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Black Women & The Media

Solutions Toward A Social Change Agenda

Strategies for Utilizing Media for Solutions Toward Social Change

Overview The workshop Black Women and the Media (BWMN) focused on
a brief higoricd andyss and review of socio-economic issues surrounding
mess mediaz a wdl as draegies for utilizng media for socid
change/development. Our review spanned from 1894 - 1994, andyzing what
solutions toward a socid change agenda had worked in the past and what
wasn't working. The theme "What is the Influence of Media on Black Women
and How Can Black Women Have More Control Over the Media" was the
main question given out in a forum of 175 attendees. The forum was cregied
in such a way tha the influence of mass-media on black women could be
examined dosdy through critical didogue, with a purposve sampling of
black women from across the United States. In addition, a pane of black
women who worked in the media presented their experiences as a frame of

reference from the producer's sde of the sory.



EStereotyp&s frame the medids point of reference and is therefore detrimenta
t.o black women's persond and socid development. There were four pandists
and a moderator, each panelis made a brief presentation, followed by a
question and answer period. The workshop contained approximately 170
participants, approximatey 95% of which were black women, 80 names and
addresses were collected. We gathered signatures and evauation cards for a
summary report and database to continue to Srategize for effective methods in
utilizing media for socid change. Development of this workshop was an
outgrowth of my thess "Building a Media Center for Homicide Prevention
and Community Devdopment.” While | had spent ten years doing
independent research and collecting data, the Department of Urban Studies
and Paming Community Fdlows Program, a Massachusetts Inditute of
Technology, enabled me over the course of a year, to finite the raw data into a
piece of scholarly work. | am in the process of revisng the initid draft. The
nature of the research was community based (discusson group oriented)
workshops, of 20-60 black and Latino youths and adults. However this forum,
condging of professonds in the fidd and an audience from a variety of
backgrounds, dlowed me to facilitate a broad-based discusson about the
media. The results of this workshop will be added to the revison of my thess
S0 that it may continue to be used for discussons, workshops, reference and/or
traning materid, for professond devdopment and practicd skills building.
An abbreviated transcript of the workshop has been taken from audiotapes
(tapes are not dissemination quality). The god of this workshop paper is to
examine 1) draegies to use media for postive image-development, problem:
solving, and community socidization; and 2) the devdopment of a media
organization as a vehicle to move forth this issue. My deepest gratitude goes
to the countless people who have so generoudy assisted, and unfalingly
encouraged me in this mgor underteking. Introduction "The media ae
gengdly seen as functioning as an agency of socidization in two ways. On
one hand, reinforces exiding vaues and datitudes. For example, attitudes a

person may have regarding ancother racid group are reinforced when smilar



vadues and dtitudes ae expressed in the media implicitly as wel as
explicitly. On the other hand media may function as a source of norms and
vaues. In other words, the media may provide the initid definitions of socid
phenomena. One student argued that where loca cultures offer no socid guide
for what is good or bad in a particular Situation, the media may reach a person
directly and cary heavy weght in such vadue ddfinition” Dr. Wornie L.
Reedl Media has dways been used to educate and therefore socidize the
American public. The firg concepts of media were pantings of scenes
depicted on cave wals. Eventudly there were scrolls of papyrus which
evolved into paper, and animated drawings which evolved into film and
televison. Our socidization as human beings has been handed down from
generation to generation usng these forms of media to clearly illusrae our
thoughts, history and values. Those who have had control over the media,
have had control over journdizing life, however they saw fit to do so. Save
traders successfully initisted the practice of udng mass-media to create
dereotypes. They marketed and sold blacks by defining them for menid work
roles, propagating lack of intdligence, animdigdic physca drength, and
vapidity. During the Industrid Revolution, when the least privileged European
immigrant women relegated to the mills were recognized as a working dass,
athough poor; black women were denied even this social status. Today, the
reSdua effects of: the African dave trade, the Industrid Revolution, and the
exploitation of capitdism bring new paadigms to bear on the black
community; and black women in particular. There is a dtrange paradox tha
lies in the dichotomy between advertisers and their host media regarding their
repective views of women of color. To the advertiser she is a glamorized shill
and the dedgnated belwether of a $216 billion market (National Urban
League 1994). On the other hand, in the editorid world-view she is presented
consgently as abused, wefare-dependant, and doomed. Sexy marketing tool
or socia problem? In their respective spheres these images have become
accepted and exploited by marketers and editoria boards. That both mages
are without subgtantive redlity has not prevented them from becoming cliches.



