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Introduction

A forthcoming book by veteran British media researcher Jeremy Tungall is entitled The
Media Were American: U.S.mass media in decline (Tungall 2006) On theface of it, his data
certainly show tha for broadcasting and cinema, the globd trade in these U.S. cultura
produds has retreated from a high point some thirty years ago, when he wrote an earlier
study, The Media Are American (Tundall 1977) One might arguein consquence tha forms
of oppostionto theU.S. cultural indugries outsidethe USA are of declining significance, and
perhgpseven ingdeas well.

However, thetradein mediaformats, the continuing impact of the popular mugc indudry, the
trandormations of Bollywood, advertising and public relations strategies, induding political
public relations al suggest that if for the term GnediaOwe subditute the term Qulture,Othe
saga of U.S. Goft powerQis a long way from over. Furthermore, indde the USA itself, the
Bush regime@ ability to pursueits catastrophic course in West and Central Asia owes a great
dedl to the media and cultural indudries for at least two reasons Thefirst is the conspicuous
failure of U.S. news media to point out the emperor® nakedness during the build-up to the
war on Irag. The second is thar cumulative, longitudind impact over generations | cannot
explore this second point at any length here, but | have arguad in a forthcoming study (The
Imperiled @merican® based on a conference presentation earlier this year at Paris 4, that the
Hollywood Western and many films since the Western genre@ decline have encouraged
Americans to see themselves as constantly in dange, and thus to be highly susceptible to
govenment darms and aerts (Downing 2006) The 9/11 massacres fiercely undelined this
aready entrenched cultura trope as did the Pearl Harbor attack some sixty years before.

The question of internd oppostion within the USA to its media and cultural indudries is
therefore oneof great moment, internaly and externdly, jus as was the case during the South
East Asia war thirty to forty years ago. | propo% to focus here on three cases of internd
oppostion to these indudries. The first two are from the right of the political spectrum, and
condst of the Christian fundamentalist right® organized oppostion to the maingream
entertainment media indudry, encompassing cinema, televison, populr musc and
videogames, and the secular right® organized oppostion to the maingream news media. The
third case, to which | will devote rather more attention, is the Indymedia network, which is
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definitively on the left of the political spectrum and in a number of ways congitutes a neo-
anarchist globd media project.

The Christian and secular Right on the march

That the Christian Right is extremely well established in the USA at the present time, is
hardly news. In some ways it represents a stinging rebuketo the Left, inasmuch as Christian
Right activists have been prepared to engage in the unremittingly hard dog of knoding on
doors, filling envdopes, picketing, connecting, repeating and then repeating over and over
agan, in othe words al the tedious work involved in gradudly condructing a sodal
movement over a period of decades. Obvioudy, it has been greatly aided by the combination
of billionsof donded dollars from millionares and billionares, by the hugesoda nework of
church inditutions and not least by the psychological comforts of rectitude and missionay
zedl. Religious televison and radio channels, the notorious televangdists, have certainly
hdped as well. But withouttha paient dedication to the humdrum, it is hard to imagine the
Christian Right( success.

Nondhdess, a prime target of the Christian Right has been the often highly sexudized
entertainment indugry and equdly what has been perceived as the contempt for Christianity
and Christiansin television entertainment. It is beyond my scopehere to offer an evaluaion
of the true extent to which mass entertainment is sexudized, not least because for the
puritanically minded anyverbd or acted allusonto sexudity is strengst verboten. The puritan
mentality sets the ba exceedingly high and has no problem in cleaning up Shakespeare.
(Maybe Corneille would pass their testE)

The fact remains tha a mgor source of oppostion to the U.S. cultura indudries emanaes
from the highly organized Christian Right By Chighly organizedOl do not mean to say
QunanimougOP there are factions and controversies within the Christian Right as within any
major soda movement. But in public within the Christian Right there is rather widespread
agreement tha Hollywood film and TV, the rap and hip hop music indudry, and the
videogame indusry, promote sexud licentiousiess and moral corruption! The surreptitious
use of pomography by membe's of the Christian Right would be an interesting, if difficult,
phenomenonto research.

