world, enacting the punishment of
those responsible as a sad duty, not as
an exhilarating retaliation. Even
though America's peace was bought by
the catastrophes going on elsewhere,
the predominant point of view remains
that of an innocent gaze confronting
unspeakable evil that struck from the
Outside. One needs to gather the
courage to recognize that the seed of
evil is within us too.
In his campaign for the presidency,
George W. Bush named Jesus Christ as

the most important person in his life.
Now he has a unique chance to prove
that he meant it seriously. For him, as
for all Americans today, "Love thy
neighbor" means "Love the Muslims."
Or it means nothing at all. B
v

Slavoj Zizek, a philosopher and psychoanalyst, is a senior researcher at the Institute
for Advanced Study in the Humanities, in
Essen, Germany. He is the author of,
among other books, The Fragile Absolute
and Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism?

Oedipus in Manhattan
Susan J. Douglas
ucky for me, I have smart friends.
As several of us were mourning
I and trying to make sense of the
catastrophe of September 11 on
the following Sunday, Carroll
Smith-Rosenberg, the feminist
historian, said, "It's really like a
Greek tragedy, isn't it?"
We had been talking about
aspects of the disaster rarely, if
ever, mentioned on the
news channels: the role of
American hubris, Americans'
ignorance of why we are so
hated in other parts of the
world, and the media's role in
perpetuating that blindness
about our government's often
brutal actions and their tragic
repercussions. So Carroll
thought of Sophocles and, in
the process, offered a powerful
framework, barely whispered
elsewhere, for thinking about
how our blindered media have
in turn helped blind the country. But unlike Oedipus, who
gouged his own eyes out in selfpunishment for his crimes, our
dimness, inflicted by the media,
may be the source, not the
result, of tragic consequences.
Left-liberal critics have been warning
for years about the threats to democracy
posed by media mergers that concentrate
the control over television, movies and
print media into fewer and fewer conservative hands. In addition to severely

delimiting the range of political discourse
on television (try to find the progressive
equivalent of The McLaughUn Group,

Meet the Press or Fox News) they emphasize entertainment that they hope will
gamer ratings, quality fare like Temptation
Island and Survivor. The assumption is
that many Americans are not interested
in foreign affairs (which is true enough,

but a self-fulfilling prophecy), so why
waste time and money on international
news when you've got Gary Condit right
here at home?
Thus the networks have, over the
years, shut down foreign bureaus, cut
back coverage and exasperated many
decent journalists who feel it's madness
for Americans to be so willfully ignorant about everything except the
Madonna tour. The shutting down of
foreign bureaus has also reinforced ethnocentrism and institutional racism at
the networks—sure, you'd still have a
bureau in London, but why have one in
Africa? Stories about foreign affairs, and
especially stories about the consequences of U.S. policy, have been
deemed unprofitable and irrelevant.
As a result, how many Americans
know about the deadly consequences of
U.S. economic sanctions that have
been in place against Iraq since August
1990? How frequently have the networks told viewers that
medicines and materials
for water purification
are included in these
sanctions? Various international agencies estimate that more than 1
million people have died
as a result of the sanctions,
more
than
600,000 of them children. The leading cause
of death of children
under five in Iraq is
dehydration caused by
diarrhea, with malnutrition and pneumonia running closely behind.
But the networks
have looked the other
way, allowing Americans to bask in the
myth that we are a good
and decent people led
by a good and decent
government. Coverage
of the
PalestinianIsraeli crisis has been
equally superficial. Most
Americans know that the United
States "supports" Israel. Do they also
know that bombs and missiles that kill
Palestinians are often U.S.-made? It is
utterly forbidden in the newly patriotic, flag-lapeled news media to even
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explore how U.S. policy may have gotten us to this tragic pass in the road.
Journalists could actually be quite
clear here: Nothing justifies these horrific attacks, but we ignore antiAmerican hatred at our peril. Of
course, as we hear the phrase "wake-up
call" ad nauseum, we would like to
think this catastrophe might be a wakeup call to the news media, too, reminding them of the importance of
coverage—and not just from government sources—of international affairs
in this era of globalization. One would
like to think that as a global power we
can no longer sit here, admiring our
reflections in the mirror, while actions
done in our name immiserate millions.
But I have bad news. Two days after
the attacks, when the media gaze was
naturally elsewhere, the FCC, under
Colin Powell's son Michael, took advantage of the cover provided and initiated
proceedings to further solidify oligopoly
control of the media. (For those of you
who haven't been following Michael
Powell, he intends to do everything in
his power to shred the few pathetic
remains of media regulation.) First, the
FCC (under Rupert Murdoch's directive) is seeking to eliminate the rule that
prohibits an entity from owning a daily
newspaper and a broadcast outlet in the
same market. In asking for comments on
the proposed changes, the FCC suggested that the Internet provides new
diversity, so why not let someone own
both a paper and a TV station in the
same town? It wondered, disingenuously,
whether "the rule continues to be necessary to protect a diversity of viewpoints."
The very same day, the FCC
announced that it would also review previously established limits on the vertical
and horizontal integration of cable companies and the limits on how many subscribers a cable operator can serve. Now
I ask you, what kind of a sleazy, craven
opportunist chooses this moment, with
the entire nation in shock and grief, to
slip through the initial stages of two
huge corporate giveaways?

