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1
Challenging Media Power Today

Why a manifesto?

This is a time for manifestos: analyses that identify the
faults and fissures of a divided world and declarations that
propose strategies to put things right. We need narratives
that articulate our rage against injustice and
simultaneously evoke a spirit of optimism and the
possibility of radical social change. This is not a time for
studied neutrality, strategic ambivalence or cool
indifference but an opportunity to diagnose problems and
mobilize solutions.

The dominant neoliberal order has been widely discredited
and its zombie form stumbles on, albeit with fewer and
fewer supporters. Inequality and instability, discrimination
and disillusion are rampant across much of the world and
environmental disaster lurches ever closer. Public life has
been hollowed out - increasingly administered by private
companies and opportunistic elites in thrall to a blinkered
market logic - while the dream of a digital nirvana appears
to have turned into a cesspit of racist abuse, corporate
surveillance and global bickering. Our universities are debt
machines, our welfare systems are increasingly emaciated,
and our systems of government are opaque to populations
for whom direct democracy exists largely as a fairytale
from Athenian times.

In response to the breakdown of what was always a fragile
political consensus, we are now seeing worrying levels of
nativism and xenophobia dressed up as ‘popular
sentiment’. Authoritarianism - marked by states of



emergency, pervasive surveillance regimes and intolerance
towards minorities - is by no means a tendency confined to
distant ‘illiberal’ states but finds an expression in
traditional ‘liberal democratic’ nations. Walls, borders,
profits and privileges preoccupy vested interests far
beyond any meaningful commitment to diversity, equality,
climate action and social justice.

Our communication systems are not exempt from these
developments. In fact they are crucial vehicles through
which misinformation, misrepresentation, misogyny and
mischief are disseminated. For example, Ogilvy, one of the
world’s largest and most prestigious advertising agencies,
was happy to take $39 million from the American
government in order to make commercials for US Customs
and Border Protection at a time when it was forcibly
separating children from their parents at the US-Mexico
border and holding them in cages. Its CEO defended the
agency’s actions by pointing out that CBP ‘is not
necessarily a bad organization’ and that, in any case, Ogilvy
had previously worked with other controversial companies
like BP, big tobacco and Coca Cola.l Moreover, the failure
to predict, challenge or to make sense of apparently
unprecedented events such as the election of Donald
Trump, Brexit, climate catastrophe and the rise of the far
right can’t be blamed solely on fringe purveyors of ‘fake
news’ but reflects the insulation, complacency and
commercial interests of our major legacy news
organizations. As the then CEO of US network CBS
famously put it during Trump’s 2016 presidential
campaign: ‘It may not be good for America, but it’'s damn
good for CBS . . . The money’s rolling in and this is fun.’2

Presided over by unaccountable oligopolies fostering
corporate-friendly agendas and deploying algorithms
whose operations remain shrouded in mystery, our news
media are in thrall to the very power that they once



