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XV. Upending White Supremacy in Newsrooms

JOURNALISTS OF COLOR LEAD THE WAY

Black journalists at The New York Times took to Twitter

on June 3 to denounce an editorial by Sen. Tom Cotton
(R—Arkansas) the paper had published that day. Cotton’s
Op-Ed, “Send in the Troops,” advocated for military force
to put down the nationwide uprisings and trample people’s
constitutional right to protest — a fascist stance that
directly endangered Black lives.!

Times staffers tweeted a screenshot of the column’s
headline with the message “Running this puts Black
@NYTimes staff in danger.”

More than 1,000 Times staffers signed a letter denouncing
the column’s misinformation and the paper’s decision to
publish the piece.?

The paper’s editorial-page editor, James Bennet, initially
defended the decision, stating on Twitter that “Times
Opinion owes it to our readers to show them counter-
arguments, particularly those made by people in a position
to set policy.”

He added “[ We] understand that many readers find
Senator Cotton’s argument painful, even dangerous. We
believe that is one reason it requires public scrutiny and
debate.”*

But during a staff meeting, it emerged that the editorial
page had solicited Cotton’s Op-Ed and that Bennet had not

read it before it was published. Soon after the meeting, he
resigned.®

On June 5, the Times placed an editorial note on the online
version of the column that read “we have concluded that
the essay fell short of our standards and should not have
been published.“®

Meanwhile, journalists of color at The Philadelphia Inquirer
revolted after the paper ran a June 2 headline that read
“Buildings Matter, Too” for a story about buildings
damaged during the demonstrations. The paper faced an
immediate internal backlash against this co-opting of the
term “Black Lives Matter.”

The next day, journalists of color at the Inquirer published
an open letter to the editor that spoke of the anger and
frustrations they’d experienced at the paper:

We’re tired of hasty apologies and silent corrections
when someone screws up. We're tired of workshops
and worksheets and diversity panels. We’re tired of
working for months and years to gain the trust of our
communities — communities that have long had good
reason to not trust our profession — only to see that
trust eroded in an instant by careless, unempathetic
decisions.
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Jazmine Hughes @jazzedloon - Jun 3, 2020
Replying to @jazzedloon
Running this put Black @nytimes staff in danger.

Opinion

Tom Cotton: Send In the Trg ),

Jazmine Hughes
@jazzedloon
To be clear, this story endangers *all* black people, NYT
staffers and not. But for this, this is a labor issue. This is our

livelihood. This is embarrassing.
8:05 PM - Jun 3, 2020

O 32K O 366 people are Tweeting il

marc tracy & v
@marcatracy
NEW: Times spokeswoman sends mea culpa
We've examined the piece and the process leading up to its publication.
This review made clear that a rushed editorial process led to the
publication of an Op-Ed that did not meet our standards. As a result,
we're planning to examine both short term and long term changes, to
include expanding our fact checking operation and reducing the number
of Op-Eds we publish.

6114 PM - Jun 4, 2020 @

QO 86K O 3.2K people are Tweeting about this
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It’s no coincidence that communities hurt by systemic
racism only see journalists in their neighborhoods
when people are shot or buildings burn down. It takes
commitment to correct and improve that relationship.
It is an insult to our work, our communities, and our
neighbors to see that trust destroyed — and makes us
that much more likely to face threats and aggression.
The carelessness of our leadership makes it harder to
do our jobs, and at worst puts our lives at risk.

We’re tired of shouldering the burden of dragging

this 200-year-old institution kicking and screaming
into a more equitable age. We're tired of being told of
the progress the company has made and being served
platitudes about ‘diversity and inclusion’ when we raise
our concerns. We’re tired of seeing our words and
photos twisted to fit a narrative that does not reflect
our reality. We're tired of being told to show both sides
of issues there are no two sides of.

Things need to change.”

That same day, the paper issued a public apology for the
headline:

The Philadelphia Inquirer published a
headline in Tuesday’s edition that was
deeply offensive. We should not have
printed it. We’re sorry, and regret that we
did. We also know that an apology on its
own is not sufficient.

The headline accompanied a story on the
future of Philadelphia’s buildings and civic
infrastructure in the aftermath of this
week’s protests. The headline offensively
riffed on the Black Lives Matter movement,
and suggested an equivalence between

the loss of buildings and the lives of black
Americans.

That is unacceptable. ...

Finally, we apologize to Inquirer journalists,
particularly those of color, who expressed
sadness, anger, and embarrassment in

a two-hour newsroom-wide meeting
Wednesday. An enormous amount of
pressure sits on the shoulders of black and

brown Inquirer journalists, and mistakes
like this, made by the publication they work
for, are profoundly demoralizing. We hear
you and will continue to listen as we work to
improve.?

The following day, dozens of journalists of color called
in sick in protest. And two days later, the Inquirer’s top
editor, Stan Wischnowski, resigned.’ In addition, more
than 40 community leaders and social-justice groups
— including the Philadelphia Association of Black
Journalists, the Asian American Journalists Association
Philadelphia, and the National Association of Hispanic
Journalists (Philadelphia chapter) — have called on the
paper to “nurture deep relationships with the community
and develop a community-first, anti-racist newsroom
philosophy.”*

On the West Coast, Black and Latinx journalists are
challenging The Los Angeles Times management and
ownership to address its lack of newsroom diversity, the
coverage of communities of color and the treatment of
journalists of color.

A June 24 article about the conflict revealed that out of
more than 500 journalists who work at the paper, 61
percent are white even though white people make up just
26 percent of Los Angeles County. This stands in contrast
to Latinx reporters, who make up just 13 percent of
newsroom staff but almost half of the county population.
And the paper employs just 26 Black journalists, which
accounts for just 5 percent of the newsroom staff.™

The story described how “internal critics” view the
changes that have taken place at the paper over the
years. They believe the outlet has “reinforced an internal
hierarchy that put people of color at a disadvantage”

and created a “tiered newsroom, where veteran editors
and reporters, who are largely white, have relied on a
secondary class of primarily younger, less-experienced
Latino, Asian and Black reporters who are paid
significantly less than older counterparts.”*

Current and former Black Los Angeles Times journalists
used the hashtag #BlackatLAT on Twitter to call out

the paper’s mistreatment. The L.A. Times Guild’s Black
Caucus also wrote a letter to the paper’s owner, Dr. Patrick
Soon-Shiong, and noted that “the nation’s reckoning over
race has put a much-needed spotlight on inequities at The
Times.” Citing the 1992 riots in Los Angeles that followed
the acquittal of police officers who had beaten Rodney
King, they declared:
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We are in a crisis and it is not new. Those
of us who have been here since the tumult
of 1992 say history is repeating itself. We
don’t have enough Black journalists — or,
more broadly, journalists of color — to
cover our overwhelmingly diverse city,
state and nation with appropriate insight
and sensitivity. And most of us who do
work here are often ignored, marginalized,
under-valued and left to drift along career
paths that leave little opportunity for
advancement. Meanwhile, we’re hearing the
same empty promises and seeing the same
foot-dragging from management.”"?

Among its demands, the Black Caucus urged the paper to
issue a public apology — “not just for the Black journalists
on staff, but for the communities that The Times has
maligned over the years with tone-deaf coverage that has
often inflamed racial tensions.”*

Additional demands included hiring 18 more Black
journalists over three years to reach parity with the
county’s Black population, rectifying pay disparities,

and improving coverage to capture the “nuance and
complexity” of communities of color — “in particular ...
the Black community,” which the company admitted was
an “untapped base of potential subscribers.” The “framing
and selection” of stories, the letter noted, were often
“designed mostly with a white audience in mind at the
expense of communities of color.”s

In an email to the staff in early June, Times Executive
Editor Norman Pearlstine wrote that as “protesters
are pushing America to examine how systemic racism
has shaped our institutions, we would be remiss in
not examining our own institution as well.”*® He also
acknowledged the paper’s history of harm:

The Los Angeles Times has a long, well-
documented history of fueling the racism
and cruelty that accompanied our city’s
becoming a metropolis. This publication
fomented the hysteria that led to Japanese
American incarceration, the Zoot Suit Riots,
redlining and racial covenants, and it turned
a blind eye to generations of police abuses
against minority communities. At its worst,
our coverage didn’t simply ignore people of
color — it actively dehumanized them. More

recently, we can be faulted for focusing on

a white subscriber base even as the city
became majority non-white. Our paper’s
history of addressing the concerns of people
of color in the newsroom has been equally
checkered. Our failures have caused pain for
staff past and present."”

