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Preface

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

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

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

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

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

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

On a much less dramatic plane are the little photographic visiting
cards (cartes-de-visite) that Sojourner Truth used to sell to support her-
self in her later years. These little photographs of oneself, used as visit-
ing cards and as mementos, were something of a national mania in the
1860s. Truth sat for 14 of these, all of them showing her dressed as a re-
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spectable upper middle-class woman, mostly sitting with her knitting
on her lap. Over a century later, the image may seem entirely banal. But
as Nell Irvin Painter (1996) points out, in context, the image made a radi-
cal assertion. Truth was not working in the field or over a wash tub (the
only other visual images of her). She was, by contrast, a respectable
woman:

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

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

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

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

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

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

So that was my antibinarism. “A plague o’ both your houses!”
groaned Mercutio, unfortunately with virtually his dying breath, just
having been stabbed in a street fracas between Montague and Capulet
braggadocios. (Not an encouraging precedent, I felt, but I went ahead
anyway.)
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My own binarism, however, went unnoticed, at least by myself. It
came about, effectively, through my being caught up in the Cold War
spiral to which I have already referred. Thus, it seemed especially ur-
gent to try to hammer home the merits of alternative ways of communi-
cating politically, however picayune they might appear in the first in-
stance. Underscoring their significance, however, led me to define
radical media more tightly, in strict opposition to mainstream media, to
a greater degree than Inow believe possible for most conjunctures in po-
litical history. It simultaneously led me to write off major commercial
media as permanently part of the problem, except on rare and good
days. That was my slippage toward binarism. It was only implicit, and
indeed, I contradicted it at a number of points in my arguments, but it
still seriously simplified both mainstream and alternative media.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

NOTES

1. There is a large literature on aspects of mainstream media hegemony,
and I will refer the reader to some of it rather than try to encapsulate it here:
Bagdikian (1999); Brook and Boal (1995); Curran and Seaton (1991); Dates and
Barlow (1993); Entman (1989); Gitlin (1983); Gray (1995); Herman (1999);
Herman and Chomsky (1988); Herman and McChesney (1997); Hertsgaard
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(1988); Kellner (1990, 1992); McChesney (1996); Schlesinger (1992); Sinclair
(1991); Sussman (1997); van Zoonen (1993).

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

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

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

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

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

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

NOTES

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

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

The argument will be as follows:

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

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

used in this book.

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

DEFINING POPULAR CULTURE

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

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

Tidy, but really too tidy. Jestis Martin-Barbero (1993, pp. 120-147)
has rightly insisted on the interpenetrations between popular and mass
culture. A major reason for the success of commercially produced mass
culture, he points out, is precisely that the commercial culture indus-
tries pick up on numerous elements of popular cultural expression.
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Their products and language are not simply impositions from on high.’
He and others have correspondingly explored notions of hybridity/
mestizaje in cultural life, examining the intricate mesh of cultural capil-
laries that suffuse the body of society.’ We shall return to this notion be-
low in the discussion of social movements.

More than being just too tidy, dualist perspectives are seriously
flawed: Popular culture is perfectly able to be elitist, racist, misogynist,
homophobic, and ageist and to express these values in inventive and su-
perficially attractive forms. The negative roles of women and girls in
fairy tales and folk songs constitute but one example. Racist rock groups
constitute another. Neither ethnic antagonism nor misogyny are simply
implanted from on high or from outside into an unsuspecting and un-
willing populace.

This is not merely a passing qualification, as regards this book’s
theme. Popular culture is larger than oppositional culture, at most junc-
tures in history probably considerably larger. Yet, just as popular cul-
ture and mass culture interpenetrate and suffuse each other, so, too,
does oppositional culture draw on and contribute to popular culture
and mass culture. A droll example was when U.S. anarchist activist
Abbie Hoffman, at the height of his notoriety, persuaded a commercial
publisher to entitle his mass market book Steal This Book. A more sober
U.S. example was the 1970s television miniseries Roots, which depicted
some of the harshest aspects of slavery to a huge mass audience. Despite
its limitations, it would probably never have been made at all had it not
been for the Civil Rights and Black Power movements of the 1960s.
These examples are but two that underscore how these various cultural
strands are typically interspersed and intertwined with each other and
can only be separated analytically.

The plural cultures is important for further reasons. Very few na-
tions are monocultural, and even those that are overwhelmingly so,
such as Japan or postwar Poland, typically have class and regional vari-
ants of the national culture. Gender and age cultures further diversify
the picture. These various cultures are in a hierarchy, with bourgeois
rank, whiteness, maleness, and correct mother tongue typically given
an elevated standing, often quite simply consecrated as the national cri-
terion for being taken seriously. But given all these elements, and not
least the accelerating migration from one part of the globe to another
over recent centuries, multicultural nations are the norm. Thus, minor-
ity ethnic media and feminist media, to take but two instances that ex-
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press the priorities and aspirations of extruded cultures, constitute an
important dimension of radical alternative media.

