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                                                What we don't know may wind up hurting us
     
                                                        by John J. Neumaier        

 

              
            Readers surely deserve a little time off from ‘electionitis’, the present period of establishment-regulated presidential choice. But just a little, since this column deals with the vital need for a better informed citizenry and electorate.  


Obviously, it’s important to be well-informed and to acquire as good an understanding as possible of the problems we face, in our own society and in our increasingly interdependent world.  Yet, this is a difficult challenge. For in almost every society, including ours, there are monumental obstacles in the path of political and educational attempts to achieve rational understanding and sorely needed social action.

The 18th century enlightenment, which led to new understanding of human rights and helped bring about the triumph of the bourgeoisie over the nobility, must in our time be seen in a larger framework, a  world that still suffers from gross inequality in standards of living, and in social and individual opportunities for women and men, both within and between societies.  Closely related to these conditions are the powerful roles played by armed force (including psychological warfare), and other forms of coercive violence.  


Let me say more here about how social and economic dividing lines constitute barriers to a more civilized world and an informed world citizenry.  In our own country there are, on the one hand, the well-to-do (including the tiny segment of the super rich) and, on the other, the overwhelming majority struggling to make a living for themselves and their families. Their number includes millions of people without jobs, and as the economy worsens, more and more who are hungry and ill-housed, both old and young. The current oil and gas crisis (plus our long neglected public transportation system) further intensifies the pressure on working people.

 A special issue of The Nation entitled “The New Inequality” (6/30/08) reminds us that the wealth held by the richest one percent of Americans ($16.8 trillion) exceeds by two trillion dollars the entire holdings of the bottom ninety percent. Incidentally, The  Wall Street Journal has now assigned one of its regular reporters to a beat called “Richistan”.

 
With regard to the crucial problem of being better informed, one difficulty (often overlooked by those who criticize the ill-informed) is how much time it takes to keep up with the daily news, not to mention the effort needed to acquire historical background and critical acumen, without which it is almost impossible to evaluate (and see through) the palaver and “straight talk” that echoes through the public arena. Of course, it’s easy to preach about how millions of average Americans should acquire a better educational background, and think and act intelligently with respect to social, economic, and political problems. Still, it’s in the self-interest of low-income people to understand more about our governmental policies. Take tax policies. With a fuller understanding, people would surely be less likely to vote (as so many do) for politicians who have been “persuaded” by well-endowed lobbyists to cut taxes for the wealthy and huge corporations, while letting the less affluent pay more.  Keeping people uninformed facilitates this redistribution of wealth upward, from small business people and those who work for corporations, to those who control them.


What makes it so hard to become informed and make sense of the news is the way it is presented by editorializing “newscasters”, and, for that matter, the way it’s ‘selected’ by the higher-ups of the network corporations who decide what we may see on our TV screens. When it comes to international relations, our print and electronic media, like those of many other countries, tend to be highly nationalistic in reporting conflicts with foreign governments. Thus, the selective coverage of differences between us and our allies (“the good guys”) and them (“the bad guys”) loyally favors our side, however our government acts. This is so until an administration’s policy failures and deceptions become too big to swallow (for example, in the case of the wars in Vietnam and Iraq). Of course, foreign patriotic media similarly color the news to favor their side. 

In this connection, if you look at the appalling things that members  of the two major parties, or even of the same party have said about each other, who are their “friends”, you can imagine what dastardly deeds government officials and politicians attribute to their foreign enemies. Misleading governmental “news” (i.e. propaganda) is faithfully reported, nay repeated again and again by the media, for that is how lies become accepted as truth, (a process that was recently analyzed by two neuroscientists in an op-ed in the New York Times, 6/27/08, “Your Brain Lies to You”). Rulers have used the repetition technique for millennia, and Hitler and Goebbels made it a science. Consider also that only seldom, or not at all, do our media remind the public of how the U.S. government gave years of support to foreign leaders who later became evil doers (e.g., Osama bin Laden, Saddam Hussein, Manuel Noriega).

Another serious barrier to better information and an improved understanding of how our economy works is how the mass media business generally favors corporate over labor ideology, in line with the interests of corporate advertisers. A glaring example of biased “news” is the one-sided narrowly reactionary propaganda that dominates almost the entire range of news coverage and sound bites telecast by the Murdoch-owned Fox News channel. It does so under the Orwellian slogan “fair and balanced”, which it flashes repeatedly across the screen so its millions of viewers can appreciate the reliability of its reports and the non-partisan nature of its perspective.

Taking news coverage to the lowest common denominator, many local papers devote a large part of their news reports to sensational happenings in their region-- murder, sex offenses, and other crimes and scandals -- and give only limited space to important national and international developments and background stories. With increasing competition from television and the Internet, the print press’s national and foreign reports are now further curtailed. 

 In line with the mass media’s understanding of “freedom of the press”, only a few papers saw fit to report on the 35 Bush-Cheney impeachment articles which Rep. Dennis Kucinich took over four hours to read on the House floor last month. The measure has six Congressional co-sponsors and was referred to the Judiciary Committee by a vote of 251 to 166.

It’s easy to invoke the term ‘democracy’ (as Mr. Bush so often does in connection with Iraq and Afghanistan), but it’s incomparably more difficult to practice democracy, across the world and even here in the United States of America. Millions of our people, many with family and other obligations, are simply too tired after a long day’s work (including transportation) to put in additional hours of critical reading of newspapers, books, journal articles, or on the Internet, to figure out what’s really going on behind the closed doors of one of the most secret administrations in U.S. history. 


Consider, finally, the long held view that most common folk are intellectually incapable of critical thinking.  Strenuous opposition had to be overcome to establish a public school system for all children in the United States. There still is opposition, mostly covert, to public education, and overt opposition to efforts to end the gross inequality in per pupil financial support and in the quality of educational and professional resources at all levels. In spite of slogans like “No child left behind”, we have a long way to go to improve educational opportunities and achievements for all.


It is clear that we the people must continue the struggle for better education, for a fair economy, for more complete and honest news coverage, and most important of all, for improved material conditions and social opportunities for living a fuller and informed life.
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