The Los Angeles Times is hardly alone when it comes to
ignoring the Black community and other communities of
color — and in catering to white readers who are regarded
as a more desirable demographic for advertisers to target.'

This is an issue that deserves greater attention since it
shows the history of discriminatory business practices

of many news outlets that have refused to deliver their
papers to poor communities and communities of color.”
In 1996, The Washington Post’s Geneva Overholser wrote
that many newspapers had “essentially adopted red-
lining: They simply cease to serve areas of little interest to
advertisers.”? It should come as no surprise that this kind
of prejudice would also extend to how Black journalists
are treated within their newsrooms and questioned about
their ability to objectively cover their own communities.

In 2020, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette’s managing editor

told two Black journalists — reporter Alexis Johnson and
Pulitzer Prize-winning photojournalist Michael Santiago —
that they could no longer cover the local uprisings due to
tweets each had posted.

Johnson posted a sarcastic tweet on May 31 that included
a picture of a parking lot filled with trash. It read:
“Horrifying scenes and aftermath from selfish LOOTERS
who don’t care about this city!!!!! .... oh wait sorry. No,
these are pictures from a Kenny Chesney concert tailgate.
Whoops.”*!

Following this tweet, the managing editor told Johnson
she couldn’t cover the uprisings. The paper also pulled
Santiago from covering the protests after he tweeted his
support of Johnson. Since then, he has taken a buyout and
left the paper.*

A lawsuit Johnson filed accused the Post-Gazette of
violating her civil rights and noted that reporters at the
paper “who spoke out publicly against discrimination and
hate after the 2018 shootings at the Tree of Life synagogue
— which did not involve actions by police directed at
African Americans — were not removed from covering
that story.”?
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In 2018, a gunman shot and killed 11 Jewish
worshippers.*

Unlike other newspapers whose editors apologized,
responded or resigned, the Post-Gazette dug in. Executive
Editor Keith Burris appeared on Laura Ingraham’s Fox
News program to defend the paper against the so-called
“Twitter mob.”?® He also claimed in a column that he was
simply upholding journalism ethics.*

Burris hardly has any credibility on this front: In 2018,
when he was the editorial-page editor, he wrote a column
defending Trump’s racist comments after the president
questioned why the United States should allow immigrants
from “shithole countries” like El Salvador and Haiti to
enter the country. Burris argued that “calling someone a
racist is the new McCarthyism.”*”

Black journalists have long been accused of bias and the
inability to “objectively” cover their own communities.

White news-media companies have sought to protect a

white-racial hierarchy by demanding objectivity that by
default centers whiteness.

“Since American journalism’s pivot many decades ago
from an openly partisan press to a model of professed
objectivity, the mainstream has allowed what it considers
objective truth to be decided almost exclusively by white
reporters and their mostly white bosses,” wrote Wesley
Lowery, a Black journalist who won a Pulitzer Prize at The
Washington Post in 2016 for his investigative reporting on
police killings.

Lowery continued:

[T]hose selective truths have been
calibrated to avoid offending the
sensibilities of white readers. On opinion
pages, the contours of acceptable public
debate have largely been determined
through the gaze of white editors.

The views and inclinations of whiteness
are accepted as the objective neutral.
When black and brown reporters and
editors challenge those conventions, it’s
not uncommon for them to be pushed
out, reprimanded or robbed of new
opportunities.”

Lowery left the Post after repeated run-ins with Executive
Editor Marty Baron that placed his job in jeopardy over

his comments on Twitter on such issues as journalism and
race.” He is now a CBS News correspondent.

The view that whiteness is the default objective neutral —
or normal — has also been the unwritten but understood
focus of noncommercial public broadcasters. It’s why
major public-broadcasting stations are also facing their
own newsroom reckonings.®

Julie Drizin, executive director of Current — a nonprofit
news outlet covering public media — wrote in late June:

We hold these truths to be self-evident:
Public media has a whiteness problem. You
know this. Everybody knows it, especially
people of color. The vast majority of our
stations and organizations fail to adequately
reflect their communities or the country.
We lack representation of people of color in
our leadership, staffing, newsrooms, voices
on air, sources, coverage and — no surprise
here — audiences.*

New York’s WNYC — the most listened-to public-radio
station in the country — is one of the outlets that’s
struggling to reflect the communities they serve. The
New York Times reported in July that more than 145
staffers at WNYC signed an open letter to the station’s
top management and board of trustees calling for a more
diverse staff and for the immediate hiring of two Black
reporters and two Black producers. The letter came in
response to WNYC'’s decision to hire Audrey Cooper — a
white woman and the former editor-in-chief of The San
Francisco Chronicle — as its new editor-in-chief.*

Last year, The New York Times reported that WNYC'’s
staffers had urged the station’s leadership to hire a person
of color who understood the city and had public-radio
experience. But instead, the station hired Cooper — who
lacked public-radio experience and did not meet the staff
request that the station hire someone who understood the
city (Cooper grew up in Kansas and worked and lived in
California).?

In 2017, WNYC let go three hosts following accusations of
sexual harassment and discrimination. This included John
Hockenberry, host of The Takeaway.

During his WNYC tenure, several employees and a guest
on his show said that Hockenberry had sexually harassed
them. He also bullied and made sexist and racist remarks
to Black women who were his colleagues, such as Rebecca
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Carroll, and former co-hosts such as Farai Chideya and
Adaora Udoji — both of whom left the show due to his
behavior.?* The contract of Celeste Headlee, a multiracial
woman, was not renewed after she filed a formal grievance
against Hockenberry for his abusive conduct. The
following year, Laura Walker — who has been criticized
for failing to address the harms taking place at the station
— announced she was departing as the chief executive and
president of New York Public Radio, which owns WNYC.

“What really did put a dagger through my heart was when
I went to Laura,” said Chideya. “I went straight to the top.
I said this is what happened and she said it was horrifying,
but with a certain — I'm just going to be blunt here —
theatrical finality that sort of implied that this is not to be
discussed again.”®

Meanwhile on WNYC’s The Takeaway, now hosted by
Tanzina Vega, the show’s executive producer, Lee Hill,
discussed the challenges he had faced as the first Black
person in the newsroom at Colorado Public Radio. There,
he was the only person assigned “any sort of diversity
work” and was once asked by a colleague if they could
grab a beer so that person could “try to understand what it
is like to be Black in America.”?®

Hill was also told that he sounded “weird” on the air even
though he had on-air experience at NPR prior to arriving
in Colorado.?”

“I'am in an executive role now and I love this job,” said
Hill. “But I have to say that it was one of my motivations
for getting off the air. I felt really damaged by that
experience.”38
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XVI. Are Newsrooms Ready to Make Things Right?

REPAIRING HARM AND REDISTRIBUTING POWER

As Black journalists and other journalists of color are
heroically speaking up, many white media institutions
are showing just how unprepared or unwilling they have
been to deal with a country that is becoming Blacker and
Browner every day.

In June, the Associated Press announced a change to its
influential stylebook, noting that it will start capitalizing
“Black” when used “in a racial, ethnic or cultural sense.”
This change is intended, the AP said, to “[convey]

an essential and shared sense of history, identity and
community among people who identify as Black, including
those in the African diaspora and within Africa.””

Many Black journalists had long advocated for this
change.® And since the uprisings began, hundreds of
newspapers and media outlets have announced their
own plans to make the same style change. In the same
announcement, AP also said it will capitalize the “I”
in Indigenous “in reference to original inhabitants of a
place.”

One of the outlets that will start capitalizing Black
and Indigenous is The Washington Post,*® which also
announced that it will hire more than a dozen new
positions that include journalists and editors.