Peter Burke (1986) has a helpful essay in which he identifies three
established approaches to popular culture. One he calls media based,
the second he terms society based, and a third, that of the Annales
historiographical school, emphasizes developments in popular culture
over substantial periods of time (longue durée). The media-based analy-
sis reflects Adorno. The society-based approach focuses, rather, on
structural and institutional changes over the past two centuries, espe-
cially relations between social classes, and the influence these changes
have sparked, culturally speaking, among subordinate classes." The
Annales school has typically focused on premodern society and de-
ploys quasi-ethnographic research designs. Burke pleads for a con-
structive synthesis of the two latter approaches, rejecting the first as
threadbare. The particular point of value here is the historian’s empha-
sis on the development of cultural forms and processes over extended
periods of time, including centuries. A recurring and insidious tempta-
tion in media studies is to assess media from the singular vantage point
of the contemporary moment. Both the impact and the origins of media
become extremely foggy as a result. This is not least true of radical alter-
native media and oppositional cultures, which are already vulnerable
to premature dismissal as ephemeral and therefore irrelevant.

DEFINING AUDIENCES

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

A path-breaking study by Janice Radway (1984) examined how
women readers of Harlequin romance novelettes drew on them to dwell
pleasurably on alternative, more satisfying types of gender relations
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than the ones they themselves had experienced. Her study helped to
spark a huge wave of audience research that in one way or another ex-
plored the cultural activism of audiences as they use commercial media
products. One instance is TV series fans’ Internet use to construct dis-
cussions and interpretations of their favorite television text, as in Henry
Jenkins’s (1992) study of Star Trek fans whom, following Michel de
Certeau (1984), he terms “textual poachers.” Thus, mainstream media
products may well draw on popular culture, as Martin-Barbero pro-
poses, but equally, even when molded or transmuted and then “handed
back” by the commercial industries, these products are still subject to all
kinds of interpretive influences generated—once again—from the pub-
lic’s everyday cultures.

In the two terms popular culture and audiences, we also see the con-
ceptual overlaps and contradictions mentioned above as characteristic
of the array of concepts I am deploying to make sense of radical alterna-
tive media. The first term was coined in the sociology of culture, where
popular culture serves as a generic category referring variously to cul-
tural production and reception by and within the public at large. Audi-
ence serves the corporate world as a highly specific designation of enu-
merated groups of viewers, listeners, and readers, derived from the
market strategies and discourses of film and broadcasting firms, pub-
lishers, and advertisers. For payment, media firms seek to deliver to ad-
vertisers the eyes and ears of audiences, in the sense of groups of con-
sumers with buying power.

The two terms, used thus, raise sharply different problematics and
emerge from totally distinct perspectives, even though ostensibly both
are defining actual human consumers of and generators of culture. To
some degree, the terms have been yoked together in the concept of the
“active audience,” already adumbrated just above when Radway’s
work was discussed, namely, an audience that is conceived as working
on and molding media products, not just passively soaking up their
messages. The grassroots initiative implicit in popular culture and the
ineluctable question of media text reception both have a foothold in this
concept. However, although more astute advertisers endeavor to refine
their messages in recognition that the audience is active, in their funda-
mental strategy, advertisers see audiences as being there to be per-
suaded and seduced—if necessary by sophisticated low-key methods
that do not insult their intelligence—but not empowered.
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DEFINING RADICAL MEDIA

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

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

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

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

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

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

Audience research as practiced is overwhelmingly interested in the
instantaneous. Longer term impact is an extravagance in terms of com-
mercial priorities. The notion of “slow burn,” as in Peter Burke’s (1986)
urging that we consider the longer term in popular culture, which
might have much more relevance to small-scale alternative media, is
noton the agenda. If, however, the implication of radical alternative me-
dia content is that certain kinds of change are urgently needed in the
economic or political structure, but the present is very clearly one in
which such changes are unimaginable, then the role of those media is to
keep alive the vision of what might be, for a time in history when it may
actually be feasible. A classic instance here would be samizdat media in
Russia and Eastern Europe during the Soviet era (see the Panorama sec-
tion [Part III] and Chapter 22 for further details). But one might equally
cite as instances some of the work of Blake or Goya, virtually unseen in
their own lifetimes, but with an ongoing impact two centuries later.