reporting, and verbal food-fights passing
for political discourse. Murdoch, who
brings us right-wing propaganda under
the guise of reporting on Fox News, may
soon be able to bring us even more helpful commentary such as this offered by
Bill O'Reilly about Afghanistan: "The
Afghans are responsible for the Taliban.
We should not target civilians. But if
they don't rise up against this criminal
government, they starve, period."
This is typical of what now passes for
analysis of Middle East affairs.
Recommended homework assignment
for O'Reilly: Watch the courageous
documentary Beyond the Veil reported
by Saira Shah and aired on CNN,
which gruesomely documents what
happens to people who defy the
Taliban. For several years feminists
have circulated information and petitions about the inhumane repression of
women under the Taliban. But who
cared? They were only poor Muslim
women. Beyond the Veil has only aired
twice, once at 11 p.m. on a Saturday
night, when it should be pre-empting
everything from The Weakest Link to
Entertainment Tonight. This documentary does, of course, support in many
ways the administration's attacks on
the Taliban. But it also shows the enormous devastation already suffered by
the civilian population and is a powerful argument against the "bomb them
back to rubble" and "collateral damage"
talk so favored by O'Reilly and friends.
But let's return to the FCC's speculation about the Internet now relieving
the government's obligation to preserve
diversity in media "markets." On the
Net are accounts of anti-war demonstrations around the country, anti-war

petitions, media criticism pieces by leftliberal writers, and pleas for moderation
and understanding from relatives of the
victims, Afghani-Americans and international journalists. We hear none of
these voices on television, see no coverage of the demonstrations, no evidence
at all that there are millions of us,
despite what the polls say, opposed to air
strikes, the killing of civilians, the perpetuation of the cycle of violence.
We move between the cyber-world of
peace and reconciliation, and the TV
world of war and vengeance. The
Internet gives us a way to communicate
with each other that we didn't have
before, but it also allows our hopes and
fears to be marginalized, stuck in a
realm where we all talk to each other,
reiterating calls and responses within
our own Greek chorus.
So here is our nation blinded, like
Oedipus, reassured by our media that
hubris has no consequences, completely unable to see that character is
fate. It has been, at times, a crucial
part of our national character to have
a free, active and critical press. When
that is suppressed, it may shape our
relations with the rest of the world in
deeply destructive ways. In a sane
world, the news media would do all it
could in this time of ignorance, hatred
and insecurity to help the scales fall
away from our eyes. But my friend
Carroll is right. The mainstream
media are simply driving the stakes
further into our eyes. •
Susan J. Douglas is a professor of com,'
munications studies at the University of
Michigan and the author of Listening In:
Radio and the American Imagination.

