Ten Myths on Democracy and
Communication

Roberto Remo Bissio

True False

1.[] [] Dictatorships are sworn enamies of news madia.
2.[1 [ Public opinion is effectively manipulated by dictatarships using mass media.

301 [] Alternative media (weekldies, mimeographed pamphlats) have only marginal influence
compared to the big press and electronic media.

4. [] [1 As censorship disappears, the alternative media gain ground.

5.1 [1 Altermative media must stick ta rudimentary methods in order to remain authentic.
6.[1 [] Political parties that wish to grow must possess their.own news media.

7.[] [1 Inademocracy, audience and circulation rule the fate of a program or a publication.
8.11 [1 Inademoacracy, the press is' not subject to officlal contral.

9.[1] [] Onlydemocracies are interested in democratizing information.

10.[ ][] Even if willing, it iz difficult to change the contents of news, for there are no elternative
sources and programs.



1. False. Only some news media have
been the target of southern Latin American
dictatarships, suffering closures, censure,
and repression through well-known proce-
dures. Meanwhile, perhaps to make up for
the loss of economic prospects, dictalor-
ships tried tolight up the stage. Technologi-
cal innovations, such as colored TV and
satellite communications linking directly with
the great culture-producing centers, were en-
couraged by the "national security” regimes
which  followed the consummation of the
1964 coup in Brazll, Electromagnetic waves
(FM and UHF}, offered new opportunities for
private investors.

Consequently, over the past 20 years, the
news industry became one of Brazil's most
dynamlc sectors, ranking among the tap In
terms of growth rate. This is llkely to hap-
penin Chile and Argentina too, largely
because of the sclentific-technological
revolution. One may conclude that things
would  have  heen very much the same
without authorltarian regimes.

Dictatarships, however, have nodoubt en-
couraged the absorption of local radlo sta-
tions by glant broadoasting consortiums, like
the Brazilian Rede Globo, while siding with the
big press in Its controversies with local
newspapers. Likewise, they allowed press
tycoons to go into financial and real estate
speculation {to mention cnly those areas most
sensitive ta mass communications), and used
credit facilities to sfimulate automation  In
newspapers...Such favors were paid back In
slence, compliance, servility, or  complicity
through omisslon,

2. Falze. MNational security regimes not
only crushed every hostile voice, and
nzutralized or cornrupted other media out-
lets, but also spent miliohs in retaining the
most  expensive US publicity agencies to
promote their Image and think up stogans
like the one well-known in Brazil: love it or
leave L

Both the regimes and their victims were
naive enough 1o believe  in the power of
mass media over the mind. On 30 Novem-
ber 1880, a group of outstanding Uruguayan
exiles In Mexico warned a TV audience that
the result of the plebiscite being held by
the military should be overlooked as It had
surely been induced by overwhelming offi-
clal propaganda: almost simultaneously,
cables wera beginning to unveil the radi-
cally different and unsuspected reality.
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Sociclogists may account for that
memorable "No', and perhaps explain how
Argentinian  leader Peron rose to power in
spite of an overtly hostile press to later fall
while  enjoying great poptlarity with the
media. Meanwhile, we may reasonably con-
clude that, luckily, public opinion may be
rather insensitive to press campaigns.

3, False. The size of the audience is just
another elemant 1o evaluate the influence of a
specific medium. At first, the ‘southern
cone" dictatorship tlightty controlled and
censored every form of ideclogical expres-
sion . In time, perhaps yielding to- interna-
tional pressure or because it gained
confidence, the military relinguished their
hold on the reportedly less influential media.
Weeklies, movies, plays, and popular music
were thus granted greater room for
maneuver and gradually became channels
for the silenced majority. But controls
remained tight ever radio and TV on account
of their larger reach.

MHumor took the lead with a mare daring
stand (Pasquim, Satiricon, and El Dedo in
Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay, respectively)
and cleared the way for more  formal
criticism. If a specific way of calling or saying
things maraged to gat through to the
public, other news medla might pick it up,
thus triggering nation-wide responses of
doubtless significance.

Every paper on the Brazilian press takes
into account the leading role played by the
namica (dwarf) press. Likewlse, weeklies
and radio broadoasts o Uruguay are given
analogous credit.