Audiences, as a term, implies something rather static, typically
wrapped cozily around a TV set at home. Social movements, as a term,
implies something active and on the streets. We will review social move-
ments more closely later, but it is important to grasp that audiences and
movements do not live segregated the one from the other. In the ongo-
ing life of social movements, audiences overlap with movement activ-
ity, and the interrelation may be very intense between the audiences for
media, including radical alternative media, and those movements.
Thus, the somewhat static, individualized—or at least domesticated—
audience is only one mode of appropriating media content. Radical al-
ternative media impact needs to be disentangled, therefore, from the of-
ten axiomatic assumptions we have about audiences.



10 CONCEPTS: MEDIA THEORY

Summary: Popular culture is the generic matrix of radical alternative
media. It also intertwines with commercialized mass culture and
oppositional cultures. In active, multicultural audiences, we may see
the joint architects—along with textual producers—of media mean-
ings, sometimes poaching what they want from media products and
subverting the values originally intended. In turn, some of these joint
architects, drawing on popular movements and oppositional cultures,
may themselves become producers of radical media and, then, risk tex-
tual poaching—which is a glancing acknowledgment of one of the
aspects of radical media that has been least studied and is most in need
of it, namely their audiences/readership, a topic that this book only
addresses at a very general level. An urgent and intriguing research
terrain beckons.

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

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

NOTES

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE CONCEPT OF POWER

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

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

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

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

GRAMSCI'S NOTION OF HEGEMONY

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

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

Thus, although the system was also powered by its economic mech-
anisms and shored up during political crises by the use of police, courts,
jails, and ultimately the military (= the state in the classical Marxist
sense), mass hegemonic institutions such as those listed were, so to



Power, Hegemony, Resistance 15

speak, its first line of defense, its outer ramparts. At the same time, their
cultural influence emerged over protracted periods of time, not—out-
side of a fascist scenario—through some centrally orchestrated plan.

A hegemonic socialist countervision of a nation’s future, Gramsci
argued, would be constructed over time through mass involvement—
quite unlike the subordination of wage workers and small farmers char-
acteristic in capitalist hegemony. A socialist hegemony would embrace
this majority of the public, whose demands and priorities would con-
stantly develop it further. This majority political movement would
largely be led—but should never, in his vision, be manipulated or
crunched underfoot—by a communist party.’

At all events, whatever our take on some of the specifics of
Gramsci’s analysis, it is reasonable to acknowledge that some forms of
organized leadership are essential to coordinate challenges to the ideo-
logical hegemony of capital and to put forward credible alternative pro-
grams and perspectives. In this regard, his notion of the “organic intel-
lectual” might almost be re-rendered as the “communicator/activist,”
inasmuch as for Gramsci the term intellectual never implied people sit-
ting by themselves and thinking great thoughts that only they and a
small circle might share. Gramsci looked forward to the role of intellec-
tuals/activist communicators organically integrated with the laboring
classes in developing ajust and culturally enhanced social order, in con-
tradistinction to those intellectuals organically integrated with the rul-
ing classes, whose communicative labors strengthened the hegemony
of capital.

Subsequently—although Gramsci himself never used the terms—
notions of counterhegemony and counterhegemonic have become fairly
common among writers influenced by his thinking, as a way to catego-
rize attempts to challenge dominant ideological frameworks and to
supplant them with a radical alternative vision. Many radical alterna-
tive media clearly belong within this frame. A proliferation of such me-
dia would be vital, both to help generate those alternatives in public de-
bate and also to limit any tendency for oppositional leadership,
whatever forms it took, to entrench itself as an agency of domination
rather than freedom.

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

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

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

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

SCOTT'S EXAMINATION OF RESISTANCE

Scott (1990) dwells at length on “hidden transcripts” and “infra-poli-
tics” (pp. 15-19, 67, 87, 111, 120, 132, 183f., 191, 200). By these, he means
similar things, namely, that each social class or antagonistic group has a
public statement of what it considers itself to be doing and a private one
that only circulates within the group. Infra-politics, Scott (1990) argues,
expresses the real, private levels of resistance and anger, typically not
simply about the economic exploitation people face but also about “the
pattern of personal humiliations that characterize” it, “arbitrary beat-
ings, sexual violations, and other insults” (pp. 111-112, 21). The infra-
politics of the poor hatches a variety of acts of resistance, some very sub-
tle to the untutored gaze, some intentionally ambiguous so that even
given the elite’s watchful and tutored eyes, there would be insufficient
grounds for reprisals. Or, in the case of the powerful elites, infra-politics
meant their hidden transcript of contempt and anger at poor farmers.

