Chapter 4

Teaching You to Love Fear: Television
News and Racial Stereotypes
in a Punishing Democracy

Travis L. Dixon

Because I am one of the few African American professors my students have
ever met, I am often asked to speak to various student groups about my life
and work; one of the questions I address regularly is “why do you study ra-
cial stereotypes in the media?” I usually respond that my scholarly work is
inspired by my personal experiences, for I grew up in South Central Los An-
geles, that Hollywood symbol of projected racial stereotypes and fears, and
later attended a college where I encountered white students who had been
taught by the media to see me as a problem requiring careful scrutiny, per-
haps even punishment. I had grown up fearing the police and the violence
of angry white men, but my classmates were afraid of me.

While growing up, even though I was a hardly imposing “geek,” I was of-
ten harassed by police officers who assumed that I was up to no good simply
because of my race and my neighborhood. On one occasion I was attending
a church barbecue. When it was time to head home, I borrowed my grand-
father's truck (with his permission, of course). I was soon pulled over and
confronted by two white police officers with their guns drawn; although I
was a good kid returning home from a church function, they thought I was
a violent predator. It turns out that I was dropping off a friend who lived
near a store that had been burglarized earlier that day, and so the Los Ange-
les police were on a manhunt, looking for a black man, any black man. One
inappropriate move, including any verbal protest against my mistreatment,
and I might have been beaten, arrested, or even shot. And so my childhood
unfolded in South Central, where, on more than a dozen occasions, I faced
profiling behavior, was handcuffed, or was pulled over for no reason other
than the color of my skin. I thus learned to be careful around the police, to
know when to shut up, and both to recognize and fear the inarticulate fury

of those who had been trained to see the world through the lens of mass-
mediated racial stereotypes.

Later in life, I came to realize that the same fear and misunderstanding
that drove some white police officers to target me also encouraged many of
my teachers and then professors to expect little from me in the classroom.
When I was a freshman in college, I recall a mathematics professor who talked
down to me when I attended his office hours and who seemed to be systemati-
cally rude to all the women and people of color in his class. While pacing in
front of the class during the final exam, a black student turned in his exam
somewhat early, prorﬁpting the professor to exclaim: “Now I know this test is
too easy!” Perhaps he thought he was being funny, but many of us heard the
comment as yet another racial slur. While walking across campus, I remember
the familiar question posed by my classmates: “Are you an athlete?” This was
a question I would have never been asked while attending my predominantly
black high school, where I was known as a geek, not a jock—I was not an
athlete; it was self-evident that I was the nerd, not the sports star. Nonethe-
less, mediated stereotypes led my classmates to believe that black people are
either criminals or athletes, not scholars.

I eventually overcame this institutionalized racism to obtain a Ph.D. and
become a professor. As I pursued my degree, I was dogged by a persistent
question: “Why do people use stereotypes to guide their decisions?” As I read
others’ research and undertook my own investigations, I became convinced
that support for policies that hurt the life chances of young black men is
tied to either a tacit or explicit endorsement of racial stereotypes. Further-
more, because we live largely in a segregated society, many of these stereo-
typical conceptions are perpetuated not by individuals reflecting upon their
interpersonal contacts with others, but by the mass media. Unfortunately,
these mass-mediated racial stereotypes may be teaching us to love fear by
prodding us to support a punishing and racist democracy rather than an em-
powering one. Neil Postman famously worried that we Americans have fallen
s0 in love with our televisions that we are “amusing ourselves to death”; in
that same vein of thought, I fear that we may have become so inundated by
mass-mediated racial stereotypes that we are losing the ability to see past
our racialized fears. What if the mass media are, in effect, teaching us to see
the world in ways that will, ultimately, lead to disaster?!

To begin answering that question, this chapter outlines what we know about
the content and effects of mediated racial stereotypes on black male crimi-
nality. I focus on television news shows because people tend to view them as
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accurately reflecting reality and therefore use them as a basis for construct-
ing both their personal worldviews and their positions on public policy. Given
this premise, I offer two claims about the news media and racial stereotypes:
First, the news media misrepresent black men as criminal suspects; second,
exposure to this misrepresentation perpetuates the stereotypical belief that
African Americans comprise the bulk of threatening criminal suspects and
therefore need to be incarcerated in order to protect white society. I argue,
therefore, that watching television news leads to implicit racism, and that
unconscious racism underpins support for a punishing democracy that treats
black men as criminals rather than as citizens. In short, television news is
teaching us to love fear.?