“This is a historic moment in American history and in
race relations,” said Post Executive Editor Marty Baron. “It
requires us to re-examine our coverage and concentrate
resources on the issues of race, ethnicity and identity that
clearly deserve heightened attention. With this expansion,
we will be more inclusive in our journalism, providing
broader and deeper reporting that today’s social reckoning
demands.”™*

In a memo to its staff, The New York Times promised to
address issues of race within its newsroom.

“We have heard from many black colleagues, and other
people of color around the company, that they do not
feel sufficiently part of decision making, feel fully valued
in our culture, or see a clear path for advancement,” the
memo read.”

It also stated that the paper will address such concerns as
how to more fully represent people of color in leadership,
how to “hold leaders and managers across the company
accountable for progress” and how to ensure that coverage
serves a more diverse audience.®® The memo also

noted that the “entire top of the company — executive
committee members, masthead editors, desk heads and
department heads — will participate in training on racial
equity and inclusion.”™*

In a letter to the paper’s Black caucus and newsroom
staff, Los Angeles Times owner Dr. Patrick Soon-Shiong
apologized “for not advancing anti-racist priorities as
substantively and rapidly as we had dreamed” and made
a pledge that “we will do everything in our power to end
racism” at the paper. '°

He wrote that “a prejudiced set of structures and attitudes
for too long plagued cultures of journalism. Recognizing
the injustice of racial prejudice is the first step toward
reconciliation and change. At the Los Angeles Times, we
acknowledge a need for change.”1¢

He also stated: “We appreciate on a deeply personal

level the pain of explicit and unconscious racism; of
structural and interpersonal violence that is the legacy of
colonialism, slavery, and modern institutions designed to
disenfranchise,” Dr. Soon-Shiong wrote in recounting the
racism that he and his wife faced as teenagers in apartheid
South Africa.’”
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Dr. Soon-Shiong said the Times will hire more Black
journalists over the next 36 months, ensure pay equity and
address “unconscious bias” in its news coverage. As part
of these efforts, the editorial board will publish a story
documenting the paper’s history of racist coverage. '®

What'’s frustrating is that it has taken Black death and
suffering for these news organizations to commit to

the kind of changes that should have happened many
yesterdays ago. It has, after all, been more than 50 years
since the Kerner Commission released its historic report.

Since then, Black, Latinx, Asian American and Indigenous
journalists have created their own associations and have
held annual conventions and conferences over the past
half century that many executives from these powerful
white-controlled media institutions have attended. These
conversations about the need to integrate our nation’s
newsrooms and produce journalism that serves the Black
community’s information needs have been going on for
decades. But racial disparities in presence and power

remain.

Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting’s Janine Jackson calls
out these persistent inequities:

The Kerner report didn’t call for ‘diversity.’
It called for US journalism to de-center

its white male view. Media ‘report and
write from the standpoint of a white man’s
world.’ Coverage ‘reflects the biases, the
paternalism, the indifference of white
America.” And, the report said, this isn’t
just lamentable; it is ‘not excusable in an
institution that has the mission to inform
and educate the whole of our society.’

For Kerner, the meaningful representation
of Black people in editorial roles was not a
sop, or a nice thing to do, but a core value.
Inclusion was crucial as a means toward an
end — which was media that would ‘meet
the Negro’s legitimate expectations in
journalism.”"

As Jackson notes, the newsroom uprisings are another
reminder that the industry has never fully committed to
enacting the kinds of changes the Kerner Commission and
Black journalists have called for — and that “the demand is
not for more ‘diversity,” but for less white supremacy.”*

What'’s clear is that big media companies remain
committed to upholding and protecting their own white-
racial hierarchies. This is reflected in the poor treatment
of Black journalists in newsrooms and in how Black
communities are altogether excluded from newsgathering
processes.

In a New York Times column, journalist Soledad O’Brien
writes about the current newsroom uprisings and the
racism that journalists of color face. She said that when
she joined CNN as an anchor in 2003, it was “a great
opportunity to work with journalists at a network known
for its saturation coverage of news events.”

But she was troubled to see that news reports rarely
included people of color “unless they were about crime

or tragedy or poverty.” O’Brien, who has since left the
network, saw that “deeper reporting on our community
was often limited to Black and Hispanic history months —
a ‘special report’ that often felt more marginalizing than
special.”?!

O’Brien lays out why so many journalists of color have felt
compelled to speak out:

To be clear, this is not just about how
reporters of color are treated when they talk
about race in the newsroom. The thin ranks
of people of color in American newsrooms
have often meant us-and-them reporting,
where everyone from architecture critics

to real estate writers, from entertainment
reporters to sports anchors, talk about the
world as if the people listening or reading
their work are exclusively white.

There are simply not enough of us in the
newsroom to object effectively — not

in TV, print or online, certainly not in
management. So our only option is to mimic
the protester’s strategy: Talk directly to the
public and just talk loud.**
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XVII. THE STRUGGLES
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The activism of Black journalists and civil-rights groups
has played a critical role in challenging white news
outlets’ racism and policies that have promoted media
consolidation at the expense of the Black community.

Consolidated media power has curtailed Black people’s
ability to create and control the distribution of our own
narratives. Instead, our stories are too often told by other
people who get it wrong — which has caused us great
harm.

Due to structural racism in the media, Black people have
had to organize campaigns to pressure media outlets to
stop promoting racism and other forms of hate on their
platforms. One of the first examples of Black media
activism — during the early days of commercial radio

— took place in 1931. The Pittsburgh Courier launched a
campaign that called on the Federal Radio Commission —
a precursor to the FCC — to kick the racist Amos 'n Andy
program off the air.!

It was perhaps the first such campaign in our nation’s
history that called on regulators to take action against a
racist media program.

Half of the nation’s radio-listening audience tuned into
the nightly minstrel show. President Herbert Hoover
invited the white actors, who played the title characters, to

perform at the White House. The Courier collected more
than 700,000 signatures on its petition. But in 1932, the
FRC refused to take action.?

The Courier’s effort to engage and organize its readers to
hold media companies accountable in many ways was a
precursor to the online organizing taking place in the 21st
century by advocacy groups like Color Of Change and
Presente.org. Both organizations have used their online
platforms to hold powerful media figures accountable.

Presente.org’s campaign against the racist and anti-
immigrant comments of CNN host Lou Dobbs led to

his abrupt departure.®* And Color Of Change launched

a campaign that called on advertisers to boycott Glenn
Beck’s Fox News show in 2009 after he called Obama a
racist who had “a deep-seated hatred for white people.”
The campaign played a critical role in Beck’s departure
from the network.

The group also organized an advertisers’ boycott against
Fox News’ Bill O’Reilly in 2015 after he falsely claimed
that he had been attacked while covering the 1992 Los
Angeles uprising that followed the Rodney King verdict.
When sexual-harassment allegations surfaced against
O’Reilly in 2017, Color Of Change was well positioned to
pressure companies to stop advertising on the program.
Other advocacy groups, including CREDO and Ultraviolet,
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joined forces with Color Of Change. Ultraviolet sent a
letter to 21st Century Fox CEO James Murdoch signed
by more than 500 survivors of sexual assault calling
for O'Reilly’s firing. The pressure from all of these
organizations led to his firing.’

Efforts like these are crucial: The dehumanization of Black
people in the media has long fueled violence against Black
community and those who fight for racial justice. This
violence has also directly impacted members of the Black
press, who have played an indispensable and dissident
role in keeping the Black community informed about the
ongoing struggle for civil and human rights.

“The critical role of the black press in the
civil rights movement has not received

the attention it deserves,” writes Dorothy
Butler Gilliam, who worked at a Black
newspaper — Memphis’ Tri-State Defender
— after graduating from college in 1957.
“Black journalists put themselves on the
front lines of these stories before and
during the civil rights movement, doing the
work and putting their bodies in danger

so the sacrifices of activists would not go
unnoticed.”®

One of those journalists was L. Alex Wilson, the editor

of the Tri-State Defender, who traveled to Little Rock,
Arkansas, in 1957 along with other Black journalists to
cover the integration of Central High School by nine Black
students.” A white mob savagely beat Wilson — hitting
him in the head with a brick — in an attack that television
cameras captured.® In 1959, Wilson developed a “nervous

alignment,” and a year later, he died of Parkinson’s disease.

