Page and Shapiro, 1992; Shaw and Martin, 1992). AsDoris
Graber (1997) notes, however, citizens do not davishly follow the mediaiin dl circumstances. “past and
current experiences, conversations with others, and independent reasoning provide aternatives to media
guidance.... media guidance is most important for new issues that have not been widely discussed and
for issues beyond the redlm of persond experience’ (p.201-202. Also see Ader, 1995; Behr and
lyengar, 1981). Agenda stting is aso most likely when various media smultaneoudy focus on the same
iSsue or set of issues.

While the agenda- stting literature does not specifically focus on questions of race or on issues
of gpecia importance to inner city revitdization (with the exception of crime), it is of obvious rdlevance
to these concerns. In particular, it suggests that, absent direct experience or contact, the media's
coverage (or lack thereof) of issues of specid relevance to inner cities and/or non-white ethnic/racia
groups will play an important role in whether these issues are on white, norn+urban America s politica
agenda. The often great disparity of views between whites and non-whites and between people of lower
and higher economic status regarding issues of socid welfare, race relaions, and affirmative action
(Erikson and Tedin, 1995:; 179-193) supports this conclusion (discussed in more detall below).

The agenda- setting literature also suggests that, given persona experience and direct contact
with the problems of inner cities, resdents of these areas may find little of direct relevance in mainstream
mass medid s coverage of sociad and palitical issues, and thus turn away from such media. Research on
media use provides some support for this proposition. Upper income Americans are much more likely
to use multiple forms of mass media than are lower income Americans, and African Americans are less
likely than whites to depend on the mainstream media for political Information (Graber, 1997: 195-
196). One study found that whitesin alow-income Los Angeles neighborhood were dmost twice as
likely to use mainstream mass mediafor political information as were African Americans, with Latinos
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even lesslikely to do so (Williams, Dordick, and Horstmann, 1977). At the same time, African
Americans and lower income Americans are Sgnificantly more likely to waich tdevison than are whites
and upper income Americans (Graber, 1997: 195-196), though less likely to watch tdevison news.

Framing and Priming: In addition to drawing attention to certain issues (and, in doing so,
drawing attention away from other issues) the media have aso been shown to shape the way issues are
presented (framing) and thus to influence public reaction to them (priming). Research has shown that
televison — the most common source of palitica and nontpolitical information in the United states —
tends to frame most socid issues episodically rather than thematically:

Episodic framing depicts issues in terms of concrete instances or pecific events— a
homeless person, an unemployed worker, avictim of racia discrimination, the bombing
of an ar-liner, an attempted murder, and so on. The thematic news frame, on the other
hand, places public issuesin some genera or abstract context. The thematic news frame
typicaly takes the form of an in-depth, “backgrounder” report dedling with genera
outcomes or conditions. While episodic reports are often visudly appealing, thematic
reports consst primarily of “talking heads.” (Ansolabahere, Behr, and lyengar, 1993:
145).

For example, lyengar (1991) found that 89 percent of network news reports on crime were episodic
rather than thematic. Theimportance of how newsis framed liesin its ability to “prime’ the way viewers
assign respongibility for socid problems:

Viewers who are exposed to news coverage that is thematicaly framed tend to assgn
respongbility for nationa issues to societd factors — culturd values, economic
circumstances; or the motives, actions and inactions of government officids.... However,
when televison news coverage is heavily episodic (asis usudly the case for issues such
as poverty, crime, and terrorism), viewers attribute responsbility not to societal forces,
but to the private motives and actions of poor people, criminds, and terroridts,
repectively.

While these studies have focused on nationa televison news, content anadlyses of local news strongly
suggest that its coverage of issuesis also dominated by episodic coverage (Entman, 1990; 1994). In
addition, while newspaper coverage is traditionally more thematic than television, it, too, is becoming
more episodic over time.

| know of few studies which look specificdly a the effects of framing and priming on inner city
racid/ethnic communities. Nonethdless, the sgnificance of framing and priming for revitdizing urban
communitiesiscear. At aminimum, the largely episodic coverage of socid and economic problems of
relevance to inner cities means that the public is primed to view these problems as resulting from the
behavior of inner city resdents themselves, rather than due to larger socid, economic, and politica
factors. Thiswould work againgt developing codlitions outside poor urban communities to solve these
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problemsin ways that would address larger structurd issues. And to the extent that such media
portrayas adso lead inner city residents to blame themselves or their neighbors for the problems they
face, it would dso work againg the formation of a strong, politicaly active, community identity.