4. Unfortunately false. Paradoxically, al-
ternative news media, although the most af-
facted by censorship and by their most
dctive opponents, are the first to succumb...
when freedom is restored. At least, this
was trug for Brazil and Pery, to menlion just
two cases. Formerly the only dependable
source of information about trade unions, un-
official politics, and cultural events, the alter-
native media are gradually displaced by the
big press, which is uncensored, has
relaxed self - controls, and now deals
with sensitive 1fopics , and even
copies succassful schemes devised by the
more daring  compelitors, applying them
with hetter technology and skill,

Lacking In  management . and business
support, the alternative media lose ground
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and evertually fall out of the race. |n 1979,
mare than a hundred political weeklies sold
approximately half a milllon copies in Brazil.
Today, just one predominantly political
weekly (Jornal do Pais), has a national dis-
tribution; while the satirical Pasquim, which,
in the "good old days" of Medicl, sold over
100,000 copies a week, now prints a base
§,000. Feelings aside, this Is still a mugh
regrettable loss considering the following
priceless contributions made by the alterna-
tive press; the radical and new way it does
the news; the frash contents inits mes-
sages; Its  unorthodox  means of con-
veyance, and Its unconventional distribution
pattern. All these, rather than an unfriendly
sland vis-a-vis government policies.

5 Equally false and dangerous a myth
underlying many frustrating experiences in
alternative communication, As Brazilian car-
nival organizer Joazinho Trinta puts it "only
intellectuals enjoy  misery, ordinary people
like luxury". The subject is controversial; in
any ‘case, it will not hold that rudimentary
printing is a requisite - for auwthenticity. On
the contrary, advanced technoiogy allows
practitioners  themselves to organize and
record their original messages at low cost, to
be broadcast on short-range transmitters or
entered into private video-cassette circuits,
For example, Brazil's large mass-media
oligopolies have, so far, been successful
in blocking legislation that would enable
neighborhood organizations (favelados) to
operate shortrange radio frequencies of
no comimercial value,

This does not mean that ‘every innova-
tion should e welcomed orthat we shauld
overlook the negative effects of dependency
aggravated by the large-scale utllization of
micro-electronics and teleinformatics, as is
the case with repressive forces, finance con-
glomerates, and transnatiohal-geared mass
media. We only wish to warn against the
blunt rejection of any technological ad-
vance, against the thinking that the Third
World must remain poor to be happy, that
natives must go barefoot and hungry to
preserve their cultural identity,

B. False, too, evenil political parties share
this beliel and wishfully think that printed mes-
sages communicate better than electronic im-
ages. As shown above, mass media may
perform poorly as public opinion-makers.
Farty press serves rather as a domestic tool,
to reinforce existing: convictions or educate
followers, than to gain political ground In
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the course of an electoral campaign. Leonel
Brizola could not count on a single
newspaper, TV, or radio station of his own,
yet, won  the Rio de Janeiro elections by
taking advantage of the limited opportunities
given by the existing media, particularly TV,

Demacracy and civil society would greatly
benefil if political pariies devote some of
their efforts to building a more democratic
national Information order, Instead of striv-
ing to reinforce thelr own sectarlan press.

7. One of the most Ingralned and false
beliels concerning mass media.  Privately-
owned radio and TV {unusual outside the
LS and Latin America), live ofl advertising.
The price pald for newspapers and
magazines barely covers the cost of
papers, As  pointed out by Adolfo Aguilar
Zinzer (CESTEEEM: Third Word Centre of
Economic and Social Sludies, Mexica),
from an economic point of  view, news
media are suppliers o services. They sell
space or fime for adveitising, British press
tycoon Lord Thompson sarcastically  ad-
mitted this in his notorious definition of
news: "'nonsense used lo fill in the space
between ads".

It advertising holds the purse strings, and
if a customer is always right, then decision-
making lies in the hands of advertisers, that
is to say, governments and a handful of
transnationals, In 1980, Aafael Roncaglicla
and Moreen Janus Investigated 22 Latin
American newspapers. Research revealed
that transnationals took up 31 percent of
the advertising space (occasionally reach-
ing 50 percent), while local ads were mostly
small (clagsified ads) and showed little
among the rest, thus losing negotiating
power. Other local advertisers hired the ser-
vices of transnational agencies (J. Walther
Thompson, Young and Rubicam, McCann
Ericksan, efc.).