He was just 51 years old. His wife and friends believed
he developed Parkinson’s as a result of the injuries he
suffered in Little Rock.’

Today, Black journalists are using their platforms to
disrupt racist and stereotypical media narratives that

harm the Black community. And Black activists are using
the internet to challenge these narratives and to advocate
for the health and well being of their communities in the
struggle for media justice.
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XVIII. Black Activists Confront Online Gatekeepers

TECH IS NOT NEUTRAL

Malkia Devich-Cyril helped “coin the term ‘media justice’”
in 2002 and was the visionary lead founder and former
executive director of the Center for Media Justice. The
group, now known as MediaJustice, has had an enormous
impact on ensuring that the voices of diverse communities
— fighting for racial, economic, and gender justice — are
heard in the struggle for media access, control and power.
MediaJustice also leads a network of more than “100 social
justice, media, and arts organizations” that advocates “for
communication rights, access, and fair representation.””

And because of groups like MediaJustice, activists today
are fighting across the country to ensure the internet
remains a platform for Black organizing, storytelling and
liberation rather than oppression.

These efforts have taken many forms. Activists are calling
for affordable internet access for the Black community
and for the restoration of Net Neutrality rules. They're
challenging online government and corporate surveillance
of the Black community. And they’re fighting the
amplification of online white-supremacist hate that

harms the free-speech rights of Black people — and
disinformation campaigns aimed at suppressing the Black
vote.?

Like every other media platform that has been created
in our country, the internet has spawned an overflow of
racist narratives that powerful gatekeepers have amplified.

Big tech companies like Amazon, Facebook, Google and
Twitter have risen to dominance in this century while
profiting off of racism and other forms of hate — and
white supremacists use these platforms to organize,
fundraise, recruit and spread their racist ideology.?

By amplifying hateful content, tech corporations provoke
their users to ensure they stay engaged. This gives these
companies more data about ways to keep users glued to
their platforms — furthering the companies’ predatory
business goals.*

There is nothing neutral about online platforms. Their
harms are baked into their algorithmic designs and protect
a white-racial hierarchy. This algorithmic bias has resulted
in the spread of racist hate speech even as the posts of
Black users speaking out against racism are more likely to
be removed.®

Meanwhile, social-media giants like Facebook are among
the most powerful companies in the world. And they
have consolidated control over the social-media space —
giving them enormous power in determining how Black
voices are heard online. As media and tech activist Brandi
Collins-Dexter testified during a congressional hearing
earlier this year:

While the Internet has provided a means
for decentralized media voices to breathe
digital oxygen into emerging mobilization
efforts, it has also given rise to new tech
oligarchies and distortions of political
thought. Today, social media companies
have consolidated online media and are
now in control of how Black and other
marginalized voices are represented online.
Disinformers using media manipulation
tactics see social media platforms as an
integral part of their plan to destabilize the
work of organizers.*
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Collins-Dexter added that the “disappearance of
community-owned media, tech, and communications
infrastructure ha[s] further compromised the ability to
engage in safe and secure Black organizing.””

In recent years, racial-justice groups and activists have
pressured social-media companies like Facebook to
address algorithmic bias and remove hate speech, white-
supremacist content and disinformation campaigns, such
as voter-suppression efforts.® In 2018, Free Press, the
Center for American Progress and the Southern Poverty
Law Center launched the Change the Terms campaign
to crack down on hate. The coalition includes Color Of
Change, the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under
Law, MediaJustice, Muslim Advocates and the National
Hispanic Media Coalition.’

But companies like Facebook, one of the most powerful
companies in the world, have resisted removing such
content — even though the company knows its own
algorithms are recommending white-supremacist content
to users.?

The Wall Street Journal reported in May that in 2018,
Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg and senior executives
ignored an internal report from the company’s researchers
who found the site’s algorithms “exploit the human brain’s
attraction to divisiveness.” The report noted that if the
algorithms were “left unchecked,” there would continue to
be divisive content designed to draw users’ attention and
increase their “time on the platform.”'!

The paper also reported that a 2016 internal Facebook
report found that “64% of all extremist group joins
are due to our recommendation tools” and that “our
recommendation systems grow the problem.”'?

This helps explain why Facebook rarely removes
controversial and false posts by President Trump,
including those that violate its terms of service.

Facebook leaders decided to leave up a video that

Trump posted on his Facebook page in 2015 — during

the presidential race — where he called for a ban on

all Muslims entering the country.'* Meanwhile, a 2016
internal Facebook report found that dozens of Facebook
pages had spread misinformation about the election — but
the company had refused to remove most of these posts
out of the fear of angering Republican politicians.*

And now in 2020, Trump is continuing to spread lies and
disinformation about mail-in voting, falsely stating that it
will result in a “RIGGED” election due to alleged voting
fraud.”™

But when Trump used social media to incite violence
against demonstrators in Minneapolis during the George
Floyd uprisings last May, the pressure on Facebook and
Twitter to remove these posts intensified.'®

Trump called the demonstrators “THUGS” and said he
told Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz “that the Military is with
him all the way. Any difficulty and we will assume control
but, when the looting starts, the shooting starts.”"”

Twitter responded to the president’s racist tweet by hiding
his post — a first — and explaining why it violated the
company’s policies against the glorification of violence.?®
But Facebook refused to take action.

In fact, a Washington Post story revealed that Facebook
CEO Mark Zuckerberg told Trump that his post put the
company in a tough position. Trump then posted a new
comment to explain that his previous threat to deploy the
military was a warning. This gave Facebook the political
cover it needed. Zuckerberg explained that Trump’s

post would remain up since it served as “a warning” and
asserted that “people need to know if the government is
planning to deploy force.”*

Vanita Gupta of the Leadership Conference for Civil
and Human Rights, Sherrilyn Ifill of the NAACP Legal
Defense and Educational Fund and Rashad Robinson of
Color Of Change spoke with Zuckerberg about Trump’s
post. They were “disappointed and stunned by Mark’s
incomprehensible explanations”:

He did not demonstrate understanding of
historic or modern-day voter suppression
and he refuses to acknowledge how
Facebook is facilitating Trump’s call for
violence against protesters. Mark is setting
a very dangerous precedent for other voices
who would say similar harmful things on
Facebook.*

In late June, Facebook announced that it would now
remove posts — including ones from politicians — that
incite violence or attempt to suppress voting rights. It also
said that it would label posts, including political ads, that
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violate the company’s hate-speech policies.*

But as always with Facebook, there are loopholes —
especially for Trump. His previous posts threatening
violence and delegitimizing mail-in voting remain up.*

This episode demonstrates how big tech companies —

like other big media organizations before them — have
worked to appease the powerful in pursuit of their own
political and economic goals. These companies are part

of our nation’s white-power structure and protect a
white-racial hierarchy. The design of their algorithms has
resulted in weaponized narratives that dehumanize Black,
Latinx, Indigenous and Asian American people, the Black
LGBTQIA+ community and other marginalized groups and
identities.

In recent years, as criticisms against Facebook grew, the
company hired a Republican opposition research firm to
smear its vocal critics. The New York Times found that the
firm targeted billionaire philanthropist George Soros and
falsely claimed that he was the person behind the anti-
Facebook movement. The firm also urged reporters to
examine the financial ties of groups funded by the Soros
family or his foundation. One of these groups was Color
Of Change.®

In a blistering statement, Color Of Change’s Rashad
Robinson denounced Facebook for endangering the lives
of the organization’s employees:*

I want you to know that your public
relations campaign, built on dangerous
narratives and steadily pushed to right-
wing and mainstream media outlets,

has threatened the safety of my team

and countless others affiliated with the
organization. Over the last year, we have
seen a dramatic uptick in attacks to our
platform and death threats, against which
we have had to fortify ourselves. It is hard
to fully explain the terror that comes from
walking down the street by myself at night
and being approached by a white man
wearing camouflage, spouting details about
me and our organization while yelling
racist rhetoric. That is concerning enough,
but what keeps me up at night are the
untold risks to the people who do this work
alongside me.”