Research by Gandy et d. (1996), finds evidence that when newspapers amed largely at white,
middle class, audiences address issues of socid risk (for example, job loss, cancer rates, police
brutdity, etc.) inracid terms, they tend to emphasize black loss while downplaying white gains or
losses. Further, they find that structura causes (such as racism) for the disparities between blacks and
whites are more likely to be mentioned in stories involving economics and government services than
hedth care or the crimind justice system. While they do not look specificdly at the effects of thistype
of framing, they provide a suggestive argument that the impact of such coverage on white readers would
be to both discount systemetic racism as the cause of black risk in hedlth and crimina justice matters,
and to discount the risk to white populations. Both effects, if true, would work againgt the formation of
cross-community coditions aimed a remedying such problems.

Attitudes and Opinions: Public opinion research finds strong evidence of sgnificant
differences of opinions across different economic and racia groups. Many of these differences, perhaps
unsurprisingly, are strongest in the areas of direct relevance to inner city racid/ethnic communities —
government assistance in jobs and welfare, affirmative action, and race relations.

Lower income Americans are Sgnificantly more likely than middle and upper income Americans
to support increased government spending on the homeless, the poor, socid security, unemployment
assgtance, childcare, and sudent loans. They are dso more supportive of programs guaranteeing jobs
and minimum standards of living. Differences across economic groups can adso be found in areas other
than socid welfare, though much of these differences are accounted for by educationd, rather than
purely economic, differences. Lower income Americans are less likely to support government spending
on science and technology or foreign ad. They are generaly more conservative on socid issues
(showing less support for equa roles for women, abortion rights, gaysin the military, rights of the
accused), and more isolationist on foreign affairs (showing less support for U.S. involvement abroad and
in the United Nations, and greater opposition to communism). Lower income Americans are dso more
likely to identify with the Democratic party and vote for Democratic candidates (Erikson and Tedin,
1994: 177-188).

African Americans are generdly more Democratic and more liberd than whites, showing grester
support for government social welfare spending and services, for government efforts to guarantee jobs
and a minimum standard of living, and for anti-discrimination laws to protect homosexuas. African
Americans are dso more likely to oppose the desth penalty and to have opposed U.S. military
intervention in the Persan Gulf (Erikson and Tedin, 1994: 191; Dawson, 1994: 189-191).

African Americans are much more likely than whites to believe that the civil rights movement
helped blacks, but to dso believe that Sgnificant socid and economic inequities ill exist, and that the
pace of change has been too dow (Sigelman and Welch, 1991). Given these differences, it isnot
surprising that African Americans are dso much more likely than whites to believe that government
should work towards improving the economic and socia conditions of blacks and other minorities,
including through educationd quotas and employment and promotion preferences (Sigelman and Welch,
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1991: 119-145; Erikson and Tedin, 1994: 190).

The greatest controversy regarding racid atitudes involves the issue of racism. Surveysfind that
whites are much less likely to subscribe to the most overt forms of raciam (those based on arguments of
genetic differences), and agood ded lesslikely to hold negetive stereotypes of blacks, than in the past.
Nonethdless, sgnificant percentages of whites still say that blacks are unintelligent (24%), lazy (31%),
not determined to succeed (22%0), not hard working (17%), not dependable (13%), lack discipline
(60%), and are violent or aggressive (50%) (Peffley and Shields, 1996: 184-85).

In addition to this evidence of considerable and continuing overt racism among whites, thereis
as0 congderable evidence regarding the existence of symbolic racism. Symbalic raciam refersto
attitudes regarding blacks (and other ethnic minorities), that, while avoiding direct statements of
racid/ethnic inferiority, discount the existence of discrimination, blames minorities for their economic and
socid daus, and, thus, opposes policies designed to implicitly or explicitly benefit minorities. For
example, Sears, et d., (1996) measures symboalic raciam as the denid of continuing racid discrimination,
the absence of positive emotions towards blacks, the belief that blacks should work harder, the belief
that civil rights leaders make excessve demands, and the belief that blacks have an undeserved
advantage (pp. 25-26).