i’hat both images are s0 extremdy contradictory has not prevented them from
llaeing reconciled in the American consciousness. In the 1980's the two
extremes-victim and consumer have been melded into that favorite scapegoat
of politicd right, the Wedfae Queen. My continuing search through
maingream media surveys, print, radio, televison and movies repeatedly
prove mandream medids limitations in interpreting  black  culture.
Dexcriptions of the black community, its women and children depend on
limited evauations of a crimind dement. Articles are written which show no
belief that disenfranchised black children or their parents will grow into
contributing dtizens Tdevision and movies depend on print media for
research maerids. Stereotypes are cinemdicdly given vdidity when people
buy the myths through movies and televison. Funding and research to
solutions to problems in the black community are based on this fdse
information. Stereotypes exacerbate, black youths become angrier and more
disllusoned &out socid change Anger and disllusonment ae read as
vdidity to the stereotypes, thus the cycle perpetuates. And the communication
gap between the media and the masses becomes ever-widening. According to
Presdent Bill Clinton, "beyond the underclass we now have an outer-class.”
However, black owned newspapers and periodicas write about black women
and enable us to trace more accuratdy trends in their unique history and
development. First as mothers, wives and co-workers in the dave fidds during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and later as soldiers, politicians, and
other professionds in thriving black families and communities throughout the
nineteerth and twentieth centuries. Typicaly, black women who drive for
nontraditiona socid roles or careers are often racidly and socidly isolated in
the workplace. This socid and racid isolation from the community and family
generates high degrees of dress and diendtion. It is vaidating when black
publications portray black women as toughing it out, surviving downszing,
having a drong fath and resliency and overcoming tremendous odds.
Thoughtful people everywhere are becoming aware of the need for media
reform. Groups and individuals are taking positive action. From 1984 to 1994,



| interviewed agpproximatdy 1500 youths and adults in Public Schools,
workshops and conferences, on the subject of media and its influence. Many
commondlities and themes emerged. Three key highlights (2 observations and
1 recommendation) are included here for the purpose of this paper. 1. The
Influence of media is undeniable (i.e. print, radio, tdevison and movies) on
the socidization process. 2. Under norma circumstances black women
affected by negative media have no voice. Additiondly, media often holds
black women responsible for the negative or stereotyped behavior it portrays
of black men and youths. 3. Egtablish an oversght committee to monitor mass
media with a nandate to conduct, on a yearly bads, a critica review of media

reporting and provide recommendations.

Workshop Presenters : Moderator: Paula Robinson, Marketing Specidist
Pandist: Sarah Ann Shaw, News Reporter, Channd 4 Pandigt: Beth Deare,
Independent Flm Producer Pandist: Elaine Ray, Editorid Board, The Bosion
Globe Pandigt: Laura Brown, Independent Televison Producer. Audience
174 participants.

BLACK WOMEN AND THE MEDIA; and strategies for utilizing media
for SOLUTIONS TOWARD A SOCIAL CHANGE AGENDA.

Introduction, Paula: | have sdected a group of paneists whom | have
known and respect the work of, and who can spesk to some of the issues.
They will hep us move forward into the year 2000, beginning with redefining
how women, and especidly, how black women are portrayed. Were going to
review how weve been dereotyped; and what weve being doing to cresate
"socid-change movements' over the past 100 years. We will adso review how
our images and persondities can be defined and re-defined in the future; and
what impact we can have in shaping that perspective. My background is in
Marketing. This fied has given me a lot of ingght about how we are viewed
as an audience by: people who define us, people who try to sdl us things and



E)eople who leverage things for or againg us. With your hep we can begin to
define wha the next dep is in changing dereotypes. Thank you.

