
"Ours is 
indeed the age of 

communication. 
But more access 
to information has 

not made us more 
just, concerned or 
more creative. In 

this global village, 
we are much more 

selfish, self-
centered, brutal 

and patriarchal than 
are most 

villagers." 
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by Luz Maria Martinez 

Seeing the W A R O N television—live, with on-the-spot 
coverage—does not a well-iNFORMED citizen make. 

exico and C h i n a are believed to share history dat ing back 
40 thousand yeairs ago. Some archaeologists believe that 
dur ing the Ice Age, nomads from C h i n a made their way to 
the Amer icas through the Be r ing Stra i t and settled throughout the continent, 
giving rise to the many indigenous peoples i n Nor th a n d S o u t h Amer ica . The 
descendants of these nomads 
establ ished well-developed 
c iv i l i zat ions, some of w h i c h 
are the Aztecs of Mexico, the 
Incas of Peru and the Inuit of 
A l a s k a . 

In 1995, these two coun 
tries shared someth ing else: 
conferences where the issue 
of media , women and h u m a n 
dignity were d i scussed . In 
September, Bei j ing hosted the 
F o u r t h Wor ld Conference on 
Women. The fol lowing m o n t h , 
the 1995 Congress of the 
Wor ld Assoc ia t ion for C h r i s 
t ian C o m m u n i c a t i o n (WACC) 
was he ld i n Puebla , Mexico 's 
th i rd largest city. In Bei j ing, 
many of the d i s cuss i ons 
were on the issue of med ia 
and the impact it has on 
women and other 
marg ina l i z ed societies. In 
Puebla , the m a i n focus was 
media a n d h u m a n dignity. 

M edia has been playing 
major roles in our 
daily lives. In its 

MAKING INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY WORK FOR US 

Be aware of new technolgies' potentials and 
pitfalls. 

Pressure governments to treat new communi
cation technologies as a public utility that 
should be made available and affordable to 
the general public. 

Infrastructures required by new communica
tion technologies must be environment-
friendly and sustainable. 

Demand software manufacturers to develop 
user-friendly programs written in local lan
guages. 

Study the impact and potential of new commu
nication technologies in particular countries 

Formulate an Information Charter that will 
safeguard individual and national privacy 

Counteract programs that depict women in 
stereotypical roles 

Women's stories need to be told without 
sensationalization and with dignity. 

Women's knowledge and perspectives should 
be taken seriously in all arenas of debate 
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various forms, t±ie media informs us, edu
cates us, seduces us, confuses us and 
programs everything from what we should 
think, feel? smell, see, taste and hear. 

Accord ing to Edua rdo Galeano, La t in -
Amer i can writer, socia l analyst and key
note speaker at the W A C C conference, "the 
media is impos ing a way of life that be
lieves the exemplary c i t izen to be the 
docile consumer a n d the passive specta
tor." 

Ma ins t r eam media , control led by only 
a hand fu l of white men, more and more 
Western i n i ts perspective and increas
ingly merg ing w i th corporate interests, 
presents to the wor ld many contradict ions. 
Whi le graphical ly depict ing the economic 
sufferings of people, it bombards audiences 
w i th pure consumer is t ideas and att i tudes. 

Women and progressive men from 
a round the wor ld are a t tempt ing to expose 
the t r u t h beh ind what we have been re
ceiv ing from the ma ins t r eam media. They 
are t ry ing to shake us awake from the 
dream that we are better informed s imply 
because we can see "the ac tua l shoot ing— 
l ive— w i th on-the-spot coverage." 