The concept of symbolic racism is controversd. Sniderman and Piazza (1993) argue that
generd palitical ideology and notions of fairness and equality, rather than racid prejudice, underlie
whites' opposition to policies designed to benefit blacks. While this debate remains unresolved, the
research documenting both overt and symbolic racism, and itsimpact on the policy stands and voting
behavior of whites, is, to my mind, compdling (Sears, et d, 1996; Meertens and Pettigrew, 1996;
Kinder and Sanders, 1996).

Research on attitudes about race in genera and the views of African Americansin particular
have been hampered by four factors. First, most surveys, especidly nationa surveys, have relatively
amdl percentages of African Americans, making fine-grained analyses of black opinion difficult.
Second, most sudies have focused exclusively or predominantly on white opinions about race. Third,
issues of race are highly charged, making it difficult to accuratdly capture “true’ opinions through
surveys. And fourth, closed-ended surveys often miss subtle differences in meaning that can be
imbedded in smilar responses across the races.

Recent research, aided by new surveys of African Americans and innovative research designs
have begun to remedy these problems. This research finds greater variation in African American
opinion than often reported, with financidly better off blacks lesslibera on socid welfare and race-
gpecific policies than lesswel-off blacks (Dawson, 1994). Trend data aso suggests that both blacks
and whites have become more conservative on socid wefare policies and that whites have become
more libera on civil rights (with the exception of busing), shrinking the differences across the races
(Schuman, Steeh, and Bobo, 1985; Page and Shapiro, 1992). However, both in generd and within
Specific economic classes, African Americans continue to hold significantly more liberal opinions on
socid wdfare, government programs aimed specificdly at blacks and minorities, and civil rights than do
whites (Dawson, 1994; Page and Shapiro, 1992; Schuman, Steeh, and Bobo, 1985).

One of the mogt tdlling findings regarding black opinion is the extent and persistence of beliefs
among African Americans that white Americans hold negative stereotypes of them. Research by
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Sigelman and Tuch (1996) shows that large percentages of African Americans believe whites endorse a
number of racia stereotypes. for example, that blacks prefer to live off welfare (75%), are violent
(82%), are lazy (69%), are unintelligent (76%), and are unpatriotic (44%). Significantly, while these
percentages are higher than those actually reported by whites, they generadly correspond with white
atitudes, leading Sigeiman and Tuch to conclude that black’ s views on white s racid stereotypes are
generdly accurate. 1n addition, these views are strongest among black women, younger blacks, and
higher income blacks. The findings for age and income “confirm growing evidence of a degpening
dienation from white society among that segment of the black population that, ostengbly, isthe most
successful and integrated” (Bobo, 1996: 7; Also see Bobo, et d., 1994; Cose, 1994; Feagin and Sikes,
1994; Hochschild, 1995).

While research on racial attitudes and opinions shows sgnificant and often troubling patterns,
there is remarkably little research on the role of communications in the formation and maintenance of
these views, especidly regarding the views of African Americans. Dawson (1994), found that use of
the maingtream mass media was sgnificantly and negatively related to African American survey
respondents sense of community among blacks (linked fate) and a belief that they had personaly
benefitted from the civil rights movement:

Being an urban resident and being exposed to mainstream media served to wesken the
link between individuad African Americans and the group as awhole. Commentators as
disparate as Marable and Wilson suggested that the increasing socia disorganization of
the inner cities has led to a breskdown of community (Wilson, 1987) and alessening of
group consciousness (Marable, 1983). The urban residence finding was consistent with
their hypotheses. The finding that exposure to mainstream media served to wesken
perceptions of linked fate is consstent with findings by Allen and Kuo (1990) that
mainstream media can act as a consarvative force.... Aswith linked fate, the more
exposure one had to mainstream media, the less likely one was to believe that the black
movement had affected onesdlf. (Pp. 82-83)

In one of the few studies regarding the impact of the media on children’ s ttitudes towards race,
Graves (1975) found that negative portrayas of blacks increased white children’ sracia stereotyping,
while postive portrayals led to more positive opinions. However, for black children, the mere presence
of blacks in the media— whether positively or negatively portrayed — led to more positive opinions.