Mog recently the sudained attacks on the novd and film The Da Vind Code especidly
within the Catholic Church and from Opus Dei sources, have gone internaiond. It is
important to recognize, however, tha much of the motive power summoned up in these
campagnscomes fromindividuds who fedl Dor are told tha they should feel Bunde attack.
Far from feeling part of a mighty and victorious movement tha has twice gotten bom-agan
George W. Bush into the White Hous, religious devotees, induding some whose political
persuasions make them sympahetic to soda justice campagns routindy fee - and are
encouraged to feel - bdeaguaed, publicly ridiculed and margindized. This mindset is one
tha may yet come to be manipulated into wielding significant trandormationsin the media
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and cultural indudries, at least in certain counties where religiouspractice is common such as
the USA.

At the more secular end of thingsin the USA, the claim has been circulated since the end of
the Viethan War tha the maindream news media are dominaed by a left-leaning, self-
satisfied East Coast vy League elite, thoroughly out of touch with their fellow-Americans
and indeed thoroughly contemptuousof them (cf. Lichter et al., 1986. In my own judgment,
the descriptors Gelf-satisfiedOand (East Coast vy League eliteOmay not be too far off the
mark, buttherest has all the marks of a caricature, not least the Qeft-leaningOPunless, tha is,
the U.S. Democratic Party is defined as a sodalist campagn organization!” S. Robat Lichter
has been a prominent proponent of this view for twenty years. He is author of numerous
studies, many with questionale methodobgy, attacking maindream media on these grounds,
and is president of the Center for Media and Public Affairs, endorsed by Rondd Reagan,
Patrick Buchanan and the Reverend Pat Robetson, and funded by leading rightist
founddions such as Olin, Coors and Scaife. The politics of News Corporation® Fox Cable
News Channd rather directly reflect and propagae tha perspective, and have been successful
to date in convindng a number of U.S. TV users, not least students in many universities, that
only the Fox Channd tellsthetrue story, unvanished andin lively language

In other words distrug of mos maindream media has been inflated considerably, and has
also had the effect often of prompting competitor channds to emulate Fox@ approach in order
to try to win back audience share. Thusin discussing trandormationsin U.S. cultural and
media indugries, it would be a grave eror to focus only on convegence, owneship
concentration, and new ddivery formats. Organized political and religious movements of
opinion have a sustained critique of the indugries, and thar impact is undeestimated at our
peril.

The Indymedia network, 1999-2006

In thelate 1999WTO confrontation in Seattle, the roles of radical media of many kinds were
of the highest importance. They served to prepare the groundfor the demongrations months
beforehand, to enable on-the-ground communication among the demondrators at thetime, to
bypass corporate media in order to inform the globd public of wha had trangired in the
confrontation and afterwards, and to facilitate internaiond discussion of theissues theresfter.
At the media heart of this political activity during the demondrations and over the year
following B but not Git the center,Ofor tha implies a form of central direction that was
congicuousdy absent B was Seattle@® Indgpendent Media Center. In later confrontations
durnng the World Bank meeting in Washington DC in April 2000,during the IMF and World
Bank meeting in Prague in November 200Q at the G8 meeting in Genova in 2001
(samizda.net et complices 2002) andin still other places where the powerful foregathered to
forge thar policy priorities, Independent Media Centers (IMC) emerged as a dynamic,
origind and contestatory mediatic condellation.
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In the build-up to the Seattle confrontations small-scale radical media had been tremendougy
important.* For mainstream media, it often appeared as thoughthe oppostion movements had
materialized out of nowhere. But the preparations had begun long before with a plethora of
groups from U.S. steelworkers who had bookel 1000 roonms in metro area hotels to 700
internaiond groupswho had signed on to the umbrella group CitizengOTrade Campaign, to
farmersQ church, environmentalist and peace organizations

Indead it is arguéble that thereal turning point had emerged over two years previoudy when
April 1998demondrationsin Canadaforced the Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI)
into cold storage. The MAI planning doauments were a prime example of globd neo-liberal
policy tha many Canadians as well as othe's around the world saw as subveting naiond
autonony in vital econonic, cultural and political matters. Theimpartant condusion we need
to draw from this is wha we might call the anti-technology ong namely that the Internet@
potential was used by activists who aso worked longand hard in countess other ways aswell
to prepae for the confrontation. It was not tha the Interneg somehow geneated the
confrontation.