In Scott’s view, many, including Gramsci, are too willing to over-
look “the massive middle ground, in which conformity is often a self-
conscious strategy and resistance is a carefully balanced affair that
avoids all-or-nothing confrontations” (Scott, 1985, p. 285), and manages
thereby “to miss the immense political terrain that lies between quies-
cence and revolt. .. [and instead] to focus on the visible coastline [rather
than] the continent that lies beyond” (Scott, 1990, p. 199). That middle
ground is occupied by a “constant testing of the limits . . . hardly has the
dust cleared before the probing to regain lost territory is likely to begin”
(Scott, 1990, p. 197). Within “the continent that lies beyond” Scott locates
insincere flattery, feigned stupidity, hostile gossip, malicious rumor,
magical spells, anonymous threats, songs, folktales, gestures, jokes,
grumbling, arson, sabotage, lateness, and failure to return to work after
the midday break. He includes, too, what he terms “imposed mutual-
ity,” namely, the sanctions imposed by the group on individuals who
are ready to break ranks and kowtow to the elite (Scott, 1985, pp. 241,
258-60; 1990, pp. xiii, 140).”

Scott’s instances strongly echo the panorama of oppositional cul-
ture traced out in Part II. We have argued there is powerful reason to



18 CONCEPTS: MEDIA THEORY

take into account all the levels of cultural action of which he speaks and
to see them all as radical alternative communication, sometimes in me-
dia form, sometimes expressed purely through conversational net-
works.

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

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

MULTIPLE SOURCES OF OPPRESSION

Tobring the story full circle, and also as a segue into the discussion of so-
cial movements, let us pick up again the socialist anarchist theme of the
multiple sources of oppression in society. Sheila Rowbotham (1981),
writing from a libertarian Marxist feminist perspective, echoes this in a
way that also directly poses the urgency of lateral communication, of
media of resistance:

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

The communication she means is not first and foremost a matter of hav-
ing a printing press or a radio transmitter or Internet access, but it must
surely include that. Sharing perceptively the gamut of issues plaguing
social life, as experienced from numerous vantage points, and sharing
their possible solutions, and sharing in hilarity at their daily idiocies,
too, fit the potential of media far more than any other counterhege-
monic institutions, such as a party, a union, or a council.’ Resistance, in
other words, is resistance to multiple sources of oppression, but in turn,
it requires dialogue across the varying sectors—by gender; by race, eth-
nicity, and nationality; by age; by occupational grouping—to take effec-
tive shape. Radical alternative media are central to that process.

Summary: Radical media activists have very often experienced state re-
pression—execution, jailing, torture, fascist assaults, the bombing of
radical radio stations, threats, police surveillance, and intimidation tac-
tics.” It is hopelessly naive to see their operation as simply part of a war
of ideas conducted by Queensberry rules. The story of radical media, as
Gramsci himself knew only too painfully in his own life, is all too often
one of survival and tension in the face of vehemently, sometimes mur-
derously hostile authority. Placing radical alternative media within this
larger context of state power, hegemony, and insubordination is a nec-
essary step toward understanding them. We need to be alert to multiple
forms of power and subordination, often interlocking; to the centrality
of culture as the ground on which struggles for freedom and justice are
fought out; and to the powerful operation of microsubversive strate-
gies. However, these strategies do not explode into life outside of a cul-
ture of resistance, social movements, and their networks of exchange
and debate. Earlier, I noted how important social movements are for
understanding radical media, and so it is to them that we now turn.

NOTES

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

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

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

This relational and historical concept of class is utterly distinct from the
stunted one common in public discourse in the United States, where middle
class means the vast bulk of the population. It is also sharply different from the
American social science use of class to mean socioeconomic status (SES), which
is a simple conceptual grid imposed on a nation or community at a particular
point in its history to distinguish between the wealthy, the not-so-wealthy and
the poor as consumers and status holders, with relative power almost absent
from the picture. Finally, it has nothing to do with the lampoon version of
Marxist thinking, in which there are just two social classes that will slug it out
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until the bigger one (the proletariat) wins and then everyone will be happy for-
ever after. The concept of class I am deploying, I argue, is no mantra, but a way
of cutting through conceptually to the bone of issues, in the cultural and media
sphere as elsewhere. Its function is not to end debate but to focus it and to
prompt penetrating further questions.

4. In view of the political record of many communist parties in the 20th
century, although not all, this element of his vision is liable to raise acute and
justified anxiety. It is important, therefore, to remember that his own year’s
stay in the Soviet Union was during its very early period, in a much more open
atmosphere immediately following the 1918-1920 civil war and before Stalin
was officially in charge or even widely known. Furthermore, Gramsci was
jailed from 1926 until a few days before his death in 1937, barred from receiving
information or even many visits. Thus, while his vision of the future role of a
communist party may have been flawed, it was not a vision based on the his-
torical experience that would so tragically and terrifyingly disfigure the social-
ist movements of the 20th century. Adamson (1987) interestingly suggests that
Gramsci expressed a quasi-religious perception of the future role of Marxism
in arevolutionary society, seeing it as a kind of secular faith that would serve to
integrate society’s goals and general culture within a socially just and demo-
cratic order. Thus, even if Gramsci might be attacked for pollyanna-ism, Stalin-
ism was not his stock in trade. Of course, this vagueness about the future can
also be attacked for paving the way, through its optimism, for ruthless oppor-
tunists to seize and wield power in the name of justice and counterhegemony.