Research by Armstrong, Neuendorf, and Brentar (1992) found different impacts for viewing
entertainment television versusthe news. For white viewers, exposure to entertainment televison was
corrdated with more positive views regarding the socioeconomic status of blacks, while viewing the
news was correlated with more negative views. The authors postul ate that these differences were due
to the tendency for entertainment television to portray blacks in professona, middle classroles, while
blacks in the news are more often from poorer backgrounds (Gandy and Mantabane, 1989).
Significantly, black viewers of both news and entertainment media were less affected, presumably due
to their ability to draw on personal experience.

In an innovative experimental design, Peffley, Shidds, and Williams showed white viewers a
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loca news story in which the race of a crime suspect was the only difference between two edited
versons. They found that in the “black sugpect” version, viewers were sgnificantly more likely believe
the sugpect was guilty, to believe the suspect was likely to commit further crimes, to fed anger towards
the suspect, and to recommend a harsher pendty. Similarly, research on the impact of the infamous
“Willy Horton” 1988 presidential campaign ad suggests that viewing the ad activated whites' latent
prejudices, priming not only reactionary attitudes towards crime (the ostensible subject of the ad), but
also towards a much broader set of race-related policies (Mendel berg, 1996).

George Gerbner and his associates have taken an approach to the impact of televison cdled
cultivation analysis. This goproach issmilar to priming (discussed above), but focuses on the impact
of the broader media environment (prime time entertainment and news) rather than on the impact of
particular broadcasts or genres. Their research suggests that heavy viewers of teevision tend to see the
redl world in ways that are more Smilar to how it is portrayed on televison than do light viewers. Thus,
when tdevison (directly or indirectly) provides positive racid images, heavy viewers are more likely to
reflect these views in their own opinions about race, but when (as is more often the case) these images
are negative or sereotypica, heavy viewers express arguably more prejudiced views.

Factual Information: Much of my own research has been in the area of citizens factud
knowledge about palitics and the impact of this knowledge on attitudes and behaviors (Delli Carpini and
Keeter, 1996). This research has severd implications for issues of race and community revitaization.
Firdt, we found that aggregate levels of palitica knowledge were generdly low. Second, however, we
found ggnificant and gzable variation in levels of knowledge, with lower income and African American
citizensless politicaly informed than upper income and white Americans. Indeed, high income whites
scored more than twice as high on our tests of generd politica knowledge than did low income blacks.
Third, these differences were largely attributable to structurd inequities— low income blacks are
disproportionately less educated, less likely to be in high status occupeations, and (by definition) less
wdl-off financidly, and al of these factors increase the motivations, opportunities, and skills necessary
for obtaining and retaining political information.

The sgnificance of these findings for issues of race and community revitdization are twofold.
Firgt, we found that more informed citizens were more likely than lessinformed citizensto participate in
palitics, to hold stable, consistent opinions, and to effectively tie their opinions to their politica behaviors
(e.g., to vote for or more generaly support candidates and parties whose views on policy matters most
closaly resembled their own on). Thus, to the extent that blacks in genera and poor blacks in particular
are rdatively uninformed about politics, these citizens are less likely to participate and less likely to do
S0 effectively. Second, while as discussed above, blacks are generaly more supportive of government
programs designed to assst lower income and minority citizens, we found thet greater political
knowledge increased support for such programs among both blacks and whites. Thus, increasing and
equdizing levels of political knowledge would increase aggregate support for racid equdity and for
programs designed to achieve such equdlity.

Also relevant to the concerns of this paper, we found that following politicsin the media—
especidly print media— increased levels of political knowledge. In addition, while blacks were
generdly lessinformed about palitics than whites, when the issue was of specific relevance to blacks
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and/or when they involved locd issues in communities where blacks made up a sgnificant portion of
both the generd population and of government, racia differences in knowledge were diminished or
disappeared.