Equdly, themaingream media emphasis at the time on activistsOinternet use blotted out how
they combined the mogs band forms of communication technology with it. For ingance, in
listing the practicd communication needs for mobilizing media activism, the IMC
organizationd record (Blueprint 2000) undescored the irreplaceable fundion ingde the
physcal IMC spaceEof whiteboards! Likewise, in subsequent discussions of the future for
IMCs and the wider diffuson of ther information, voices were heard calling for print
versionsof information otherwise out of reach to people the wrong side of the digital divide
Today, indeed, a numbe of IMC site-organizations organize weekly or monthly newspapers
aswell.

However, the ability to stream audio and video broughtback to the IMC site by a mass of
indgpendent media activists ranging the streets of Seattle, combined with the ability to edit
together this material later into documentaries,” was indeed a coup. Webcasting this material
simultaneoudy with the events was equdly a powerful use of digital technology to convey the
reality of the protestorsOchdlenge But it is vita till to emphasize the bread-and-butter
elements. having enoughtone, having enoughcopiers to handle overload breakdown, more
than one fax machine, finding the best rates on cell-phonehires, negotiating a DSL line in
asufficient time, having a space that worked soundwise for recording purposes, having people
expeienced in logging audio and video files, the evergreen dynamism of till phoos having
enoughnetwork cards such factors were foundto bevital.

In the coverage of the Seattle confrontation the impact was extraordinary of having over four
hunded videographes, audio-interviewers, phobgraphas and writers on the streets and
ingde the action. This was very different from the maindream media professionds, safely
ensconced behind police lines, thar cameras as our eyes looking out with the police at the
demondrators, and with thar reporting agenda largdy pre-set by the combinaion of thear
employers and their typical routines® Thestriking difference in cogts of the reporting work of
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the activists (compared to the pad professond teams), combined with the advantage of
physca vantage-point, enabled ther pictures, sound and written reportage to dispute with
immediate evidence the maindream media characterization of the demongrators as violent,
disruptive and uninformed.

In the seven years since Sesttle, IMCs mushroomed. As of September 2006,there were some
150 worldwide. They were coneentrated mosly in the QVest,Oi.e. the USA (62), Canada
(12), Europe (48), 7 in Audralia and AotearoaNew Zealand; but 17 in Latin America, only
12in al of Asiainduding West Asia, and 3 in Africa, amouning to amog 25% of the total
gtes. This enumeration undestates, since at least two sites, Brazil and Italy, are federated
siteswith anumber of sub-sites scattered aroundthe country.

Many IMC sitesin thefirst 2-3 years started up as did the Seattle site, in the process of protest
movementsOorganizing a major local corfrontation with one or other agency or forum for
tranmdiond corporate policy-makers. Then they continued on afterwards as a
communication nodefor news aboutglobd neo-liberal strategies and decisons and for loca
conflicts over labor, human rights and environmental issues. As time went by, however, new
sites emerged, al hypealinked. It is possible in prindple now to access fresh news, with still
phoographs audio files and video files, from B not smply about - globd soda justice
struggles and movements in all these locations aroundthe world. The dominant languayeis
English, but Spanish, French, Portuguese, and some other languayes also figure, with certain
sitesroutindy induding trandationsas well.

The specificity of languaye is one important communicative dimenson of the Indymedia
process. Another isthe dynamic of space and place, internaiond and local (Downing 2003b)
There have been a numbe of commentators who have claimed that the Interng serves to
cancel out space and condense time, to telescope the planet. Indeed, therevival of interest in
Marshdl McLuhan among commentators on digital technology frames the Internet, as he
might have done as a new kind of time- and physcal-space-bending proghesis. Yet as
already noted, many Indymedia sites came into being in the context of a specific meeting of
globd leades, and afterwards pesisted as communication centers in tha same locality,
combining news and discussion on local political issues with the hypelinked oppotunity to
check in on all the other listed Indymedia sites around the world, with ther local as well as
globd news. Place, like the state, has not melted away!