5. Arguably, Mattelart failed sufficiently to problematize the parties of the
Left, which maintained a fierce sectarian hostility toward each other even a full
decade after the Popular Unity experiment had been drowned in blood under
the Pinochet coup. It is also plausible that even had the parties been less
obsessed with competing with each other, their instinctively authoritarian cul-
ture would have narrowed the impact of the media under their control. At the
same time, the dynamism of the Right’s media campaigns in that period, with
energetic assistance from the CIA, does not make this a simple question to
resolve. See Simpson Grinberg (1986b) and Huesca and Dervin (1994) for argu-
ments that this dualistic phase of thinking about radical media in Latin Amer-
ica needed to be, and was, supplanted by more complex models.

6. Self-censorship can, of course, take different forms, one conscious, in
which there is a specific decision to avoid a danger area, and the other
entrenched to the point of being instinctual and unconscious. The latter is a
stronger instance of hegemony in the Gramscian sense.

7. Scott’s account of Gramsci tends to conflate him, without actually stat-
ing so, with Max Weber, whose concept of legitimation proposes a dualistic
model in which regimes are or are not legitimated, whether in traditional
terms, bureaucratically, or charismatically. There is none of the middle ground
for analysis suggested by Gramsci’s acknowledgment that hegemony is nego-
tiated over time and is subject to crises and instability. Furthermore, Scott
(1985, p. 314) cites the famous aphorism from Marx and Engels’s (1972) The
German Ideology—that the ruling ideas are the ideas of the ruling class—as
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though this little rhetorical nugget perfectly encapsulated Gramsci’s political
analysis. Any reasonable reading of Gramsci, I submit, will not support this.
Scott even (p. 340) refers to the notion of a hegemonic ideology as equivalent to
a political theory of general anesthesia. In this, I think, he has completely mis-
read Gramsci, perhaps confusing his work with versions of Gramsci passed
through the work of Louis Althusser (1971), who defined ideology as a unitary
cultural perspective solidly supportive of the capitalist order.

8. Mainstream media are conspicuously unsuccessful here, the “bare-all”
TV talk-shows of the 1990s and the agony columns being pitiful caricatures of
this potential.

9. See Parts II and III of this book for numerous instances. See, too,
Aronson (1972, pp. 39-61), Armstrong (1981, pp. 137-159), Rips (1981), and a
number of the case studies in the first version of this book (Downing, 1984),
which are not included in this one.



3

Social Movements, the
Public Sphere, Networks

The argument in this segment will be as follows:

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

as unions or parties.l

e Their importance for understanding radical media and oppositional
cultures is enormous.

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

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

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

23
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e The third question is the relation between radical media and non-media
communication networks.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND RADICAL MEDIA

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

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

A third model comes from academic research on so-called New So-
cial Movements (NSMs), namely, ecological, feminist, or peace-oriented
social movements. Some scholars argue that these movements repre-
sent a qualitatively new stage in contemporary political culture, sharply
marked off from the characteristics of earlier social movements, espe-
cially the labor movement. Whereas the labor movement, for example,
sought to achieve specific economic gains from the capitalist class and
to pressure governments into legislation and policy initiatives that its
leaders felt would benefit the rank and file, NSMs had no such calcu-
lated material outcome. Rather, said these researchers, NSMs sought
goals in large measure independent of what the state might concede,
goals that bore a much closer relationship to a sense of personal growth
and identity in interaction with the subculture of the movement. An em-
blematic instance of what NSM theorists had in mind would be the
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“consciousness-raising” dimension of U.S. and Western European fem-
inist movements in the 1960s and early 1970s, in which small groups of
women would meet together to talk through their life experiences, with
the aim of exploring and thus shaking off in their own psyches the patri-
archal restraints to which they had been subjected from birth—but
without necessarily setting up any subsequent organized project based
on this exploration. Collective identity was all.

Much of the problem with the NSM literature lies in its most eager
advocates” almost messianic conviction that they have stumbled on a
major new dimension of contemporary culture. Social movements that
did not fit their schema, such as the labor movement, were effectively
consigned to the trash can of a prior epoch, now waned. The literature
was also very Western in focus: Movements in other parts of the world,
such as the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa and its support
network across the globe, or Afro-Brazilian political movements, or the
Palestinian intifada, or even the nationalist movement in Québec were
not on the map at all. Nor, seemingly, was the U.S. Civil Rights Move-
ment.