I nter per sonal Communications. Providing Opportunitiesfor
Intra-Group, I nter-Group, and Elite-Public Deliberations

While the mass mediais crucid to the exchange of information within and across communities,
inter-persona communications are o vitd to this process, and thus to the creation and maintenance of
communities. While research in this areais under developed and of mixed quality, there is evidence that
bringing people together in settings where they have the opportunity to meet with fellow citizens and
political elites, exchange their views on important issues, learn more about these issues, and so forth, is
beneficid in many ways. increasing political knowledge, politicd efficacy, political interest, politica trugt,
and a sense of politicad community; finding areas of consensus, and developing an understanding of
difference (Ddli Carpini, 1996; Fishkin, 1995; Fishkin and Luskin, 1998; Putnam, 1995; Brehm and
Rahn, 1995). Thereis also evidence that such face-to-face exchanges can aso change aggregate
opinions on substantive issues from those held prior to such deliberation (Fishkin and Luskin, 1998;
Ddli Carpini, 1996; Yankelovich, 1991).

The extent to which Americans engage in activities that afford them the opportunity to interact
with fellow citizensis amatter of some disoute. Putnam (1995) sees a dangerous decline in community
engagement, and, as aresult, low levels of trust among citizens. Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995),
however, argue that the vast mgjority of Americans engage in some level of palitica, secular, and/or
religious activities, and about one third of Americans attend meetings or have worked with others to
address community problems (see dso Verbaand Nie, 1972: 31).

There is dso mixed evidence regarding differencesin community engagement between whites
and non-whites. According to Verba, Schiozman, and Brady (1995) there islittle difference between
African Americans (19%), Latinos (14%), and Anglo Americans (17%) in the amount of informd
community activity they engage in, and once active, thereis dso little difference in the amount of time
these groups devote to community involvement. In addition, church membership (an important
inditution for community interaction) is greeater for African Americans (74%) than for Latinos (62%) and
Anglos (66%).

On the other hand, Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995) aso find that African Americans and
Latinos are Sgnificantly less likely than white Americans to belong to ether politica or non-politica
organizations. African American and Latinos citizens are dso significantly less likely to be asked to
participate in nonrdigious community activities— a deceptively smple yet important predictor of such
participation. And African Americans and Latinos are sgnificantly less likely to have contacted a public
officid or member of the mediato expresstheir views on issues of the day.

The evidence is less mixed regarding class. Poorer Americans are significantly lesslikely to
engage in informa community activity, less likely to be members of a political or nonpolitica
organization, lesslikely to amember of a church, lesslikely to be asked to participate in community
activities and lesslikely to have contacted an elected officid or member of the media
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The internet provides a new venue for community and dite-public interaction. However,
African Americans, Latinos, and low income citizens are less likely to have access to this technology at
home, in schools, or at the workplace (Times Mirror Center for the People and the Press, 1994; 1995).

Finaly, while open to dispute, a least some research and theory suggests that the increased use
of televison is contributing to agenerd dedinein civic engagement (Fallows, 1996; Postman, 1985;
Hart, 1994; Putnam, 1995. But see Norris, 1996).

Communitiesor Colonies? Areas For Future Research

Severd conclusions can be drawn from extant research on communications. First, while
ostensibly designed to cresate a diverse information environment that is open to awide range of opinion,
the mass mediain the United States was always more limited to resource-poor, culturdly and racidly
“margind” groups. Second, this bias was exacerbated by the growing centrdization of the media, and
by changing views of the proper role of the media. Greater centralization increased the aready szable
hurdles faced by lower income, racia/ethnic minorities for control or access. The economics of this
more centralized mass media put pressure on both mainstream and minority media to focus on more
upscae populations and concerns, as well as on more sensationdized, entertainment-oriented fare. The
assumption that political ditesin generd and the media professonds in particular were responsible for
determining the form and content of public information increased their gate keeping power, further
decreasing the possibility of intra-group and elite-public communications, while a the sametime
digtorting inter-group communications.