Even after Facebook’s smear campaign came to light,
racial-justice and civil-rights groups continued to engage
with Facebook despite their rightful mistrust of the
company.

In July 2020, Facebook released a final version of its
independent civil-rights audit, a project it initiated in
2018 at the request of civil-rights groups and members
of Congress.” Lead auditor Laura Murphy, a longtime
civil-rights and civil-liberties leader and former ACLU
legislative director, wrote that “Facebook’s approach

to civil rights remains too reactive and piecemeal” and
noted that civil-rights groups have grown “disheartened,
frustrated and angry after years of engagement.”*”

The auditors were also troubled after Facebook announced
in September 2019 that it would exempt politicians from
its third-party fact-checking program and after Zuckerberg
gave a speech the following month at Georgetown
University to amplify his prioritization of a definition of
free expression as a governing principle of the platform.”*®

In Murphy’s view, Zuckerberg’s speech revealed a
“selective view of free expression” and showed that
Facebook wasn’t willing to enforce its own policies when
it came to politicians’ posts. She wrote:

Elevating free expression is a good
thing, but it should apply to everyone.
When it means that powerful politicians
do not have to abide by the same rules
that everyone else does, a hierarchy of
speech is created that privileges certain
voices over less powerful voices. The
prioritization of free expression over all
other values, such as equality and non-
discrimination, is deeply troubling to the
Auditors.

Murphy noted that Facebook has been far too reluctant
to adopt strong rules to limit disinformation and voter
suppression.”?® Facebook’s failure to take down Trump
posts that seek to suppress the vote and threaten violence
against Black Lives Matter demonstrators troubled the
auditors and the broader civil-rights community.

“These decisions exposed a major hole in Facebook’s
understanding and application of civil rights,” Murphy
wrote. “While these decisions were made ultimately at
the highest level, we believe civil rights expertise was
not sought and applied to the degree it should have been
and the resulting decisions were devastating. Our fear
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was (and continues to be) that these decisions establish
terrible precedent for others to emulate.”

MediaJustice Executive Director Steven Renderos believes
that history will judge Zuckerberg harshly due to the
decisions he’s made.

“In the long through line of history, I think there have
been moments in which there are these kinds of forks

in the road of the right thing to do and the wrong thing

to do,” Renderos told Mother Jones. “This will be one of
those moments where you look back and you say Mark
Zuckerberg was on the wrong side of history here, just like
we look back and we say Bull Connor as that sheriff out in
Birmingham was wrong.”3!

Like Facebook, Twitter has long failed to crack down on
hate and protect marginalized communities. But in recent
months, activists’ efforts to hold Twitter accountable have
pushed the company to take action.

In 2019, the Change the Terms coalition — which has
denounced the company for allowing hate speech and
harassment to thrive on its platform — launched a
#StopRacistTwitter campaign calling on Twitter to ban
white supremacists. The coalition scored a victory in July

2020 when Twitter announced it was banning former
KKK Grand Wizard David Duke from its platform for
violating the company’s policies on hateful conduct.

Despite this move forward, “the company still has a long
way to go to rid racism and bigotry from its network,” said
Free Press Co-CEO Jessica J. Gonzalez, who co-founded
Change the Terms.*

Meanwhile, Duke’s social-media pages and posts still
remain up on Facebook, which has failed to take its own
auditors’ recommendations to prohibit content featuring
white-nationalist or separatist ideology.**

“The world’s largest tech companies have become
propagators of deadly information, while they
simultaneously profit from it,” wrote UCLA Professor
Safiya Noble. “They have long treated the world as their
private research lab while off-loading risk onto the public
and refusing to be held accountable for their business
practices.”

“We are at another pivotal moment of reckoning about

the immorality of our systems,” Noble continued, “and

it’s a good time to reimagine regulation, restoration and
reparation from Big Tech too.”3¢

As internet platforms provide more opportunities for people around the
world to connect, they have also provided a forum for certain groups to
spread hate, fear, and abusive behavior. The deadly neo-Nazi march in
Charlottesville, Virginia, was organized with the use of Facebook, PayPal,
and Discord. The violent Proud Boys group vets new applicants through
Facebook, and have seen an uptick in applications since summer 2018.

Some technology companies have made steps in the right direction to
reduce hateful activities online, but more work needs to be done.

—ChangeTheTerms.org
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In recent years, we have seen major essays by Black
journalists and writers that have broken through the
public consciousness during a moment when Black
activism is pushing our society and government to address
systemic racism. Despite the power inequities in our
nation’s newsrooms and in the United States at large, Black
journalists are still producing amazing work to tell the
story of who we are and how racism impacts us.

The New York Times’ 1619 Project, published in August
2019 and named after the year the first enslaved Africans
arrived in the English colony of Virginia, is one of

the latest examples of why we need Black journalistic
brilliance in newsrooms. The groundbreaking project,
conceived by The New York Times Magazine’s Nikole
Hannah-Jones, a Black woman, “aims to reframe the
country’s history by placing the consequences of slavery
and the contributions of black Americans at the very
center of our national narrative.” The project earned
Hannah-Jones a Pulitzer for commentary in 2020.

But there are still so many barriers to overcome, and so
many voices that still need to be heard.

Black trans journalist and activist Monica Roberts founded
the blog TransGriot in 2006 to address the void of online
resources and information for Black trans people.?

In 2018, activist and writer Raquel Willis became the first
Black trans woman to be named the executive editor of
Out Magazine, one of the leading LGBTQIA+ publications
in the country.®* Willis, who recently left the magazine,
published the Trans Obituaries Project in 2019 to highlight
“the epidemic of violence against trans women of color.”
The project includes “a community-sourced 13-point
framework to end the epidemic.”

Black journalists are continuing to break new ground
— nearly 200 years after the first Black newspaper was
founded — while reckoning with racism in the news
media.

But the question remains: Can newsrooms reconcile and
repair the harms they have caused? And can we count

on the same profit-driven, white-owned corporate media
institutions to fully integrate their newsrooms and allow
Black journalistic brilliance to rise half a century after
failing to heed the Kerner Commission’s recommendations
to do so?

You can’t blame anyone who would answer “no” to these
questions since white supremacy is very adaptive. When
confronted by demands for change, those who benefit

from and practice white supremacy often seek to release
the pressure valve by making some concessions while
keeping the white power structure intact. Media owners
and newsroom leaders often play the long game and
institute only incremental changes to buy time ... only to
reverse the gains Black people have struggled to obtain.
Power makes and plays by a different set of rules.

We have to fight to change the rules so our civil and
human rights are fully realized. We have to advocate

for new laws and regulations that will put an end to
structural racism in the news industry instead of relying
on performative corporate solutions or race-neutral laws
that fail to confront our racial-caste system. Only then will
we be able to control the telling of our own stories that
need to be told and the sharing of our own dreams for our
communities that need to be heard.

But this is difficult to achieve when Black owners didn’t
receive their first radio and TV station licenses until

both mediums were firmly established.> And when our
nation’s lawmakers and regulators have paved the way

for massive media consolidation — ensuring that Black
people, due to a lack of wealth, own few radio, TV or cable
channels or networks. And when the funding structures
in noncommercial media have ensured its dominant
institutions are white run and serve primarily white
audiences.®

We have a de-facto media-apartheid system where the
vast majority of radio, TV, cable and broadband networks
are white-owned and -controlled companies. To realize

a true multiracial democracy we will need to dismantle
this system. As WURD Radio’s Sara Lomax-Reese told the
Institute for Nonprofit News:

Black media ... it really is an endangered
species. If there is not a wholesale
investment in reviving and supporting and
providing resources to Black media — and I
am not talking about Black-oriented media,
I am talking about Black-owned media —

it will go away. It is going away ... we're
going backwards. We’re absolutely going
backwards. And if there aren’t things done
from a policy level, at the FCC level, at the
national, state and local level, if there’s not
stuff done from a corporate level, from a
philanthropic level, these entities will go out
of business.’
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And while numerous white-owned media outlets and
white reporters have exposed racial injustices in our
society, too few have used their powerful platforms to
advocate for Black economic, political and social equity.