Furthermore, the NSM current had a tendency to be blind to any as-
pects of “its” movements that did not fit its conceptual mold. Thus,
those aspects of feminist movements that sought better day care facili-
ties, or improved widows’ pensions, or new legal protections for rape
victims—in other words, concrete outcomes from governmental
sources—simply seemed to be off the NSM analytical map. These are
not the only instances of a certain programmed blindness to movement
facets that evaded the model’s parameters. For instance, the antinuclear
movement pressed governments to close down nuclear power stations,
to dismantle missiles, and to not build any more stations (or weapons).
Parts of the ecological movement focused on environmental racism, at-
tacking the established tendency for firms, with the support of local
governments, to build toxic waste dumps close to minority ethnic com-
munities. This was hardly pure identity politics.

Elsewhere, I have discussed these three approaches at greater
length (Downing, 1996, pp. 18-22, 26-27, 96-102, 111-112). Here, let us
simply note that each contributes something to our understanding of
social movements and resistance, even the mob approach on a purely
descriptive level. Political movements are a vital component of politics
in many contemporary nations, not least in those where formal political
processes have become colonized by the presumed demands of main-
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stream television on the one hand and by the colossal costs of campaign-
ing on the other. In this situation, mainstream political parties are less
and less responsive to the deepest public needs. The dynamism in the
political process is, therefore, often derived from political movements
operating outside the party structures, although admittedly often in
some relationship with one or more political parties. Parties legislate,
but they do not generally initiate or lead major movements of social
opinion. This means that the political life energy and the burning issues
of a nation are more often to be found in and around social movements
than in the official institutions of democracy.

These movement flashpoints may be of a retrograde variety, like the
anti-immigrant poison that seeps’ out of Western nations—although
not only them. Or they may be constructive, such as antinuclear or femi-
nist movements. The fact remains, they are where the action is, and
therefore, public debate, dialogue, and conversation take place around
their agendas. The essential point is that in the life of social movements,
there are dizzy highs and lows, dramatic moments, conflicts and splits,
and generally an intense interaction with forces and subcultures on
their boundaries as well as in opposition to them. Communication and
media, both within their ranks and without, play a huge role in move-
ment trajectories. Oddly, however, much of the social movement litera-
ture fails to engage in any disciplined way with the question of commu-
nication and media. For the mob approach, communication takes place
by some barbaric chemistry; for the rational actor approach, by dint of
demonstrations and other organized expressions of discontent; and for
the NSM approach, by sustained mulling over questions of identity in-
side the movement itself.

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

There are, of course, counterarguments that such media have been
in sharp decline, and in this case, their relative neglect would not count
for much. Jakubowicz (1993) proposes that alternative media were very
much a phenomenon of the turbulent 1960s and 1970s and that their
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proliferation should not be thought of as a permanent feature of modern
media environments. Neveu (1999) writes of “the crisis of militant me-
dia” (p. 47).

The problem with this critique is to find an empirical yardstick for
the claim that radical media are withering away. Almost by their nature,
they often go unmeasured, uncounted, and poorly known in official cir-
cles or outside their localities. Generally—as is the argument of this
book—their power is misperceived because they are not stereotypical
mainstream media. Historically, however, as Part I will illustrate, such
media have been a constant. Some, as the Soviet era and Portuguese ex-
amples in this book will testify, have been extraordinarily potent and
wide-ranging in their impact. Obituaries for radical media, I would
venture to suggest, are premature.’

HABERMAS AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE

At the close of their review of the three interpretations of social move-
ments, Arato and Cohen (1992) propose that in the contemporary peri-
od, social movements constitute what they call the public sphere.’ Here,
they lock social movements together with the concept of Offentlichkeit
originally defined by Habermas (1962 /1989) to embrace the alternative
zone of freer speech and critique of monarchical government that he
identified as emerging in the 18th century, especially among the intel-
lectual elite in London’s coffee- and teahouses. Regrettably, they only
assert this effective fusion conceptually, without articulating further the
numerous ways in which it would presumably be expressed. Nor is the
problem of media on their radar. However, let us explore the concept
Offentlichkeit, and then return to their basic insight.

A whole literature has grown up around the term public sphere, the
expression usually used to translate Habermas'’s term Offentlichkeit, a
word for which there is no single English equivalent that carries its
range of senses.’ Perhaps the easiest way to garner the sense in which
Habermas uses the term is to consider the related but opposite socio-
political reality, namely, the royal court. As the European monarchies
gradually lost their absolute powers, a factor directly involved was the
extension of the sphere of political influence and debate outside the nar-
row confines of the courts. Courts slowly lost their power to these wider
circles. Communication and information, including broadsheets, flyers,
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and early types of newspapers, all of which circulated in the settings
noted above, were crucial elements within this gradually widening
zone of influence and debate. The virtual monopoly of the court over of-
ficial politics was slowly eaten away. Thus, the openness and publicity
represented by the word Offentlichkeit were a break with the seclusion
and secrecy of the royal courts. (In the contemporary era, Habermas
claimed, corporate and government hegemony had ironed this public
sphere out of existence.)