These structura biases, and their resulting effects on the portrayd of poor and/or racid
communities have clear implications for how different economic and racia/ethnic groups view both each
other and themselves. The media plays acritica role in setting the public agenda, framing issues,
priming how citizens think about these issues, shaping deep-seated attitudes and opinions, and providing
citizens with usable information about the political and socid world. Interpersonad communications can
insulate communities from some of the more dividve aspects of mass media, adlowing for more nuanced,
experientiad, and ddiberative exchanges. But these exchanges require opportunities and resources that
are often unavailable to inner city resdents. And the likelihood and nature of these exchanges is Htill
srongly affected by the larger mass media environment in which they occur.

Given the lack of control over intra-group, inter-group, and dite- public communications, poor,
urban, racid/ethnic populations come closer to colonies than communities. Asindicated by the szable
differences in opinions across class and race, this hegemonic information environment has not prevented
poor, racid/ethnic citizens from maintaining a digtinctive, rational world view. It has, however, worked
againg the formation of informed, interconnected inner-city communities who are able to trandate their
collective interests into political power. It hasled to a greater likelihood that middle class, white
Americawill ether ignore, misunderstand, and/or undervaue the views and opinions of non-middle
class, non-white America. It has worked againgt the possibility of finding areas of consensus across
diverse communities. And it has worked againg the possibility of addressing differencesin away that
respects and encourages cultura diversity while remedying economic and socid inequities.

At the same time, it would be a mistake to only emphasi ze the negative aspects of the current
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information environment. The power of the media as an information provider, agenda: setter, and issue
framer, if properly harnessed, provides tremendous opportunities for revitaizing poor, inner city, ethnic
communities. When made aware of its biases, the mainstream media has demonstrated some sengtivity
to its portrayal of minorities and the poor, and very recent trends show at least some evidence of
improvement. Mediated events like the Anita Hill- Clarence Thomas hearings, the Rodney King
videotape and the O.J. Smpson trial drew public attention to issues of race and class that put these
issues on the nationa agenda and created real opportunities for discourse (Fiske, 1996). New
technol ogies the internet offer important new channdsfor inter, intra, and elite-citizen exchanges. Even
ogtensibly negative portrayas of race like the “Willy Horton” campaign ad created subsequent debates
that worked to highlight the inherent racism il present in the United States and the way in which the
media can be used to exploit thisracism. For dl its hegemonic centrdization, the media environment
remains essentiadly porous and open to multiple uses and interpretations.

Thisbeing sad, thereisagreat ded that is poorly understood regarding the nature and impact
of communications on inner city, poor, racia/ethnic communities. In particular, further research is
needed in the following aress.

(1) Specific Research on the Impact of Communicationsin and on Inner City Poor
Ethnic/Racial Communities. While the research described in this paper isingructive, few studies
focus exclusvely on inner city, poor, racid/ethnic communities. More work needs to be done on both
how portrayals of such communities affect the knowledge, opinions, and behaviors of non-residents,
and, especidly, how resdents of these communities are affected by their patterns of intra, inter, and
public-dlite exchanges. This research should take advantage of prior research, and of the methodology
of surveys and statistica andyses, but should not be limited to such assumptions or techniques.
Detailed, quditative, anthropologica approaches such as depth interviews and participant observation
would provide useful and much needed theory development and fine-grained understandings of how
inner city, poor, ethnic/racial communities negotiate within an information environment over which they
have little control. Comparative studies across different classes and ethnicities within these communities,
aswdl as across different urban communities (with presumably different resources and networks of
communication) would also be invaugble.

(2) The Impact of Cultural Exchanges. In examining the political consequences of
communications, “news’ is often privileged over other forms of information. And yet as discussed in this
paper, “entertanment” media— musc, film, televison dramas and comedies, sports, and so forth —
are clearly important for how communities are bound together and see each other. Whileresearchin
thisareaexists, it needsto be further developed, especially asit applies to urban, racid/ethnic groups,
whose cultureis a the same time often expropriated by white society and vilified. This research should
aso focus more on the socid, political, and policy implications of what is often viewed as purely culturd
issues.