Earlier | also referred to the Indymedia project as neo-anarchist. In my reading, tha is not a
putdown. The sodalist anarchist political heritageis at least onehunded and fifty years old,
and has a number of strengths absent from the marxist sodaist political heritage (Downing
20039. Neither of these, self-evidently, has a satisfactory array of answers to the issues that
bedevil the plang at this pant in time, but both continue to contibute some critically
important perspectives to our dilemmas. As regards the anarchist tradition, among the
absorbing expeariments in the Indymedia process have been the attempts to actudize certain
forms of open publishing and conseenaud decison-making (Pickard 2006a 2006b) Anyone
for themod pat in mog of thesites and for mog of thetime, can pod their newsitem or ther
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comments and critiques of other news items. And decisonsin many Indymedia collectives
are taken onaconenausbasis.

Clearly, there are seriousdown-sides to both these procedures. Some sites have been engulffed
by neo-nazi podings, or merely frivolous and persond ones. The process of consensud
decison-making is onetha may demand more time and patience than many working people
have. In both cases, the procedures have been modified at a number of Indymedia sites, for
example to shuntpogings contrary to the basic purpose of the site into a file where they may
be ingected by the curious or the mildly paranoid, and to find ways of indcating levels of
dissent which fall short of a blocking dissent.

| do notwish to close this brief discussion of the Indymedia network by suggesting tha all in
thegaden islovdy. In amuch-cited intervention in the online LiP Magazne, onewriter long
assodated with Indymedia work in a number of counties ripped into what she termed the
shoddy standads of podings, both technical and joumdistic, and the typical obsession with
police repression of street protest (Whitney 2005) Opd and Templin (2005)have argued tha
the political surveillance concern of Indymedia sites not to track ther server activity is
misplaced, and tha some sense for wha is working and not working for ther usersis crudaal.

Nonedhdess, the formation and opeation of the Indymedia network, especialy thoughfar
from exclugvely groundel in the USA, conditutes an absorbing example  among many
others, butits globd and neo-anarchist dimensionsmake it stand out from the pack P of the
cautioudy optimistic judgnent in the recent book The Wealth of Networks by Y ale University
Law professor Yocha Benkler (Benkler 2006) tha

QNe are seeing the emergence to much greater significance of nonmerket, individud, and
coopeative peer-produdion efforts to produce universal intake of observations and opinions
aboutthe state of the world and what might and oughtto be doneaboutitE These practices
leave no single point of failure for discourse: no single point where observations can be
squdched or attention commanded Pby fiat or with the application of moneyO(opcit., 271)

Conclusions

In these three indances, | have tried to address a bi-ordinae spectrum of chdlenges to cultura
and media induwstries in the USA, in other words from the political Left and the political
Right, and from conservative sodal movement critique of established media, to the
altermondialiste implementation of Interneé media technology potential for developing new
networks to reflect on and mobilize agang globd sodal injudice.
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! For avery interesting, if now slightly dated, set of essays on the Christian Right(3 attitudes to and uses of
media, see Kintz & L esage (1998).

2 For alively and detailed critique of this position, see Alterman (2003).

3| have drawn here at points on my earlier publications on Indymedia (Downing 2002; 20034, b, c).

* For avaluable account of this preparatory phase, see Kidd (2003).

® Such as Showdown In Seattle (Indymedia, 2000) and This Is What Democracy Looks Like (Big Noise
Productions, 2000), which traveled the length and breadth of the USA and Canada, and quite widely in other
European and anglophone countries. Breaking The Bank, a Paper Tiger TV documentary on Washington DC
protest of April 2000, and The Autumn of Praha, the Belgian IMC documentary on the Prague confrontation,
were two further examples.

® Thisisintended as a comment on the employers and the routines, not a personal attack on mainstream
journalists, anumber of whom, such as Lisa Cohen of King Five in Seattle, while probably not in particular
sympathy with the general viewpoint of my analysis here, nonetheless worked very hard to review and reflect
upon the failings of Seattle® mainstream media coverage of the events.
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