A Race in Mind

The Press in Deed

HE VASTNESS and omnipresence of the press can easily over-
shadow our mutual dependence: that which exists between the
professionals in the press and its outsiders. There are not, to
my knowledge, any other entities quite like a “free” press, and while
[ have surrounded the word “free” in quotation marks here, the pres-

ence or absence of that sign of ambivalence is also something that has
been the subject of years of deliberation in the press itself. It could not
even be a topic in a system in which such deliberations were closed.

But I have not come here to waste your time by flattering you,
to paint in even brighter colors your portrait as both the pomp and
the circumstance of democratic freedom, but to comment on what
I know you understand to be serious problems in the way the press
functions as mediator between the experience of life in the world and
its narrative and visual representation.

The harshest critics call the press-media a “closed circuit world of
spectacle that has no goal other than its spectacular self” Relying like 2
politician only on vested interests to critique and defend its activities,
the press encourages its own journalists to explain and deplore press
culpability; these critics are appalled by the sight of journalists behav-
ing like independent experts within the spectacle they have created
and have an interest in sustaining, pretending to speak for a public so
remote from their lives only polls can allude to its nature, defending
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ant in print and broadcast news at all? And second, if it is nec-
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imp why is it $0 often obscured and distorted at the very moment
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jated?
Origir‘r ly race identification was urged, even insisted upon, by
African Americans to make sure our presence and our point of view
e represented. That urging assumed that we had a point of view
unlike the mainstream one and, certainly, had experience of life in the
Seates different from the legendary one presented in the press. That
regardless of its difference or its concurrence, the African American
oint of view should not be buried underneath mainstream views
and taken for granted. That seemed all well and good in theory, but
in practice something quite other took place, an “othering” that took
wo forms: (1) the encoding of race in order to perpetuate some very
old stereotypes even while the stereotypes were being disassembled in
the popular mind, and (2) the insistence upon underscoring racial dif-
ference at precisely those moments when it really made no difference.
For example, last June a New York Times reporter struggled heroically
with the twin demand to be accurate and to theatricalize race in an
article on immigration in Florida. The piece was headlined “As His-
panic Presence Grows, So Does Black Anger.” What could “black”
possibly mean in that formulation other than the commonly accepted
code word for poor or working poor or economically marginal? We
could assume that the Hispanics are also poor, without jobs, homes,
and so on, but that would be a mistake because the Hispanics in
question are Cubans flecing Castro for a city heavily populated with
mi(_idIE-class Cubans and so, unlike Haitians, have a welcome mat of
social services spread out before them. But whoever they are, they are
Cff:rtainly competing for jobs and housing with any and all. The ques-
tlo-n b'ecomes, Why are blacks singled out? Why are they not called
A;;Z:f;;lSEZI; “local.” (“As Hispanic ?resence Grows, So Does L-ocal
Ctizens. Wpp GFIB when t}.ley are -soldlers, blacks are never American
Citizensk_Wey' ecause in media-talk we are not local, or general
are those whose financial security is fragile; those whose
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be challenged to represent any point of view—white, black, neither,
both—that does not evoke a pseudo-world of commodified happiness
.nd unified agreement on what or who is the enemy? The “enemy”
scems to be either a diffuse, discursive vaguely black criminal or the
angry helpless poor (who are also black).

In discussing the way blacks are represented—notwithstanding the
cuccessful examples of the elimination of race bias and some extraor-
dinarily fine reporting of race matters (Hunter-Gault, on the Zulu
Nation)—and the highly volatile effects that racially biased representa-
cion has on the public, it may be of some interest to locate its sources,
because although historical, race bias is not absolute, inevitable, or
immutable. It has a beginning, a life, a history in scholarship, and it
can have an end. It is often enough pointed out that the populariza-
tion of racism, its nationalization, as it were, was accomplished not
by the press (complicit though nineteenth-century newspapers may
have been) but in theater, in entertainment. Minstrelsy. These travel-
ing shows reached all classes and regions, all cities, towns, and farms.
Its obvious function was entertainment, but its less obvious one was
masking and unmasking social problems. The point to remember is
that minstrelsy had virtually nothing to do with the way black people
really were; it was a purely white construction. Black performers who
wanted to work in minstrelsy were run off the stage or forced to
blacken their black faces. The form worked literally as, and only as, a
black facade for whites: whites in blackface. The black mask permit-
ted whites to say illegal, unorthodox, seditious, and sexually illicit
things in public. In short, it was a kind of public pornography, the
main theme of which was sexual rebellion, sexual license, poverty,
and criminality. In short, all of the fears and ambivalences whites had
that were otherwise hidden from public discourse could be articulated
through the mouth of a black who was understood to be already out-
side the law and therefore serviceable. In this fashion, the black mask
permitted freedom of speech and created a place for public, nati onal
dialogue. For whites that is. On the other hand, the mask hid .more
than it revealed. It hid the truth about black humanity, Views; xntfel-
ligence, and most importantly, it hid the true causes of social conflict
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The justifications for enslavement became accepted wisdom and
a whole race of people became criminalized. This criminalizarion
is as old as the republic and stems from, among other things, the
outside-the-law status imposed on slaves—and the dishonor that
accompanies enslavement. Its modern formation is the residue, the
assumption of criminality flash-signaled by skin color. People who say
N this is not so, that there is 2 disproportionate percentage of crime com-

mitted by blacks, miss something: the unconscionable, immoral, and
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never seen another one. Why? Because there is no honor or privacy
Jue black women when they claim or protest sexual misbehavior, as
recent Senate deliberations regarding Clarence Thomas will support.

This treatment is immoral because it proceeds from corruption—the
corruption of accuracy, information, and even truth in the interests of
sensation and sales. And it is dangerous because it has nothing to do
with the real world of whites or blacks. It has everything to do with
mystifying the world—rendering it incomprehensible and assuring
the insolubility of its real problems, such as reducing the attraction to
and the means of executing crime; such as employing and educating
“they, the people”; such as domestic disarmament; such as the health

of our communities.
When the mystification of everyday life is complete, there is

nothing new or contemporary in the news. It will be, in spite of its
up-to-the-minuteness, as archaic, moribund, and unreal as a quill pen,
lagging behind the future in order to enshrine deprivation—making
the absence of commodities (poverty) the only despair worth discuss-
ing. If poverty and criminality can be off-loaded to blacks, then the
illusion of satisfaction and the thrill of the hunt might keep the public
still and obedient. But for how long? How long can news function as

a palliative for despair and counter space for products? It is so frus-

trat_i;g and sad to open a newspaper and find the news literally at the

edges, like the embroidered hem of the real subject—-advertisement.

—— The media spectacle must not continue to direct its attention to

the manufacture of consent, rather than debate with ore than two

sides, to the reinforcement of untruths, and a review of what else there
is to buy, Otherwise it will be not out of commerce, but already out
of business. When the spectacle becomes “public” in the narrowest
sense of the word—meaning available to purchase——the world can
bUY you, but it can’t afford you.
' Now I have been talking to you as though you were a single organ-
l.s.m that took shape and grew by some immutable natural [aw out-
tﬂdc human decision-making. When in fact, you arc pcoplC, human
individuals with a stake in being so. You have public—spiritedness and

dre; T ,
€ams of a secure democracy, as well as prejudices chat seep through
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accountability. Without you, by ourselves we can just pull raw dara
off of our computers; shape it ourselves, talk to one another, question
one another, argue, get it wrong, get it right. Reinvent public space,
in other words, and the public dialogue that can take place within it.

The generations of students that I teach (and my own sons, for that
matter) do it all the time.
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