(3) The Impact of New Media Technologies: One of the factors that makes studying the
impect of the media difficult is the pace at which the mediaitsdf changes. New media— from
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expanding cable gations, to satellites transmissions, to high definition televison, to interactive tdlevison,
to the internet — create new potential problems and opportunities. More research is needed on the
dangers and benefits of these newer forms of communication, focusing on their ownership, content,
impact, and accessahility, especidly as regardsinner city ethnic communities. For example, while access
to theinternet is growing among al groups, sgnificant disparities based on race and especialy class and
education exist. For example, in arecent survey by The Pew Research Center For The People and the
Press, fewer Blacks (17 percent) than Whites (24 percent) reported having gone “ortling” in the lagt
day. More dramaticaly, only 13 percent of those earning less than $20,000 did (as compared to 48
percent of those earning over $75,000 ayear), as did only 16 percent of those with less than a high
school degree (compared to 44 percent of those with a college degree). These disparities can aso be
Seen across communities: as recently as 1994, half the population of Pao Alto, Cdifornia had home
computers, modems, and access to the internet, while fewer than 10 percent of Chicago residents could
make this clam. Access to other communi cations technologies such as telephones, cable, and vers aso
show differences by race, education, and income. And despite its very red potentid for greater diversity
of programming and greeter interactivity, new media like cable and to alesser extent the internet ares
increasingly owned and/or effectively controlled by a shrinking number of corporations. These issues
are epecidly important in that policies regulating the development and spread of these technologies are
currently being devel oped.

(4) Research on Local Media: Most studies of the mass media tend to focus on the nationa
media While obvioudy important, more needs to be known about the role of more locd mediain inter,
intra, and locdl ite-citizen exchanges. Itisat thisleve tha the greastest potentia for meaningful reform
to occur in ownership, content, and thusimpact. One particularly promising avenuein thisregard isthe
“public journalism” movement. This movement, spearheaded by the Center for Public Life and the
Pressa NY U, the Poytner Indtitute, and by foundations like Kettering and the Pew Charitable Trugts,
ams on making locd mediaamore integra part of the community and for it to play amore centrd role
in not only identifying loca problems, but in providing information and opportunities that help in solving
those problems.

These four areas of inquiry are dl aimed at providing better, more detailed information regarding
the impact of various forms of communication on poor, inner city ethnic communities. But to revitdize
communities requires a better understanding of the possibilities for and limits on change. Given the
complicated mix of types of communication availablein inner cities, and the diversity of ethnic/class
backgrounds of inner city residents, predicting the impact of changes in the communications environment
isdifficult & best. Carefully designed studies that include multi-method approaches to assessing existing
community resources and information networks are crucid:

(1) Mapping Community Resources: While research suggests poor, urban, racid/ethnic
communities lack resources for effective intra, inter, and dite-public communications, most of the
evidencefor thisis highly aggregated and somewhat circumdtantia. Detailed studies a the local level
are needed which carefully “map” red and potentiad resources for inter-personal and mass mediated
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communiceations, as well as who owns/controls these resources. Such a project would involve an
inventory of existing voluntary associations, neighborhood publications, loca cable and broadcast
televison gations (including public access), locd radio stations, computer/internet availability, book
gtores, movie and live theaters, and so forth. It would aso include availability of “public spaces’ for
interpersona exchanges such as community centers, libraries, coffee houses, parks, taverns, and so
forth. Underganding the exigting infrastructure for communications is the first, key step for revitaizing
communities.

(2) Mapping Community I nformation Networks: In addition to better understanding
exidting resources, it isimportant to understand existing patterns of how these resources are actualy
used, and by whom. Thereis gill remarkably poor information on the day-to-day inter-personal and
mediated information environment of inner city, poor, racid/ethnic resdents. Who speaks to whom?
How often? About what? Where do these exchanges occur? What, specifically, is read, listened to, or
watched? How much of thisdaily persona and mediated exchange is intra-group oriented, inter-group
oriented and/or dite-public oriented? Knowing more about the information environment of inner city
poor ethnic/racid residents would serve to better identify the actual contours these communities (given
the assumption that it is through communications that communities develop). For example, in what
sense, based on the actua flows of information that exist in inner cities, can we talk about African
American, Asan, and various Latino residents as part of asingle community? It would also help identify
how existing communications resources may be under- utilized, and what new resources need to be
introduced.