This is an issue that the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.
addressed in his final book, Where Do We Go from
Here: Chaos or Community? Dr. King argued that white
people and white-controlled institutions, including the
news media, have never fully supported racial equity. In
fact, King wrote, they had more in common with white
segregationists:

With Selma and the Voting Rights Act one phase of
development in the civil rights revolution came to an end.
A new phase opened, but few observers realized it or
were prepared for its implications. For the vast majority
of white Americans, the past decade — the first phase —
had been a struggle to treat the Negro with a degree of
decency, not of equality.

White America was ready to demand that the Negro
should be spared the lash of brutality and coarse
degradation, but it had never been truly committed to
helping him out of poverty, exploitation or all forms of
discrimination.

The outraged white citizen had been sincere when he
snatched the whips from the Southern sheriffs and
forbade them more cruelties. But when this was to a
degree accomplished, the emotions that had momentarily
inflamed him melted away. White Americans left

the Negro on the ground and in devastating numbers
walked off with the aggressor. It appeared that the white
segregationist and the ordinary white citizen had more
in common with one another than either had with the
Negro.

When Negroes looked for a second phase, the realization
of equality, they found that many of their white allies had
quietly disappeared. The Negroes of America had taken
the President, the press and the pulpit at their word when
they spoke in broad terms of freedom and justice. But

the absence of brutality and unregenerate evil is not the
presence of justice. To stay murder is not the same thing
as to ordain brotherhood.

The word was broken, and the free-running expectations
of the Negro crashed into the stone walls of white
resistance. The result was havoc. Negroes felt cheated,
especially in the North, while many whites felt that the
Negroes had gained so much it was virtually impudent
and greedy to ask for more so soon.®

The racial reckoning happening now within the news
industry comes at a time when local newspapers across
the nation are in financial crisis. This crisis is particularly
concerning for the Black press, where the financial
struggle has been acute for a long time.® But the struggle
of big white-owned daily newspapers, which the pandemic
has exacerbated, has led to increased advocacy from
journalists, journalism organizations, media companies
and elected officials for a federal intervention.®

There have been plenty of discussions within the
journalism field about the profession’s future and the

need for new economic models to save and sustain local
news. But too few Black journalists and members of the
broader Black community have been a part of shaping
these discussions. There’s reason to fear that potential new
models won’t address institutional and structural racism —
and will replicate existing inequities and continue to harm
Black people.

We need a new media model that dismantles the white-
racial hierarchy and the myth of Black inferiority. A
federal intervention is needed to undo policies that have
played a pivotal role in creating these inequities. It must
examine the history of racism in our media industry,
including the role of federal policies and oversight. And as
calls grow for federal funding to support local journalism,
we should not simply prop up a commercial media system
that is more accountable to its shareholders than to the
people it is supposed to serve.

Instead, federal policies must be used to ensure Black
journalists and media-makers are equitably funded and
supported. Policies must facilitate Black media ownership
and allow Black owners to thrive. We have to ensure

that federal funding to support journalism goes toward
reconciling and repairing the harm caused by policies that
have created and sustained an unjust and racist media
system.

It is a debt that is long overdue.

As the issue of reparations gains more political attention,
it’s critical that our government and institutions take
part in a process of making amends for wrongs they have
committed — as well as all the ways in which they’ve
benefited from the harm and exploitation of the Black
community. Media reparations are essential to ensuring
our government repairs the harms it caused by adopting
policies that have materially, physically and spiritually
subjugated Black people in the United States. Reparations
are also necessary to address a broad history of structural
racism in the media industry — an industry that has
defended our nation’s white-racial hierarchy.
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Reconciling and repairing the harms that the media have
caused the Black community is central to deciphering
the future of the field. This means that individual news
organizations must partake in systematic change and
repair while also actively offsetting the impacts of a
history of anti-Black racism inside their own newsrooms
and communities. And to ensure equitable Black media
ownership, the federal government must dismantle
policies that created a racist and segregated media-
ownership system.

As the Movement for Black Lives policy toolkit on
reparations states, realizing justice requires a “systematic
accounting, acknowledgement, and repair of past and
ongoing harms, monetary compensation to individuals and
institutions led by and accountable to Black communities,
and an end to present day policies and practices that
perpetuate harms rooted in a history of anti-Black racism,
along with a guarantee that they will not be repeated.”"!

Black journalistic brilliance has never fully received its
due in the white mainstream-journalism world. Yet Black
journalists, media-justice advocates and community
organizers provide a vision of what a liberated media
system for Black people might look like. This liberated
media system includes reparations.

The idea of media reparations is not new. Past and current
reparation efforts have included calling for payments to
fund Black-owned and -controlled media outlets.

And as we mentioned in Chapter VII, the 1898
Wilmington Race Riot Commission report, released in
2006, called for newspapers to acknowledge their role

in the deadly coup and to “study the effects of 1898 and
impact of Jim Crow on the state’s black press and to endow
scholarships at the state’s public universities.”'?

When civil-rights leader James Forman presented the
“Black Manifesto” in 1969 at the National Black Economic
Development Conference in Detroit, he called for

white churches and synagogues to pay $500 million in
reparations that would fund several initiatives, including:

o  The “establishment of four major publishing and
printing industries in the United States to be funded
with ten million dollars each.” These publishing
houses were to be located in Atlanta, Detroit, Los
Angeles and New York.

e “Noless” than $10 million for the “establishment of a
training center for the teaching of skills in community
organization, photography, movie making, television

making and repair, radio building and repair and all
other skills needed in communication.”

e  The “establishment of four of the most advanced
scientific and futuristic audio-visual networks
to be located in Detroit, Chicago, Cleveland and
Washington, D.C. These TV networks would provide
an alternative to the racist propaganda that fills the
current television networks” and each would receive
$10 million."

Meanwhile, in 2015 the National African American
Reparations Commission released its 10-point preliminary
reparations plan, which calls for:'*

o “Anannual federal set-aside of advertising dollars to
support Black-owned newspapers and magazines and
radio and television stations. These funds would be
administered by the National Newspaper Publishers
Association (NNPA) and the National Association
of Black Owned Broadcasters (NABOB) under the
guidance of the Reparations Trust Authority.”

o “Funding for a national nonprofit, noncommercial
newspaper, radio and television network dedicated
exclusively to culture/education, economics/business
and civic-engagement programming for the benefit of
Black America.”®

The Movement for Black Lives policy platform calls for
“full access to technology — including Net Neutrality and
universal access to the internet without discrimination —
and full representation for all.”*¢ It also calls for “universal,
affordable, and community-controlled access to the
Internet, for all Black people and oppressed communities
at large.”V”

Modern-day crises have brought into sharp relief the
urgent need for a serious and renewed discussion of media
reparations. Uprisings following police and vigilante
murders of unarmed Black people have laid bare a system
of injustice that has long refused to listen and failed to
respond.

And while the Kerner Commission report informed

our government that the media were critical sources of
disinformation and oppressive narratives that fed the
conditions for unrest, the 2020 media uprisings show that
there is still a lack of accountability or a commitment to
fundamental change.
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As long as harm goes unrepaired, we will continue to see
uprisings and revolution for Black liberation. Black voices
will be heard, one way or another.

Black media-makers are doing incredible things with little
to no resources despite the fact that their ancestors’ labor
was stolen to build systems of oppression that include the
dominant media system. We need media reparations to
right this wrong — and to restore the fruits of that stolen
labor to where they belong.

It’s time to end the myth of Black inferiority.

1. "The 1619 Project,” The New York Times Magazine, Aug. 14, 2019: https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/1619-america-slavery.html; Brett Milano, “Twitter and the Birth of

the 1619 Project,” The Harvard-Gazette, Dec 5, 2019: https:/news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2019/12/
the-1619-project-started-with-a-tweet-says-nikole-hannah-jones/; Renee C. Wurth, Marcelius L. Braxton
and C. Lee Cohen,, “Racism and COVID-19 Threaten Our Health — We Can't Fight Them as Separate
Battles,” The Guardian, June 29, 2020: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jun/29/racism-
coronavirus-covid-19-black-brown-america “The New York Times Won 3 Pulitzers. Read the Winning
Work," The New York Times, May 4, 2020: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/04/business/media/new-
york-times-pulitzer-prizes.html!