Media and Globalization 
Globa l i za t ion , i n it 's positive sense, 

means that we are a l l part of one global 
village where we can share our diversit ies 
and see and care lor each other as global 
brothers and sisters. The mass media , 
because it connects people across cont i 
nents plays a c ruc i a l , i f not pr imary role, i n 
global izat ion. "Globa l i za t ion was in t roduced 
as a modernizat ion that w i l l enable T h i r d 
Wor ld countr ies to j o in the F i rs t Wor ld and 
enjoy the offerings of developed nat ions , " 
says Car los A. Val le , Secretary Genera l of 
W A C C . B u t what is actual ly happen ing is 
quite different. "Globa l i zat ion has brought 
w i th it d isorder and a para lys is . " 

A v iv id example of th is disorder and 
para lys is is Rwanda . Why were we not i n 
Rwanda to stop one of the worst carnage of 
th is century? 

Accord ing to Frances D ' Souza , direc
tor of Art ic le 19, a London-based med ia 

research organizat ion, the media purpose
fully d id not use the word "genocide" in it's 
report ing of the Rwanda ki l l ings even 
when , by a l l s tandards of definit ion, it was 
genocide that took place. The term was 
blacked-out because it wou ld have forced 
powerful signatories to the United Nations 
Convent ions who vowed that the world 
wou ld not tolerate another ethnic cleans
ing to intervene. 

In fact, says Ga leano , the global 
med ia ne tworks made no ment ion of how 
Ge rmany , Be l g ium and France played 
major roles i n breeding d i sharmony be
tween the H u t u s a n d Tuts i s . Neither did 
any med ia network try to identify who was 
supp l y ing a rms to the H u t u s . Media 
s imply exp la ined the war in Rwanda as 
another " t r i b a l " war. 

K a m l a B h a s i n , coordinator of the 
Uni ted Nat ions ' Food and Agriculture 
Organizat ions 's (FAQ) NGO South As ian 
Programme, board member of Isis Interna
t i ona l -Man i l a and noted Indian feminist 
says that "ours is indeed the age of com
mun ica t i on . B u t more access to informa
t ion has not made us more jus t , concerned 
or more creative. In th is 'global village,' we 
are m u c h more self ish, self-centered, 
b ru ta l and pa t r ia rcha l than are most 
v i l lagers." Globa l i zat ion, she adds, also 
meant patr iarchy becoming more powerful 
and entrenched. 

Media and Patriarchy 
"The media is an industry and it's 

serv ing it 's corporate interest jus t f ine" 
says J u d y Rebick, a panel ist at the plenary 
session on Media , Cu l tu r e and Commun i 
cat ion i n Bei j ing. "Med ia companies are 
no longer bus inesses i n your neighborhood 
vy ing w i th one another for your support. 
They are major pol i t ica l players in the 
nat iona l and in ternat iona l scene." 

Media 's na tu ra l tendency is therefore 
to pander to bankers , pol i t ic ians and men 
i n "gray su i t s " who are able to represent 
themselves le isure ly on television news 
and economic and pol i t ica l talk shows. 
Meanwhi le , people from popular move-
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Congress participants in Mexico approve resolutions on media and human dignity. 

ments are merely photo shots shout ing 
slogans and carry ing p lacards. Anchors 
ca l l these people "marg ina l i zed . " 

In Be i j ing , whi le te lev is ion report
ers abounded a n d j o u r n a l i s t s swarmed 
the premises , the i t ems of interest that 
seemed to cap ture the i r a t t en t i on were 
the ce lebr i t ies who at tended the confer
ence a n d women ' s pe r sona l stor ies . B u t 
med ia d i sappeared as soon as w o m e n 
began d i s c u s s i n g economics a n d po l i 
t i c s—the k i n d of h a r d news that med i a 
ought to report on . A n d it does. O n te l 
ev is ion a n d cable , these are the same 
i s sues that take u p long h o u r s of a i r -
t ime. On ly here, m e n are the ones 
do ing the exp l a in ing . 

Yayori M a t s u i , a j ou rna l i s t , feminist 
and director of the A s i a n Women's Associa
t ion, d iscussed her experience as a woman 
in a male-dominated med ia wor ld in Asia. 
She recounted how, w i th m u c h resistance 
from her pub l i shers a n d editors, she cov
ered issues that affetced women. 