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

Habermas also tended to define debate and rational exchange as ac-
tivities characteristic of the public sphere. Iris Marion Young (1990,
Chapter 4) has argued that this is a very masculine perception of the de-
liberative process. Not only is the exclusion of women passed over in si-
lence, but the presumption is that successful discussion and review of a
matter only operates, and can only operate, in a completely antiseptic
rationalistic mode."’ Yet, a number of the radical alternative media re-
viewed in Part II from precisely those periods in England and France
show very clearly, through their use of irony, satire, caricature, cartoon,
slander, innuendo, salacious public gossip, and pornography, that so-
ber, clearly argued debate was no more victorious then, or the dominant
mode of discourse, than we see it to be today. If we think of the radical
Methodist chapels or the bars of 18th-century London, the radical un-
derworld that McCalman (1988) has so vividly described, or the vigor-
ous and sometimes scurrilous satire depicted by Donald (1996) and
Wood (1994), then it is hard to envisage in those settings the orderly rea-
soned discourse that supposedly would have tapped its desiccated way
along its appointed paths.
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In a direct response to Habermas, two Marxist critics, Oskar Negt
and Alexander Kluge (1972/1993), argued that in the contemporary era
the notion of a proletarian public sphere should head the agenda. Rather
than engage in Habermas’s lament for the disappearance of a bourgeois
public sphere, the settings in which the proletariat could debate its past,
present, and future were, they urged, the really interesting question.
There was a strongly doctrinaire and abstractly utopian character to
large parts of their argument, but it suggested an important qualifica-
tion in principle, namely, the identification of alternative zones for radi-
cal debate and reflection within present-day society.

One attempt to tie the term down to some form of relevance for radi-
cal media analysis was my own study of the antinuclear movement me-
dia in what was then West Germany (Downing, 1988a). I proposed that
an alternative public sphere was empirically visible in the movement
organizations and the flood of antinuclear books, pamphlets, maga-
zines, and flyers that circulated at that time. (West Germany, Britain, the
Netherlands and Italy, were then the epicenters of European antinuclear
activism.) I similarly suggested (Downing, 1989) that certain forms of
political activism in the United States, centering on then quite novel al-
ternative computer uses, could be termed examples of an alternative
public sphere.

Implicit was not only the notion of two types of public sphere, alter-
native and official, but also the variety of such spheres in and around so-
cialmovements. This latter theme is precisely the subject of an outstand-
ing essay by Fraser (1993), who writes in favor of the notion of “counter
public spheres,” strongly alluding to a Gramscian problematic but also
recognizing the pluralism existing on the Left. She also directly involves
feminist perspectives and movements in her analysis, although unlike
Rowbotham, she does not address what this pluralism may bring with it
or how far pluralism and fissiparity are distinct terms. Broude and
Garrard (1994) provide an excellent discussion and reproductions of the
dynamic impact of feminist movements on art in the United States dur-
ing the 1970s, which wonderfully illustrates Fraser’s argument.

So if the spatial metaphor does not require an actual agora, if the
spatial dimension is overly accentuated by the terms sphere and realm, if
it is the activity within locations or inside groups or particular forums
that is the matter in hand, then surely the essence of what is being pin-
pointed in the terminology of Offentlichkeit/public sphere is informa-
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tion, communication, debate, media—public conversation' on issues of
moment. The effective fusion between public sphere and social move-
ments proposed by Arato and Cohen (1992) injects into the somewhat
static, locational sense of public sphere precisely the kinetic, contested
dimension this translation of Offentlichkeit lacks. Arato and Cohen,
however, make no distinction between public sphere and alternative
public sphere; for them, the public sphere is necessarily a democratic
forum.

However, although we may prefer Arato and Cohen’s optimism
that there is a public sphere in the contemporary world to Habermas'’s
pessimism that it is dead and gone, we must not lose sight for a moment
of the fact that this public conversation within social movements is still
shaped within the powerful impulses of capitalist economies, racialized
social orders, and patriarchal cultures. Power, hegemony, and resis-
tance are everywhere etched into and suffused within the institutions
and practices of public dialogue and social movements, just as popular
culture may be elitist, sexist, racist, and the rest.