SARAH ANN SHAW: Weél, good morning! | can't tel you about the past
100 years but | can cetanly tel you about my experience for the past 25
years a Channd 4 in Bogton. I'm one of the "Affirmative Action Reporters™ |
was hired a Chand 4 when managers a this daion, like many detions
across the country looked up and said, my God, people are rioting in the
streets. Black people are rioting and we don't have any black reporters to send
out there, we don't have any community contact! Prior to joining Channd 4, |
had done some work for Channe 2, the educational dtetion in town, and had
been working for the anti-poverty program, etcetera. | had never thought
about being a reporter, my training is in sociology believe it or not, but they
sad: "We want someone who has a background in Urban socid problems’. |
figured it couldnt be as hard as brain surgery, that | could do it, so | accepted
the job. Wdl, when | fird went to Channd 4, two people in the community
could cdl the dation and say, we are having a news conference and they
would immediately rush out to cover it. In those days, the early 60's, and the
late 70's guilt propelled media to cover dories. Over the years that guilt has
disspated, and | am ashamed to tdl you today that Channel 4 has not come to
this conference at MIT, 0 that is where we have come from 69-94. In terms
of Black women on teevision: unfortunaidy the mgority of Black women
that you see, with a few exceptions, are women who are grieving because their
child has been shot; a woman who is poor and on welfare; a woman who is
homdess in other words an African American woman with trouble or in
trouble. Occasondly, you will see a woman who is the head of an agency; a
woman who has been accepted as a community activit; or a woman
politician; these are people who become identified and are approached dl the
time by the media. Now one of my roles at the dation is to be sort of a gad fly,
to be ther conscience. So I'll say, "wait a minute, you're doing a sory that
relates to the Caribbean, your doing a story that relates to South Africa, there



are women, there are men, who know about this who are, perhaps, from the
country. Why don't we get them to be our expert instead of a white person?’
And they say, "oh wdl, we know s0 and s0." So | say, "it doesnt matter if you
know s0 and S0, having this person as an expert can give you a different
perspective” For a little while there will be an effort to bring in other kinds of
experts and then it returns to where it was before. Community dtories redly
arent news any more. Trying to change conditions redly isn't news anymore,
and that is unfortunate from my vantage point. Because young people who
watch televison, when they see images on a regular bass which are more
negative than they are podtive, canot gat to deveop a sense of knowing
who they are and what their people have accomplished. And unless we as a
people sart demanding through a variety of different ways, which will be part
of the later discusson, that some of this change, we are going to have a
generation of young people who are not going to know who they are-and what
they have accomplished. It is difficult for me being a tdlevison reporter now-
adays, because the things that are important to me are often not that important
to younger people who come into the business. A lot of the young people who
have come into the business weren't born during the 60's, so what happened
then is old news. What is important to them now is where am | going and,
sort of being more amenable to wha management wants. As a result, you
don't have unity within dtations. To a great degree, people say in concert, this
is what we should be doing. But, only on rare occasons do you have people of
color working together toward a shared god: of better coverage, to hire more
minorities, and more fairness. | dont know what the solution is, | hope that we

can find one during the quetion and answer  period.

ELAINE RAY: I'm on the editorid board of the Boston Globe. | not redly
sure how | ended up in the busness, accept that, well, my faher was a
Newspaper person. He worked for the Pittsburgh Courier which was, during
the 40s and 50's, one of the premier voices of protest among the Black

Newspapers in the country. My mother, who was a socia worker and a



t'eecher, would not miss an opportunity to tell me not to become a teacher or a
éocial worker. '‘Go into some other business, because there are too many black
women in teaching and in socid work,” shed say. And | like to write, my
inclination probably would have been to write poetry-but it was dso indilled
in me, paticularly by my mother, that | needed to be able to eat and survive-
0 | ended up in publishing. One of my earliest recollections of images in the
print media was a cover on Ebony Magazine that asked the question: "Are
Negro Girls Getting Prettier? And it sort of suggested that somehow we
needed to, and that we weren't-but maybe there was hope for us yet. | was in
High School in 1970, when the firg issue of "Essence' Magazine came out.
Findly, it was a magazine who's premise was that black women had dways
been beautiful and that was very &firming. | ended up going to Essence to
work severd years laier. And dthough there were times when the magazine
might have gone very far in another direction to protect the image of black
women; | think there was a conscientious effort, and I'm sure there 4ill is, to
present black women-not only as beautiful but dso multi-dimensond. They
presented various professons, vaious har textures, various skin colors,
various economic levels, various points of view, sexud orientation, the whole
gamut. It was a very affirming experience to be able to work somewhere
where the effort was to counter negative images that were in the white and
some of the Black, media | started out not in newspapers or magazines, but in
book publishing. My firs job was a Houghton Mifflin on Beacon Stredt, in
the Art department of the textbook division. Their effort was to make sure that
there were a percentage of: AfricanrAmericans, Latinos, Asans or other, and
whites, in every textbook . And, it was supposed to be 50% fmale and 50%
male. The art editors were extremely resstant and resentful that they had to be
conscious of this. That was in 1976, and things have not changed, as | can tell,
in the media in generd. So imagine my shock when | ended up on the
Editorid Board of the Boston Globe where, among seven or eight editorid
board members, | was the only person of color-I ill am; and one of only two