2. Ashia Ajani, "How Monica Roberts Became One of America’s Most Respected Black Trans Journalists,”
Them., Feb. 29, 2020: https://www.them.us/story/monica-roberts-transgriot-profile; “25th Anniversary of
Tyra Hunter's Death,” TransGriot, Aug. 17, 2020: https://transgriot.blogspot.com/

3. Tanya A. Christian, “Transgender Activist Raquel Willis Appointed Executive Editor at Out Magazine,”
Essence, Dec. 10, 2018: https://www.essence.com/news/transgender-activist-raquel-willis-appointed-
executive-editor-out-magazine/

4. Raquel Willis, “Introducing the Out100 Trans Obituaries Project,” Out Magazine, Nov. 20, 2019: https:/
www.out.com/print/2019/11/20/trans-obituaries-project; Bio of Raquel Willis, Out Magazine, accessed on
Sept. 20, 2020: http://www.raquelwillis.com/bio; Karen Ocamb, “Raquel Willis Makes Out History as First
Trans Executive Editor,” Los Angeles Blade, Dec. 10, 2018: https://www.losangelesblade.com/2018/12/10/
raquel-willis-makes-out-history-as-first-trans-executive-editor/

5. "Whose Spectrum Is It Anyway? Historical Study of Market Entry Barriers, Discrimination and Changes
in Broadcast and Wireless Licensing, 1950 to Present,” Ivy Planning Group LLC, prepared for the Office
of General Counsel, Federal Communications Commission, December 2000, https://transition.fcc.gov/
opportunity/meb_study/historical_study.pdf

6. Julie Drizen, “Why Is Public Media So White?” Current, June 24, 2020: https://current.org/2020/06/why-
is-public-media-so-white/

7. "Can You Hear Me Now? The Past and Future of Black Media,” Institute for Nonprofit News video, June
28, 2020: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QLWG35JWgRY; see Sara Lomax-Reese's interview starting
at 22:57

8. Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community? Beacon Press, 2010
(original version published in 1967), pp.3-4

9. "The Crisis in Black-Owned Media — and How to Save It,” Borealis Philanthropy, July 28, 2020: https://
borealisphilanthropy.org/rejstoryletter_july/; “Democratic Leaders of Color Urge Emergency Funding for
Diverse Local Media Outlets During COVID-19 Crisis,” Congressional Hispanic Caucus, Congressional
Black Caucus, Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus and Congressional Native American Caucus,
April 22, 2020: https://chc.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/democratic-leaders-of-color-urge-
emergency-funding-for-diverse-local; Deborah Douglas, “Meet the New Black Press,” NiemanReports, July
14, 2020: https://niemanreports.org/articles/meet-the-new-black-press/

10. Lauren Harris, "As Local News Crumbles, Should the Federal Government Intervene?” Columbia
Journalism Review, July 8, 1010: https://www.cjr.org/business_of_news/as-local-news-crumbles-should-
the-federal-government-intervene.php

11. Reparations Now Toolkit, Movement for Black Lives, accessed on Sept. 23, 2020: https://mé4bl.org/
wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Reparations-Now-Toolkit-FINAL.pdf

12. Ibid. The commission’s reparations recommendations appear on the seventh and eighth pages

of the report's PDF even though this is not reflected in the page numbering used. John DeSantis,
“Wilmington, N.C,, Revisits a Bloody 1898 Day and Reflects,” The New York Times, June 4, 2006: https://
www.nytimes.com/2006/06/04/us/04wilmington.htm!

13. "Black Manifesto,” the Black Economic Development Conference, the Archives of the Episcopal
Church, April 4, 1969: https://episcopalarchives.org/church-awakens/exhibits/show/specialgc/item/202;
“Jim Forman Delivers Black Manifesto at Riverside Church,” Digital SNCC Gateway, May 1969: https://
snccdigital.org/events/jim-forman-delivers-black-manifesto-at-riverside-church/

14. "NAARC Rolls Out Preliminary 10 Point Reparations Plan,” National African American Reparations
Commission, April 16, 2015: https://ibw21.org/initiative-posts/naarc-posts/naarc-rolls-out-preliminary-
10-point-reparations-plan/

15. “Preliminary Reparations Program: A Document for Review, Revision and Adoption as a Platform to
Guide the Struggle for Reparations for People of African Descent in the U.S.” National African American
Reparations Commission, Preliminary Reparations Program, https://ibw21.org/docs/naarc/NAARC_
Preliminary_Reparations_Program.pdf;

16. "Political Power,” Movement for Black Lives policy platform, accessed on Aug. 30, 2020: https://m4bl.
org/policy-platforms/political-power/

17. Ibid; "A Vision for Black Lives: Policy Demands for Black Power, Freedom, & Justice,” Movement for
Black Lives, accessed on Sept. 23, 2020: https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Full-Access-To-
Technology-Policy-Brief.pdf

WWW.MEDIA2070.0RG



XX. Making Media Reparations Real

PAVING THE ROAD TO COLLECTIVE HEALING

The history and ideas discussed here, we hope, further lay
the foundation to create and realize media reparations. But
we have to work to make them real. Make no mistake: The
work required is possible. In fact, it’s already begun, which
means that there is transformation toward reparative and
restorative media that we can see in our lifetimes.

Media reparations are oriented toward a world we’ve
never lived in before, a world where the media-and-
journalism landscape promises opportunity for all people
when Black liberation and freedom are realized. Media
reparations could create a future of journalism — and
media more broadly — that journalists, media-makers and
all other community members alike can fight to sustain
and support. Media reparations can create a future of
journalism abundant with economic equity.

We are releasing this essay in conjunction with the launch
of our Media 2070 project. We will work in coalition

with Black journalists, media-makers, artists, activists,
technologists, organizations, scholars and anyone who is a
keeper of our story to demand media reparations.

One of our initial goals is to continue to uncover or
rediscover stories of the harm caused by the news media
that are often a forgotten part of our history. We are also

seeking collaboration with people sharing stories of how
other forms of media — film,! music, theatre? and the
spectrum of visual arts — have perpetuated anti-Black
racism and upheld the myth of Black inferiority.

We need to set the record straight so we can reconcile
these histories and help inform the policies that are
needed to dismantle institutional and structural racism.
We also want to work in coalition to adopt a reparations
platform that will advocate for media companies and
policymakers to reconcile and repair the harms they have
caused.

We dream of a world where reparations are made

real, where Black people live and fully exercise their
fundamental human rights that are actually enshrined and
protected by law. For this world to be born and to exist, we
must dismantle the myth of Black inferiority and the role
media companies and our racist media system have played
in its execution.

To create this world, the work toward media reparations
must be grounded in curiosity and imagination of a new
future, exploring and answering questions like:

#MEDIA2070
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e  What could media reparations for Black people look
like?

e  Where do media reparations live within the greater
struggle toward reparations?

e  How does the fight for media reparations and
broad-based reparations in the United States exist in
solidarity with global struggles for reparations and
decolonization?

e How do we ensure that Black people have control
over the creation and distribution of our own
narratives and stories? What opportunities are there
for this to exist across various mediums of journalism,
social media, technology and creative practice?

e  What infrastructure do we need to ensure that media
reparations are made real and sustainable?

e How do we create social-media algorithms and
platforms that are emancipatory for Black people
rather than predatory?

e  What would a new economy look like that fosters
Black-community ownership of media outlets,
platforms and networks that are noncommercial and
accountable to serving our communities’ news-and-
information needs?

e  What role do media organizations play in ensuring
reconciliation, repair and restoration for the
community harms they’ve created or given voice to?

e How can Black and Indigenous people, across
ethnicities and tribal affiliations, work together to
ensure that media reparations function hand in hand
with decolonization efforts and other movements
toward repatriation and the honoring of treaties with
Indigenous people?