The assumption that these agencies and
compahies are not politically biased and
have noinfluence on the contents of the "non-
sense” printed between ads, is a bet on the
ingenuousness  and  simplicity  of  the

audience.
When  Third  Worfd magazine had
reached a circulation of over 100,000

copies a month, while selling more than
any other publication in many African
countries. we confacted one of these agen-
cies to offer our pages as a suitable vehicle for
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Brazilian advertisers interested In reaching
African markets. To our surprise, we were
not included in their register of media. Had
they possibly overlooked us? "Folitical press
is not considered media by our agency”, was
the laconic answer. Mo comment.

8. Another myth, as false as the previous
one and largely for similar reasons. Over the
past decade, in spite of pronouncements
by the "Chicago Boys', the state has ex-
panded its economic grasp in Southern
Latin America. Consequently, a substantial
share of the money currently spent in adver-
tising flows cut of the public sector, whether
authorized by state enterprises or supplied by
lavish divulgation campaigns, official an-
nouncements, communiques, and so on. |
this were not encugh, governments also
decide over concessions on electro-mag-
netic waves, subsidies on paper, tax exemp-
tions, and, In some cases, even consumer
prices. They need not resort to hateful cen-
sors o stifle hostile news media; neither do
they have to go beyond their faculties to prop
up friendly publications,

What isactually surprising aboutthe new-
born democracies on the southern tip of Latin
America, is that such broad powers have, so
far, been lsed discreetly. The present situa-
tion, however, should not be taken for granted,
and, In any case, if democracy |38 lo be
preserved, regulations must be passed to
control the discretionary use of pressure by
governmeants. How Is official advertising
managed? s it alloted o those media hat
really need it? Mass communications can be
effectively steered, operating this through a
subtle system of punishment and reward,
This is another reason why it should be
clearly exposed and subjected 1o public
debats.

8. Urfortunately false: The mas! serious
and radical atternpt at democratizing the
press in Latin America was Velasco
Alvarado's, whose military government ex-
propriated all the Peruvian newspapers with
national circulation in 1874 and turned them
avar to the mass organlzations: peasants,
urban waorkers, artisans, liberal profes-
sionals, cooperativists, educators, and
athers.

Under the new administration,
newspapers gained creativity, a critical ‘ap-
proach, a broader outlook, and sold more
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copies than ever before or after. In 1975,
Velasco was ousted and the papers were
returned to their former owners, but the
lesson remalned that free press need nat be
synonymous to a privately owned media. Of
course, at least in theory, nothing can prevent
governments fram legisiating the
democratization of mass communications,
in splte of which we must admit that such
8 task is yet 1o be undertaken.

Mexico is the only exgeption, for in
1879, after a long public debate, the constitu-
tion was amended to include the right to
infarmation as a necessary complement of the
freedom of expression. However, five years
have since gone by, and the regulations to
make il effective have vel 1o see |ight.

i, The tenth most common false state-
ment turned into a myth by news media. Al-
ternatives do exist. Over 80 Third World
national news agencles currently cover inter-
natipnal events, with a pool linking them. Spe-
clal news services are supplied by ALASEL, a
Latin American agency; alternative sources
can also be found for photographs, and
morg films are produced annually  in the
Third Word han in the US and  Westemn
Eurcpe combined.

Creativity iz to be found at home, Therg
are more theater groups in Montevideo than
in Alo de Janalre and Sao Paulo 1ogether;
yvel, there 15 not a single locally-produced
"spap opera” on Llruguayan screens,

We lack the political decisiveness o
make use of the existing altermatives, while
refusing 1o buy US “dumpsect”  cultural
productions whose unfair competition is a
truby harmful practice, unlike the [hsignificant
price culs needed by Brazilian shoes or
Uruguayan textiles to penetrate the US
markel.  Nolwithstanding  this, accusations
are plenty at a moment when both South
American  countries must desperately in-
crease their exports In order to preserve thelr
painfully recovered democracies,

{ Fresented at a seminar on Comurica-
tions and Democracy In the Sowth  Cone,
Montevides, March 1985, )
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