women, there are now three. Imagine being a a Newspaper that has



demondrated time and time again that it just doesn't get it when it comes to
images of black people and black women? As a member of the Editorid
Boad, and a member of the daff a the Globe | find mysdf congtantly
sending messages to editors. For instance, there was a caendar for mothers
day with little pictures (they were dl kinda weird), but al of the Black women
hed redly round faces, big smiles and they looked liked "Topsy." Severa of
us sent massages to the editor of the cadendar, to the designer, and nobody
seemed to understand why we were 0 upset. This is the most disheartening
thing, because you hope that a least if you cdl their atention to it, they wont
do it again. But the problem is, that often times, they don't understand what
the problem is It is a condant Sruggle, for ingance saying in an editorid
board meeting: "The next time you write something about the Ferndd School
and the radiation experience, or the radiation experiments, please make sure to
mention that Hazed O'Leary has done a great job." | dont think that anybody
would have to remind them to say that some white mae cabinet person or
adminigration person did a good job. But they need a congtant reminder that
they need to affirm black women when they do a good job. Imagine that.

BETH DEARE: Bagcdly, | wanted to bring a couple of ideas to the table
today, one of them was a project that | was involved in for the past three or
four years, actudly much longer, that turned out to be one of the greatest
plessures of my life. | was involved in the meking of a film for the American
Experience Series on P.B.S, which basicdly reviewed the participation of
people of color, primarily Black people in the media and in film making. | did
know a lot of the higtory, | admit, | am a higory buff, but there were so many
Sde aspects of this and | thought it was important to share some of this story.
This is a wonderful cross generationd audience, there are probably a lot of
people here who do remember something about Race Movie Higtory. But for
those of you that don't know: the Race Movie industry itsdf represents the
making of film by, for, and about black people distributed through a black
network. It was an industry which thrived here in America between 1910 and



i950 where over 500 or more films were made; feature length dlent and
t.dkie And in addition, those films were shown throughout a network of,
between 500 and 800, black owned theaters. Cities like Cleveland and
Chicago might have 10-15 Black owned theaters named after people like
Booker T, Lincoln, etc. Anytime you go through town and see movie theaters
named after people that sound right to you, those were more than likely black
theaters at one time. It is very interesting how many people are not aware that
the Lincoln down on Broad street used to be a totadly Hdack owned theater, and
part of a chain of black owned theaters, that stretched from north to south and
east to west in America In response to the kind of negative imagery that
prevaled even from the very beginning of film making in America, black
people were there. They were on the front line saying, oh no buddy, your not
going to make a movie about me and have me look like a fool, or misrepresent
my family, or my culture, or my issues, without a response. And the way in
which black people responded was in the making of what is known today as
Race Movies. These movies were in fact financed by black people, they issued
stocks, they made corporations. Just like in a current movie where you see
Amblin Entertainment, presents a Warner Brothers Production, by Stephen
Soidberg and dl of his friends, that same thing has been going on for a long
time. The bottom line is that as a people, we have had the energy, the
"wherewithd", the socid consciousness, the commitment, the taent, the skill
and the equipment. There were black film sudios in Philadephia, Chicago,
New York and Cdifornia, actud <udios that looked just like Twentieth
Century Fox looks today. Now there are some eements in terms of the tide of
the times and change that affected what we now view as Race Movies. A lot
of tha had to do with the complete and totd domination of the American
theater by the Hollywood studios. So that the more theaters they owned, the
fewer black movies they were obliged to show. The other thing that
tremendoudy affected us toward the end of the race movie era was the second
world war, which took many of our film makers out of the country, onto the
battlefiddds, and then when they came back-integration. So black folks that
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had been confined for Sxty or seventy years to a little mom and pop black
owned theater could now go to 42nd Street; and for many that was what they
had yearned and longed for. Little did we know that it would in effect cut off
our avenue of seeing films produced by and for us, and financed by and for us.
Because this conference is about women, | would like to say that it was not
just a man's battle that was being fought. Much of the money that made these
early Race Movies, came out of the black womens community. There was a
black womens club movement tha played a very prominent role in
"defending our name." Thank you.

