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The need to democratize the media is not unique to countries struggling to emerge from decades of Communist or other authoritarian rule.  Remaking Media takes as its premise the existence of a massive ‘democratic deficit’ in the public communication systems of the US, UK and Canada, the North Atlantic heartland of neoliberal globalization and (for some) the world’s citadel of political democracy.  That deficit may not be as blatant as direct censorship of the press or the killing or imprisonment of dissident journalists (though even here the West cannot claim complete innocence: consider for instance the lethal attacks on Serbian television during the Kosovo war, on al-Jazeera’s Kabul bureau, on journalists’ quarters in Baghdad’s Palestine Hotel).  The North Atlantic media’s democratic deficit usually works more subtly, through market more than military mechanisms, but profound political and cultural consequences flow from these dimensions of it:  

· the media system’s failure to constitute a democratic public sphere;

· centralization of political and symbolic power inherent in the political economy of media industries;

· media’s complicity in maintaining inequality through exclusions of culture and class that include the ‘digital divide’;

· media’s role in homogenizing social viewpoints – narrowing the diversity of public discourses;

· media’s failure to help sustain healthy communities and political cultures, due to factors ranging from insufficient localism and excessive nationalism to commercially-driven audience fragmentation and content trivialization;

· media’s participation in the corporate enclosure of knowledge through expansion of ‘intellectual property rights’;

· elitist processes of communication policy-making, which exclude the public from shaping mandates of the cultural industries;

· erosion of privacy, and the increase in surveillance and censorship, in electronic space since the events of 9/11, 2001.

These problems are what motivate activists to struggle for media democratization, challenging and changing media content, practices, and structures, as well as state policies on media.  However, media democratization is more than just a defensive attempt to narrow the deficit; it also portends a re-imagining of democracy itself.

Many previous books, inspired in the past decade by the Zapatistas, Internet activism, and IndyMedia, have discussed ‘democratization through the media’:  the ways in which alternative media, and the ‘strategic communication’ of social movements, use media to press for democratization.  By contrast, Remaking Media analyzes a related yet distinct project – that of democratization of the media themselves -- efforts to transform practices and structures of media representation, as a distinctive field that is pivotal to other social struggles.  We ask: what is the political significance and potential of democratic media activism (DMA) in the US, UK and Canada today?  

To address that question, we interviewed 150 people involved in DMA and other social movements, undertook several organizational case studies, identified activist networks in Vancouver, analysed key documents such as the Peoples’ Communication Charter, and selectively overviewed scholarly literature in critical media studies, political models of democracy, and the sociology of social movements.  Informed by social theory, but always with an intention to facilitate political analysis and strategies, the book addresses a number of questions: 

· In light of the social context and influences on media (particularly journalism), what are the main tasks for media democratization, and what openings are available to it? (Chapter 2)

· What are the main strands or types of DMA, and how do they relate to the logics and realms of the ‘system’ (the bureaucratic or profit-oriented institutions of the state and corporate media) and the ‘lifeworld’ (everyday culture as a site where ‘lived’ social relations and meanings are accepted, negotiated or contested)? (Chapter 3)

· Historically, what have social movements contributed to the democratization of society and communication?  (Chapter 3)

· What are the political values and commitments of DMA, and what tensions or fault lines may exist between them?  How is media democratization framed for different constituencies?  (Chapter 4)

· How can contemporary DMA in the North Atlantic be situated historically, in relation to other waves of media democratization? (Chapter 5)

· What can be learned from the trajectories of two of the oldest and most impressive media democracy organizations in the North Atlantic region – San Francisco’s Media Alliance, and Britain’s Campaign for Press & Broadcasting Freedom (CPBF)? (Chapters 5 & 6).  

· What are the main obstacles and challenges, and resources and openings, for successful DMA?  What strategic repertoire is being developed? (Chapters 7 & 8)

· How does DMA engage with other movements in a global city like Vancouver?  How do activists situate and understand their own work? (Chapters 9 & 10)

· What are the prospects of DMA coalescing into a movement in its own right, alongside those for ecology, human rights, gender equality, or global justice?  To what extent would such a movement likely take on a counter-hegemonic character, challenging (rather than merely ‘fixing’) established social logics, ideologies, and axes of domination, such as those promoted by neoliberal capitalism?

We cannot address all these questions in this space, and Remaking Media’s answers are provisional.  As democratic media activism spreads and matures in the North Atlantic region (as demonstrated by the recent emergence and successes of Canadians for Democratic Media, Free Press in the US, and other groups and campaigns), our own perspective shifts.  For instance, in retrospect, we could have further emphasized the importance of organizational sustainability as a challenge for volunteer-dependent DMA.  More attention is also needed to the impact of hegemonic social relations and inequalities on progressive activism itself.  We note in the book that media reform needs to embrace the energies of subordinated groups already mobilizing against racial, class and gender injustice; but more work, by scholars and activists alike, is clearly needed.