As we pull together the threads of social movements, public sphere,
and radical media, Raboy’s (1984) hard-headed study of alternative and
mainstream media and the nationalist movement in Québecin the 1960s
and 1970s helpfully illustrates this discussion. A prevailing tendency
with which I am doing constant battle in this book is to ask whether rad-
ical media have any impact at all. This leaves their status perpetually
teetering on the edge of conceptual emptiness. Raboy, without ever ro-
manticizing them, takes the opposite tack, to the point of underscoring
the damaging impact that movement activists’ failures to think through
the problem of media and to organize effective alternative media may
have on the trajectory of social movements. His study interestingly
blends official and alternative public spheres by examining the relation-
ship within the context of an ongoing social struggle between main-
stream media professionals and alternative media activists. Thisis anis-
sue somewhat blurred in the discussion of public sphere above, but one
of considerable importance, flagged in the Preface, to which we shall
need to return. Raboy also pays careful heed to the destructive impact of
leftist sectarianism on movement media.

Based on his and other studies, we may provisionally conclude that
radical alternative media are of considerable, if varying significance be-
cause it is they that typically first articulate and diffuse the issues, the
analyses, and the challenges of the movements. They typically owe
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their primary allegiance to and experience their principal fascination
with the movements. And although particular alternative media may
get tossed aside in the impetuous, unforeseeable trajectory of a given so-
cial movement, others often rise rapidly to prominence and take their
place.

Nonetheless, one reservation needs repeating. We should notlet the
social movement dimension, important as it is, overly frame our defini-
tion of radical alternative media. We should beware of squashing all
such media into this rather effervescent model. Many continue over de-
cades, quietly and patiently keeping issues alive and, especially, devel-
oping fresh themes in and new types of public conversation. Both
phases or dimensions of such media require maintaining in focus. There
can also be a process of generational resurgence, where the memory of
what once was thinkable and doable is revived in new, more propitious
circumstances.”

Thus, as already argued in the Chapter 1 discussion of audiences, a
model of media influence that maintains a constant tight close-up on
immediate consequences will fail to register accurately the significant
long-term resonance of radical alternative media, especially if yoked
only to the consideration of the moment-by-moment of social move-
ments at their height of activity. The fact that our conscious memory
does not recall everything specifically that we read or heard or saw in
media does not mean that certain messages and frames have lost their
sway over our imagination and sense of priorities.” This sense of the
longer term is crucial for understanding all media. By “the longer
term,” I do not mean anything quite as extended as the longue durée of
the Annales school, but I certainly have in mind something in the order
of a three-generational scenario.

Let us add one more element to this discussion of social move-
ments, namely, the contribution that can be made from a socialist anar-
chist angle of vision. Historically, the anarchist movement has always
given priority to movements over institutions. Constructive social
change must, in this philosophy, be built on the basis of mass activity, of
self-mobilization. Effective communication within and by social move-
ments is, therefore, a vital necessity for self-mobilization to emerge and
prosper. Radical media are in no way to be dismissed as just a curious
little experiment for revolutionary culture freaks.

Their linchpin role becomes all the more obvious as we face up to
the tough reality of the divisions Rowbotham (1981) flags between
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movements and activists with different experiences and targets.
Whether itis the all-too-common neglect of women’s issues in labor and
ethnic struggles or of racism in women’s movement debates or competi-
tive hostility between minority ethnic groups, the divisions are patent,
sometimes blatant. Lateral communication between these groups,
Rowbotham is totally accurate in claiming, is a first, essential, even if
very difficult step, if we are not to be forever pitted one against the other.
As she argues in the passage cited in the Chapter 2 discussion of resis-
tance, our shared understanding of the dynamics of exploitation and ex-
trusion has to grow enormously to form any movement worth commit-
ting ourselves to, let alone powerful enough to shake the power
structure’s hegemony.

An example of what movement building with radical media to aid
us could actually look like might be taken from the women’s move-
ment’s development of sensitivity to the daily immediacies and nu-
ances of extrusion and control. This feminist awareness was a gain not
only for the women’s movement itself, but for everyone, and had itbeen
more widely diffused, it would likely have matured many political pro-
jects. To cite Rowbotham (1981) once more,

When women on the Left began to criticize this language (i.e., Frater-
nity, Chairman, Brothers) we were told we were just being petty. But
the ideas and politics of women’s liberation emerged out of precisely
these small everyday moments of dismissive encounter. (p. 27)

Radical alternative media can enable people within social movements
to communicate these and other insights to one another. Not with auto-
matic success, of course. But the potential of media to communicate lat-
erally is contained within their technology, whereas the hierarchical
structure of parties and unions has been predefined for so long that they
could often only operate laterally in the ideal not the real world.
Husband (1996) presents a stimulating confirmation of Rowboth-
am’s point in relation to the public sphere notion and the question of
ethnic justice. He begins from twin initial premises: (a) that a third gen-
eration of human rights entitlements is in order, beyond the first (civil
and political) and second (economic, social, and cultural); and (b) that
the