Perhaps by now
the most hack-
neyed complaint
against the
media is that we
present too
much bad news,
too much death,
too much
despair.

But just because
the complaint is
overused and
now a stereotype
of itself, doesn't
mean there is no
truth in it.

Images present-
ed by the media
do have the
power to shock,
frighten, rein-
force prejudices
and fears.

So now, one
observer of the
scene encour-
ages us that
there is more to
learn by focusing
on life, than on
death.

: By Gary Gilson

hat’s missing from the
news?

i News people do very well at telling us
! how we die; they do very poorly at
i telling us how we live. As a result, we
: limp through our daily lives bur-
i dened with stereotypes foisted upon
: us through distorted images of crimi-
¢ nals and race. Out of fear we recede
: from each other, instead of reaching
i toward each other, learning and co-
¢ operating to build our communities.

: The news media have the capacity —
i mostly unused — to show us the
: truth about how we live, so that we
i can understand ourselves and others,
i become free of fear and suspicion,
: and embrace the goodness in people
: that the news rarely notices. That
: goodness, appreciated and harnessed,
i can blow away cynicism and can
i counteract the evil that does walk
{ among us.

: In my years in the news business, as a
i newspaper reporter, lelevision pro-
i ducer and consumer of news, I have
i done and seen stories whose images
: stay seared in my mind’s eye, images
i we need to see more often. I want to
i tell you about some of them.

Ready for society

: A friend of mine once produced a
: public TV documentary about an in-
: mate at a New York State prison, a
: black man named Henry Robinson,
i convicted of armed robbery, whose
i wife and children had remained loyal
: to him during his 10 years inside. To
¢ rehabilitate himself he succeeded in
i becoming an anesthesiologist’s assis-
: tant in the prison hospital’'s operating
i room. But he could get out on parole
: only if he had a job waiting for him,
i and no one was offering.

! So my friend, who has always been
i more a changemaker than a filmmak-
: er, asked one of the most progressive
: unions in the country, Local 1199 of

the hospital and health care workers,

: to lean on the New York City hospi-
i tal system for a job for the man. They
¢ delivered, and he got out and made a
: new life for himself and his family.

i As uplifting as that story was, it is not
: only Henry Robinson’s triumph that
: stays with me, 23 years later, but
i equally an image from the prison
i yard, during a recreation period,
¢ when the camera focused on inmates
¢ body-building. One, who like most of
i the others was black. lay on the
: ground lifting a barbell with huge
i weishts an it As the lens zoomed to a

The media
show how
we die, hut

seldom

how we live

tight close-up of his face, his cold
eyes and his seething whisper
smashed into America’s living room:
“I'm gettin’ ready,” he said. “I'm get-
tin’ ready for society.”

Two men, two approaches to the
future, two important truths — nei-
ther one done justice by the main-
stream daily news media. Nor is soci-
ety being done justice when the news
media fail to report on the economic
and social insanity of building more
prisons instead of investing in the
development of young people, their
families and communities.

The race-hate thing

In the late 1960s and early '70s a
grassroots film project called News-
reel distributed stories about life in
America, stories of a kind you never
see on the news. In one, a white man
in an Irish working-class neighbor-
hood of Philadelphia known as Kens-
ington leaned on a mop in his house
and told an interviewer the truth.

The neighborhood was changing from
white to black, courtesy of the greed
and malevolence of real estate opera-
tors who were blockbusting — scar-
ing whites to get them to sell cheap
and then reselling the homes to
blacks at exorbitant prices. The man,
who looked wasted though he hadn't
reached 40, pointed out the window
at a group of white teenagers and
said, “Know what those kids are
doin’? Waitin® for a black kid to
come by so they can jump him and

haat him an Van bame ahat alea?