For now, we want to summarize one strand from the book’s argument, namely, the link between the media field, media activism, and other social movements.

Following the late French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, we think of media as an institutional ‘field,’ related to and inscribed with power, which takes distinct shape within differing national contexts. A field is an institutional social universe with its own relatively autonomous resources and logics (as in the technologies of communication and the norms of journalism); yet it is situated within a broader ‘field of power,’ notably comprising state and capital.  Within the media field, countervailing forces provide openings for popular voices and for progressive social change, as in the journalistic insistence on telling ‘both sides’ of a story.  But such openings do not automatically create resistance; that integrally depends upon the agency of subaltern groups, including alternative media and social movements.  The media field evinces a unique combination of (a) a high capacity to intrude upon other fields (power of the media); (b) vulnerability to influence from political and economic fields (power through the media); and (c) boundaries that are relatively porous and ill-defined; journalism, for instance, is not always clearly distinguishable from other occupations or media genres. 

These characteristics have crucial implications. First, the weakness of journalism's autonomy from state and capital places severe limits on the strategy of reform from within, in the absence of strong allies without.  Media’s strategic importance to corporations and governments mean that effective media reform campaigns are likely quickly to provoke reaction from capital and state. 

Second, on the other hand, struggles against the power of capital and/or state on non-media fronts will likely overlap with efforts to contest media power.  A media democracy project has beneficiaries, and potential allies, outside the media field.  That field is thus a pivotal site for broader political and cultural struggles.  Increasingly, movements are realizing that the profoundly uneven distribution of communicative power, entrenched in neoliberal governance regimes as well as globalizing media corporations, is a barrier to their own success.

Third, the specificity of the media field suggests the need to develop distinct capacities and strategies suited to mobilizing constituencies in ways that enable media power to be challenged.  The media field creates a plethora of constituencies for DMA, yet only certain groups have been drawn into struggles to democratize communication.  Our interviews with activists led us to conclude that the energies for DMA emanate not from those at the center of the field, but from the semi-periphery: social groups and individuals with mobilizable resources (education, skills, networks, political analyses) who need, yet are constrained in, access to the means of public representation.  As with many other social movements, the impetus for system challenges derives neither from the very center nor the outermost margins, but from the most privileged of the marginalized. 

Fourth, DMA lacks a clear collective identity – few activists define their politics as ‘media democratization’.  DMA’s inchoate character is in part due to obstacles peculiar to the media field and the project of media democratization, and distinct from those facing other social movements.  Until relatively recently, other social movements have tended either to ignore or dismiss the specificity of media power (as a mere superstructure of capitalism, for instance); or they have simply attempted to access the existing corporate media, or to build their own ‘alternative’ media.  None of these strategies feeds into a direct collective challenge to dominant media power.  Moreover, media's democratic deficit is a ‘process issue’ that typically, neither visibly threatens material interests outside the media field, nor evokes identities distinct from other new social movements.  

Other barriers to the mobilization of DMA as a distinct movement in its own right include the cultural and political power of its corporate media opponents, the seductive sense of empowerment that many potential activists derive from new communication technologies, and DMA’s strong ‘free rider’ problem:  the costs of mobilizing are disproportionately borne by heavily engaged media activists, while the benefits would accrue to all progressive movements, including those who do not invest in DMA. 

Many of these apparent weaknesses, however, are actually strengths.  Media democratization may lack an identity ‘all its own’, but that is in part because it is spread widely across the field of movement politics, thriving in the empty spaces ‘in between’, connecting movements communicatively, and thereby strengthening counter-hegemonic capacity.  Indeed, we found a striking tendency for many of our media-activist informants to share a common socio-political vision with their counterparts in other critical social movements, aspiring toward a qualitatively different world, converging upon what might be called a democratic left alternative.  DMA occupies a fertile niche at the seams between lifeworld and system.  A strong vector for media change leads from (a) social movements and subaltern communities frustrated with their marginalization by dominant media, to (b) the creation of independent media and networks, to (c) contestation of the state’s policy frameworks (such as current struggles over ‘internet neutrality’ in the US) that affect the viability of those networks.

Our research leads us to infer that DMA has become an integral and indispensable aspect of counter-hegemonic politics.  Media democracy comprises a social vision – an ethics – that has been missing, and is sorely needed, on the left.  It points to a new paradigm of democracy that recognizes communicative rights not as the possessions of abstract individuals but as inherently collective rights, redeemable only within social relations.  Communicative democracy requires equitable access to the means of communication, implying a pluralistic media system in which the powers of capital and of state authority are checked while the voices of citizens and communities carry into a vibrant and diverse public sphere, informed by an ethic of mutual listening and dialogue.  In pursuing this social vision on several fronts, including those of the state, the corporate media and the lifeworld, and in conjunction with other critical movements, media democrats build a nexus among movements, a place where strategies might converge through dialogues across issue areas and movement identities.  To the extent that it succeeds, DMA also unleashes forces for other social justice struggles.
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