Each time there has been a civil-rights win for Black
people, countless other groups of people have also been
uplifted. How can media reparations for Black people
ensure better media institutions that everyone deserves?
These are some of the questions that we have to wrestle
with to dismantle the myth of Black inferiority.

That myth — the great lie of our nation’s founding —
continues to fuel broad support for policies that prevent
people on this land from realizing a multiracial democracy.
This mythology creates barriers for necessary Black
brilliance and innovation to be a full part of our future.

And it raises the question of whether America is even
possible at all.

So, we’ll need to wrestle with these questions, but we’ll
also need to gather people and organizations that are
committed to creating a future where all people thrive
because Black people are thriving. In gathering, we’ll need
to build relationships and figure out strategy for making
media reparations real, creating new media structures and
building the future we know is possible.

Alone, no one person or organization has the power,
insight, creativity or path for achieving what is possible. In
coalition, however, all of that is present. So, consider who
you can share this essay with. Share it with them. Bring
your family, friends and community into visioning what’s
possible for the media landscape in 2070. Together, we
have everything we need.

1. Anousha Sakoui, “Black Writers Call for Accountability, Revamped Hiring in Open Letter to
Hollywood,” The Los Angeles Times, June 12, 2020: https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/business/
story/2020-06-12/black-writers-wga-film-tv-open-letter-to-hollywood

2. "We See You, White American Theatre”: https://www.weseeyouwat.com/statement
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EPILOGUE

THE CITY OF ANGELS LOOKS INWARD

As we were preparing to release this essay, The Los Angeles
Times published an editorial in which leaders apologize for
the paper’s long history of racism.!

The editorial states: “On behalf of this institution, we
apologize for The Times’ history of racism. We owe it to
our readers to do better, and we vow to do so.”

It is critical for media institutions locally and nationally,
like The Los Angeles Times, to reconcile the harms they
have caused through racist news coverage, for editorial
positions that have supported white supremacy, for the
racism Black journalists and other journalists of color
have faced in newsrooms, and for the impact of narratives
weaponized to uphold policies that dehumanize Black
people and other communities of color in protecting a
white-racial hierarchy.

It is also critical to address the structural racism that
has resulted in government policies that have allowed
big white owned-and-controlled media — and now tech
companies — to be the dominant players in our media
industry, creating a de-facto media-apartheid system.

The Los Angeles Times apology serves as another reminder
why we are launching Media 2070. It is crucial that

we repair the harm of anti-Black racism in our media
institutions and policies in the struggle to achieve a
multiracial democracy.

1. “Editorial: An Examination of The Times’ Failures on Race, Our Apology and a Path
Forward,” The Los Angeles Times, The Times Editorial Board, Sep. 27, 2020: https://www.
latimes.com/opinion/story/2020-09-27/los-angeles-times-apology-racism
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ABOUT TEAM MEDIA 2070
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Free Press, Joseph worked as deputy director of the National Association
of Hispanic Journalists. Born and raised in New York City, Joseph is Puerto

Rican.

Alicia Bell

A child of ancestors from Mississippi and the Carolinas, Alicia works at
the intersections of afrofuturist imagination, journalism, land, food and

all the spaces in between. With Free Press, they organize communities
around information equity and power sharing in an effort to transform the
future of journalism to one that's more community rooted. Alicia learned
community building and changemaking through electoral organizing in
North Carolina; parent, student and youth organizing in New York; and
housing, health and police-accountability organizing in Oakland. Outside
of work, Alicia finds joy in raising their three niblings, laughing with their
family, throwing down with their gardening collective, Angelou House, and

spending time with big bodies of nature.

Collette Watson

Collette is a native of Gullah country, South Carolina, who has worked with
Black Alliance for Just Immigration (BAJI) and now Free Press to channel
the power of creative and cultural arts for Black liberation. Collette’s
practice is informed by over a decade as an award-winning indie soul
musician and communications strategist. She is a proud member of Delta
Sigma Theta Sorority and graduate of Howard University, and her favorite
pastimes are nature walks with the hubster, red rice-eating and dancing it

out to a fonky beat.

Tauhid Chappell

Tauhid is a project manager for Free Press' News Voices project, focusing
on the program’s Philadelphia initiative to reimagine how the city’s local
newsrooms approach their coverage of crime, violence and the criminal
justice and carceral systems. An eight-year veteran of the media industry,
he most recently worked as a social-media editor at The Washington Post
before joining The Philadelphia Inquirer as an engagement editor. Tauhid
is also an executive board member of the Philadelphia Association of
Black Journalists (PABJ), the first and oldest association of Black journalists
in the country and founding chapter of the National Association of Black

Journalists.

Diamond Hardiman

Diamond works as a manager for Free Press’ News Voices: Colorado
project in collaboration with community members to envision a
transformative local news. She aims to participate in the creation of

a world where freedom is noncontingent — but rather, an inevitable
necessity. In service of this vision she has worked as a tenants' rights
advocate and bail abolitionist in St. Louis and as an advocate for people
sentenced to execution by the state in Jackson, Mississippi. Diamond
earned a B.A. in African American studies and political science from Saint
Louis University. In her free time, she enjoys pondering womanist and
liberation theology, listening to Megan Thee Stallion and admiring beauty

wherever it appears.

Christina Pierce

Raised in the Midwest by two Carolinians, Christina coordinates all things
operations, specifically IT, database management and special projects.
Before joining Free Press, Christina served as an AmeriCorps member
with City Year at a high school in D.C. Christina supports logistics in several
aspects of her life, including local Black-owned restaurant events and
church. Outside of work, Christina can be found long-distance running,

imagining new apps and learning the ukulele.



DEFINITIONS

TERMS USED IN MEDIA 2070

Black

For the purpose of Media 2070, we define “Black” as the identity lived

by people of the African diaspora. Communications strategist Omolayo
Nkem Ojo writes, “Historically, the African diaspora has been those of
African descent, whose ancestors were bought and kidnapped from the
African continent and transported all around the world to build up colonial

empires.”

The present-day African diaspora in the United States includes African
migrants, Afro Caribbeans and Afro Latinx people as well as Black
Americans. Ojo astutely points out, “While we might relish the nuances of
these distinctions, it should be noted that police — and others — don't

discriminate based on nationality.”

When U.S. media have perpetuated the myth of Black inferiority, denied
Black people opportunities and participated in or misrepresented violence
against Black people, the perpetrators haven't parsed nationality before
committing these acts — and the harms have been well distributed. That's
why we define Black as any person with sub-Saharan African parentage or

lineage.

Reparations

The National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America (NCOBRA)
defines reparations as: “A process of repairing, healing and restoring a
people injured because of their group identity and in violation of their
fundamental human rights by governments, corporations, institutions and

families.

"Those groups that have been injured have the right to obtain from the
government, corporation, institution or family responsible for the injuries
that which is needed to repair and heal themselves. In addition to being a

demand for justice, it is a principle of international human rights law.”

The United Nations outlines five conditions that must be met for full
reparations: cessation, assurances and guarantees of non-repetition;

restitution and repatriation; compensation, satisfaction and rehabilitation.

Media

We use this term to refer to the overall profession and the many formats
that are available in U.S. society. The term includes not just white-owned
corporations but also local and independent media outlets, bloggers,
artists, influencers and news sources that exist to serve Black people and

other marginalized communities.

Media System

We primarily use this term in reference to corporate-owned print,

radio, television and online outlets that provide the majority of mass
communication and information to the U.S. public. This white-controlled
system is defined by policies and narrative practices that uphold a
white-racial hierarchy — even amid efforts to diversify newsrooms and
on-screen representation. This system also encompasses government
policies that ensure white-owned media companies maintain ownership

and control of the media infrastructure.

Media 2070 is a project of Free Press, a 501(c)(3) nonpartisan organization fighting for your rights to connect and
communicate. Free Press is working to create a world where people have the information and opportunities they need to tell
their own stories, hold leaders accountable and participate in our democracy.

Contributions from individuals and charitable foundations make our work possible. We don't take a cent from business,
government or political parties — our independence is too important — so every dollar you give
makes a real and lasting difference. Learn more at freepress.net.
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