While a reporter i n V i e tnam, Yayori 
witnessed how ma ins t r eam med ia reported 
only on the deaths of U .S . servicemen but 
left out on the atrocit ies that Vietnamese 
women were suffering at the hands of the 
U.S . soldiers. It d id not see the deformed 
ch i ld ren be ing born to so many Vietnam
ese women because of "agent orange," a 
po isonous chemica l deployed by the U.S. 
onto Vietnamese soi l . 
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In Cambod ia , media failed to report 
the stories of widows and their ch i l d r en 
caught in the middle of war. These sto
ries, Yayor i says, were usua l l y ignored 
par t i c luar ly by the ma ins t r eam and West
ern media . 

Yayor i reported on a l l these but her 
male editors were dis interested, despite 
support from women readers. Yayori 's other 
stories brought scorn from her male col 
leagues, s u c h as her report on Japanese 
men going to the Phi l ipp ines and Tha i l and 
for sex tours. Western media , that pres
ently dominates the wor ld , has contr ibuted 
to th is objectifying and commodi fy ing of 
As i an women by stereotyping them as 
" c h a r m i n g Or i enta l beauties and sexy 
g i r ls . " 

Media and Conservatism 
Fundamenta l i s t s and extreme r ight 

w ing conservatives found a n excuse i n 
med ia and global izat ion to contro l peo
ple ' s—par t i cu lar ly women's—freedoms. 

One of the core arguments i n the 
propaganda used by fundamenta l is ts to 
gain support underscores media 's gui l t i n 
the break ing down of t rad i t ion. The ca l l 
for people to oppose the promoters of ideas 
that erode these long-s tanding t rad i t ions is 
a logical conc lus ion . Consequent ly , femi
n is t are the first targets of s u c h react ion
ary movements. 

Television's concept of a l iberated 
woma n is l imi ted to a t t r ibut ing to her 
sexua l freedoms that only benefit male 
fantasies. Apar t from commodi fy ing 
women, th i s concept provides 
fundmenta l i s ts w i th a lot of reasons to . 
strengthen patr iarchy i n the name of 
preserv ing family t rad i t ion and God's laws. 

The Alternative Media 
Yayor i emphasizes that women need 

to fight for access and contro l of media . 
Access to med ia need not necessari ly be 
l imi ted to the ma ins t r eam. The a l terna
tive media is where the future l ies. 

B u t i n u s i n g and developing a l terna
tive media , K a m l a B h a s i n stresses that it 

is impor tant to remember that the alterna
tive shou ld be decentral ized, democratic, 
low-cost and low in technology. Content 
and form shou ld encourage dialogue and 
debate a n d treat women and people as 
subjects rather t han objects or targets of 
commun ica t i on . The alternative commu
nicat ion med ia shou ld project reality from 
the perspective of people's w isdom and 
knowledge. 

Technology: Alternative or Apartheid? 
In Mexico and in Beij ing, the impor

tance of new in format ion technologies was 
a subject for debate. 

New in format ion technologies, ac
cord ing to Rob in A b a r m s is an alternative 
to ma ins t r eam media . "We have seen the 
rap id expans ion of the Internet and [how] 
it is [aiding] wor ldwide global reporting. 
Th i s gives women immediate access to 
commun i ca t i on and avenues of expression 
whi le , at the same t ime, al lows them to 
part ic ipate and d i s cuss issues i n a manner 
that w i l l inf luence policy i n a tangible 
way . " Rob in chal lenged conference part ic i
pants to "leapfrog" by comprehending and 
u s i n g new in format ion technologies. 
Un less women do that, the proponents of 
in format ion technology say, they wi l l 
forever be left beh ind, retained in a 
reactive pos i t ion instead of setting the 
te rms . 