LAURA BROWN: During my 3 and 1/2 years producing black public affairs
programs for Channel 5: | learned that we didn't use Rap music, because Rap
music wasn't acceptable to white men. We had to focus on people of lighter
tones, because darker toned people were hard to light and that upset our
technicians. We shied away from didects because they posed for problems for
generd viewers. When we looked for individua spokes-persons for certain
issues, it was asked: "How many degrees were they layered with?' Not: "How
active they have been in the cause?' So unfortunately, we people of color
became colorless and lifeless on our own shows. | was surprised in the fidd,
by how many more white people knew more about our programming than we
did, and | learned that it was because we werent watching. Black Public
Affairs programs were set up to baance the images that we see of ourselves
on the news and prime time TV, yet they were placed in time dots that
everyone forgot. The shows ared when we were out doing our shopping, in
church, or taking care of our families And that is somewhat disconcerting.
But 4ill Sarah Ann, and S0 many of the others who remain in the dtations (and
there are fewer and fewer as each day passes), are people who desire to bring
out our diverdty and the range of our experience. And | believe that their task
is important. It seems as if blacks are shown more and more on television, but
in redity our numbers are dwindling; we reached our peak of appearances on
tdevison in the middle 80s. Since then we have been diminishing within the
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:'stations, and were not being replaced, because of "fiscd tightening."
IIDrogramming is dissppearing because the Feded Communications
Commisson (FCC), no longer regulates community programming. And we
ae not in pogtions, increesingly, to make decisons about putting forth our
voices. Today it is redly necessary to go back to the lessons that we learned
from the 1960's. Then, we came together to form communities, to creste
clubs, and to monitor programming. We banded together to demand that
dations have blacks indde of them working, that our programming remans,
and tha more programming was developed with our needs in mind. In the

end, my message is a tone of setting one, we must control our images.
WORKSHOP OUTCOMES

At the end of the session, approximately 50% of the index cards handed out
were returned, some had quesions and responses  ranging  from:
recommendations to esablish an oversght committee to dandardize a
performance review process for al mass media; to usng a database as a
source of fundraisng through a newdetter and membership dues. In addition
participants wanted workshops to build practical sKkills, to better utilize the
media in order to help the disadvantaged.

CONCLUSIONS

Generdly it was felt that public and private networks have been unsuccesstul
with long-term interventions, because of a dependence on sporadic funding,
andlor a lack of community based support. Each of the pandists
acknowledged the need to form committees and clubs to put forth black
voices, and to monitor programming. Additiondly, that media outlets make a
conscientious effort to increase blacks in management postions, and require
editors to include people of color as experts for their research and discussons,
according to the racid compogtion of the dories. All participants fdt that in
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order to show the black community as multi-dimendond and culturdly
diverse, mass-media should develop more community contact that it may
educate itsdf about covering events important to the community. There
should dso be more affirmation of black people who do good work. In
response to negative imagery, blacks should take persond resporshility for
the way their images are portrayed by developing televison productions, films
and other media They should dso finance and show them in time dots and
digribution  centers desgned for black culture and  lifestyles

RECOMMENDATIONS

1) Edablish a community based committee who's purpose is to develop a
busness plan, which deals consgent long-tem financing and
responsbilities of a media center.

2) Develop an organizationa vehicle to carry forth the busness plan using
communication from reddents and inditutions as raw data to move the

organization forward.

Endnote 1. Introduction "Racid Stereotyping: The Role of the Media"
February, 1990 William Monroe Trotter Inditute, Univerdty  of
Massachusetts/Boston.