Defending Democracy an Activist Resource Kit available from PRA
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ith the help of the FCC, the
media conglomerates have forced
their news divisions to make large profits, which in turn has prompted bureau
closings, staff cuts, the virtual elimination of documentaries and investigative
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This Mess We're In
By Joshua Klein

W

hat happens when an event of such colossal calamity and perfidy supercedes everything else in the
culture? When the World Trade Center was attacked
and destroyed Tuesday, September 11, the event immediately
proved one of the few in modern history to unify the disparate
populace under a collective cloak of gloom and. emotion.
Impossible to ignore, the events of that day colored everything
around us, from our daily work habits to our hobbies. Suddenly,
entertainment seemed like such an insignificant luxury, something to rekindle only long after the mourning was done.
If the destruction of the World
Trade Center is indeed some kind of
turning point for America, then we
can expect the meaning we apply to
music to change as well. Following
the disaster, various cultural events
around Chicago were canceled or
postponed, either out of respect or
simply logistics. But other artists
went forward with their plans, perhaps foolishly or bravely but
certainly surrounded by an air of
curiosity. How would the national
mood flavor what would typically
be a time for celebration? How can a
single singer affect the mood of a
crowd, desperate for a reason to
smile? And what would the context
of malaise and depression do for the
songs themselves?
The night of the terrorist attack,
Laurie Anderson performed to a still
dazed audience. She opened by dedicating the set to "everybody that
died," her sole mention of what had
happened. But Anderson's music
documents the disorder and confusion of the modern world, and few
might have predicted the power her
music attained. Though the set drew from two decades of her
work, it could have just as easily been composed that morning.
Full of oblique references to death and overt references to angels,
the ghostly music fit the mood all too well, especially when
Anderson intoned the chilling "O Superman": "Here come the
planes: They're American planes. Made in America. Smoking or
non-smoking? And the voice said: Neither snow nor rain nor
gloom of night shall stay these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds. 'Cause when love is gone, there's
always justice. And when justice is gone, there's always force."
Polly Jean Harvey, who had intended to fly back to England to
accept a prestigious music award, opened her set that Thursday
night with an impromptu speech. She noted that she and her
band had debated whether to play, but she ultimately decided

that "we need you, and you need us." She then proceeded to play
"This Mess We're In," a song ostensibly about a relationship gone
wrong that was transformed into a haunting eulogy. "Can you
hear diem? / The helicopters? / I'm in New York. / No need for
words now. / We sit in silence. / I think it's Wednesday, the
evening. / This mess we're in."
"Big Exit" packed an equally powerful double meaning: "I
walk on concrete / 1 walk on sand / But I can't find / A safe place
to stand / I'm scared baby / I wanna run / The world's crazy /
Gimme a gun." For the audience that night those lyrics will never
be the same again.
On Monday Lucinda Williams
played, but the singer seemed
notably subdued. By then the country
had begun to move on, or at least
appeared to be doing so, but that
sense of dread lingered. Television
replayed the images into a numbing
blur, and commentators, politicians
and citizens alike continued to
express a frightening bloodlust that
seemed to stem as much from shock
as from honest desire for vengeance.
Williams, dazed, appeared to be
grappling with these dual instincts,
one of pacifist restraint and one of
angry retribution.
"We've been playing a song that
says everything I've been feeling," she
said at the end of her set, before
launching into Bob Dylan's 1963
"Masters of War." That song remains
one of Dylan's bitterest and bloodiest
but also one of his most complex. Most •'.'
of "Masters of War" is a tirade against
warmongers and supporters of violence. It points the finger at those who
would send others into battle for them .
and then profit from the carnage. But
as the song reaches its conclusion, it shatters the thin ceiling of •;;'
restraint. Just as Dylan.wrote it, Williams couldn't hold the rage in.
any longer: "And I hope that you die / And your death'll come '.'<
soon / 1 will follow your casket / In the pale afternoon / And I'll •
watch while you're lowered / Down to your deathbed / And I'll
stand o'er your grave / Til I'm sure that you're dead."
.',.^
Like the songs sung in the wake of the tragedy, events seem to ..;
be spinning out of our control. How can we sit still and silent •'
when to wait would be to invite more pain and suffering? How
can we fight back when such an exercise seems unlikely to stop
those few individuals who would do us harm? Our .culture and
morality are shifting under us even as we speak and sing, and the.. ,
musicians and artists that once helped us make sense of the world
seem as lost and frustrated as we are. •

Our culture and morality
are shifting under us even
as we speak and sing.
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