The other side of the debate accuses 
in fo rmat ion technologies w i th widening 
the gap between those who have access to 
it a n d those who do not. Many women 
argue that i n many r u r a l areas i n devel
op ing countr i es , te lephones—perhaps the 
most bas ic mode rn day commun ica t i on 
tool—do not even exist. Cont rary to being 
accessible and creat ing l i nks between 
r u r a l places a n d u r b a n centers, the 
in fo rmat ion h ighway na tura l l y tends to 
head stra ight for r i cher and larger cit ies 
because the tools for nav igat ing it are 
found only there, serv ing pr imar i l y the 
interests of bus inesses and corporat ions. 

The result is what some women cal l 
"technology apar the id " where computer 
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technology has widened the gap among 
the social c lasses. 

New in format ion technologies, its 
oppositprs say, are also cul tura l ly 
a l ienat ing. Most computer softwares 
are wr i t ten only in Eng l i sh and in such 
a user-host i le manner . 

Women are also concerned about 
the way these technologies are being 
developed and what role women are 
p lay ing in its evolut ion. As people 
already know, men have made use of 
this technology to disseminate and 
create pornography and have even 
developed ways of sexual ly harass ing 
women on the Internet. 

A paper presented at the W A C C 
Congress by Dr. Ubonrat S i r iyuvasak, 
professor of communica t i ons at 
Chu la l ongako rn Univers i ty i n Tha i 
l and , asks : "Those who develop the 
technology, are they corporate voices 
w i th an intent to commercial ize our 
l ives? Wi l l these voices create more 
unders tand ing and car ing between 
ind iv idua ls and peoples? Or wi l l they 
further reinforce rac ia l prejudices, 
gender stereotypes and class biases, 
au thor i t a r i an regimes and consumer
i s m ? " 

In the face of the con t inu ing 
debate, women's groups can only con
t inue to raise people's awareness of the 
potent ia ls and pitfalls of new c o m m u n i 
cat ion technologies. 

Commun i ca t i on and information 
are women's basic tools. 
The strength of the women's 

movements worldwide has always been 
its abi l i ty to d isseminate the k i n d of 
in format ion that raises women's con
sc iousness about their r ights, that 
st i rs i n them quest ions and urges 
them to demand for what is rightfully 
theirs. These are information that 
s t imulate and encourage creativity. 
Because women have been informed, 
they have learned to protect them
selves and each other. 

Women use va r i ous media to accom
pl i sh this : from pr in t to broadcast, to com
muni ty theater, m u s i c , poetry, dance, arts 
and crafts. The n u m b e r of women in the 
field of mass c o m m u n i c a t i o n is steadily 
and cont inuous ly increas ing , a develop
ment that is both encourag ing and deceiv
ing. The mere increase i n the number of 
women in med ia is not enough to change 
the image of women. W h a t is important is 
for women med ia workers to have a politi
ca l , if not feminist, perspective on issues. 
Women media workers who lack a clear 
feminst s tandpoint communica t e the role 
model of a lone w o m a n sc ramb l ing to cl imb 
the exist ing s t ruc ture a n d not of a woman 
struggl ing to change that s t ructure . 

And , i n this age of the cyberspace, 
women are l earn ing to wie ld the power of 
high technology even as they cont inue to 
affirm the effectiveness of low-tech, non
electronic channe ls . In u s i n g these new 
communica t i on technologies , women 
realize that these s h o u l d promote women's 
access to them and al low women to maxi
mize their potent ia l . New technologies 
should complement other med ia and , 
together, mus t effectively communica te 
messages that decons t ruc t gender stere
otypes. 

Bu t ul t imate ly , ne i ther new commu
nicat ion technologies nor access to infor
mat ion would be enough to b r ing about 
substantive change i n the s ta tus of 
women. What needs to happen is for 
women to take the in format ion and act on 
it, first of a l l by u s i n g any a n d a l l available 
forms of c ommun i ca t i on to disseminate 
the informat ion i n ever w iden ing circles. 
Women need to keep i n their m inds the 
vital role that in format ion plays in the 
movement: To strengthen the l inks of 
women a l l a r o u n d the wor ld . ^ 
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