Information regarding extant resources and information networks would serve two main
purposes. Firgt, they would provide crucid information for public officids, activists and the mediaon
how best to both find out community concerns and for disseminating important information. Second,
they would identify underutilized resources aswell as*gaps’ in communications chains that need to be
remedied. Both of these would be crucid in our own decisions as to how best to devote resources so
asto have ameaningful impact on community revitaization. For example, particular communities may
dready have well-developed community information networks that are underutilized in terms of socid
and political issues. Others may have networks that work well within certain, constrained subgroups
within the community, but require ways of connecting these networks across larger inter or intra
community groupings. Still others may need to find ways to connect to political dites or to the larger
political community. In addition to pointing to ways of efficiently improving the information environment
in specific communities, these mapping projects could identify aready existing networks that could serve
asmode s for other communities. Many communities are aready experimenting with various ways of
increasing civic discourse through partnerships among government, media, civic associations, and
business interests (Rosen, 1998, forthcoming; Ddli Carpini, forthcoming). These experiments could
serve as useful lessons.

Armed with the information drawn from the gpproaches discussed above, | would recommend
that we consder investing in our own community-based “ experiments.”  Once we have mapped existing
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community resources and information networks, and have identified successful experiments from other
communities, we could apply these approaches (or other approaches more carefully tailored to
particular community needs). It ismy hope that these experiments would adlow usto find the best ways
to invigorate the information environments within communities.

For example, what would be the short and long term impact of creeting forumsthat dlowed
inner city resdents to regularly discuss issues of relevance with each other, absent changesin the larger
media environment? How should such forums be structured? How homogeneous or heterogeneous
should the participants be? What would happen if an existing community-based newspaper, radio
gation, or televison station changed its reporting style from amaingream to a“public’ or “civic”
journalism approach (Rosen, 1998), devoting more of its coverage to uncovering the interests of inner
city resdents, giving these resdents greater voice in — even control of — the media, and working
towards encouraging community forums and problem-solving rather than problem identification? What
effect would such a public journaism approach have in mediums whose readership or audiences cut
across diverse communities? What impact would providing inner city residents with computers,
modems, and internet access, dong with guidance and ingtruction on using this technology, have on the
quality and quantity of intra, inter, and dite-public exchanges? While effortsin all of these areas are
occurring, they are happening unsystematically, without red input from inner city residents themselves,
and without much attention to ways of evauating their impact.

(3) Shaping The National Media Environment: While my emphass has been on local
community, ultimately we need to consider how these locd communities interact with the larger, nationd
media environment, and how changesin that environment might help in both improving communications
within local communities and in bringing these communitiesinto the nationd political debate. This
agenda, while more ambitious, would require three-pronged strategy. First, there needs to be greater
efforts to work with the nationd media (news and entertainment) to help shape media content in ways
that would be more sengtive to needs and interests of urban, poor, and ethnic communities.
Environmenta groups have been effective a lobbying writers, producers, and so forth in shaping media
content and might serve as a useful modd (Gay rights groups have aso had some successin this
regard).

Second, there needs to be a greater effort to lobby the federal government as it develops
policies regarding media ownership, content, and access. The generd direction of these policiesin
recent years has been towards a disturbing combination of free-market competition coupled with specia
advantages for the dready well-established media conglomerates. The result has been the kind of
industry centralization described above, as well as a decreasing ability of less-powerful communities to
influence patterns of hiring and content. While some efforts to consder the impact of federd media
policy exist (Bowie, 1990), more can be done in thisarea. Coditions of citizen groups have been
effective at putting issues of violence and sexudly-explicit content on the nationd agenda— these
efforts could serve as moddls.

If community and communications evokes notions of commonness, race, ethnicity and class
evoke notions of difference. The current communications environment clearly works againg cresting a
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sense of community based on commonness, celebrating the differences that add to the vibrancy of a
pality, and identifying and remedying differences that are based on economic and socid inequities. In
the end, this requires giving inner city, poor, racia/ethnic residents the means through which they can
communicate effectively and equitably with each other, with citizens of different economic and ethnic
backgrounds with whom they are bound into larger communities, and with politica diteswho are
respongble for trandaing community interests into public policy.
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