The Stereotypical Content of News Programming

The majority of research suggests that news programming perpetuates stereo-
typical crime imagery focused on the monstrous deeds of black men. These
findings hold true for both local and national news coverage. To help read-
ers understand the crushing implications of these claims, I offer overviews
of the racializing content expressed in local and national television news
shows. Studying these sources enables me to map two of the main paths of
indoctrination into a world driven by racial stereotypes and hence prone to
accepting the mass incarceration of young black men.

The Black Criminal Stereotype on Local Television News

Communication scholars, political scientists, and psychologists have stud-
ied the effects of the entertainment media in perpetuating stereotypes for
decades, but substantial attention to the role of the news media in depict-
ing stereotypes and reinforcing stereotypical thinking did not occur largely
until the 1990s. One of the first and most important investigations was un-
dertaken by Bob Entman and his colleagues, who analyzed 55 days of local
television news in Chicago; the study indicated that black men accused of
a crime were much more likely than similarly accused white suspects to be
shown in the grip of a restraining police officer. At some deep visceral level,
then, the news media tended to portray black men as needing restraint, as
requiring state intervention, as predators to be feared. Entman also found
that black men accused of committing a crime were less likely than white
suspects to be identified by name in news stories. Entman interpreted such
differences as evidence that when African American and white suspects are
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accused of similarly serious offenses, black suspects appear to be treated in
a more dehumanized manner. Thus, whereas white suspects have individu-
ating names, black suspects are anonymous, more nameless evidence in the
long-standing narrative claiming that black men are criminals. Moreover,
Entman maintained that those black suspects who were most dehumanized
were portrayed as being the perpetrators of violence against white victims.
These images appear to suggest that while crime is always a terrible event,
it is even worse when committed by a black man against a white victim. Al-
though limited to fifty-five days of coverage in Chicago, Entman'’s findings
suggest strongly that the television news perpetuated a series of stereotypical
depictions in which black suspects were violent, nameless, and perpetually
attacking white victims.?

Although Entman limited his investigation to local Chicago stations, such
stereotypical depictions are not confined to Chicago news. For example, Daniel
Romer and his colleagues analyzed the 11:00 p.m. news broadcast for three
stations in Philadelphia over fourteen weeks. In each of the stories, Romer
and his associates coded the ethnicity of primary actors (i.e., “person of color”
or white) and they recorded their roles (i.e., victim or perpetrator). Echoing
Entman’s conclusions for Chicago, Romer’s study found that black Philadel-
phians were more likely to be shown as perpetrators than as victims in the
news. In addition, Romer and his team found evidence that white Philadel-
phians were overrepresented as victims, and that these portrayals of white
victims were matched by an overrepresentation of black perpetrators. Indeed,
although crime reports indicate that only 10 percent of white victims are
murdered by black offenders, the Philadelphia television news shows studied
by Romer and his colleagues depicted a world in which 42 percent of white
victims were murdered by black thugs—this amounts to an overrepresentation
of black-on-white murder by more than 400 percent. In short, the television
news studied by Romer distorts reality by creating a nightmare world driven
by fear-based racial stereotypes.*

Whereas Entman, Romer, and their colleagues have made a substantial con-
tribution to our understanding of race and the news in Chicago and Philadel-
phia, other research on racially biased depictions in local news programming
has addressed Los Angeles. Much of this work has been undertaken either by
me and my colleagues or by Franklin Gilliam and his colleagues. These studies
reveal several consistent findings. First, in relation to actual crime reports,
African Americans are overrepresented as criminal suspects in Los Angeles
news programs. On average, crime reports indicate that African Americans
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make up about 21 percent of actual perpetrators in the Los Angeles area, yet
they appear as perpetrators about 37 percent of the time on Los Angeles area
news. I should note as well that this overrepresentation of black criminal sus-
pects on local television news is likely even more egregious than these num-
bers suggest, for the crime reports I am using for my baseline figures likely
include disproportionate numbers of black men who are arrested because of
racist police practices. This means, then, that the discrepancy between tele-
vision news depictions of black criminals (37 percent of suspects) and crime
reports (21 percent of actual suspects) is most likely even larger than what I
am reporting here. As in Chicago and Philadelphia, then, the television news
in Los Angeles is systematically filling our heads with racist images that do
not report the facts faithfully but that perpetuate the stereotype of the young
black man as a violent threat to society.®

Second, my and my colleagues’ research has shown that African Americans
are generally associated in television news shows with negative roles. For ex-
ample, we found that African Americans are more than twice as likely to ap-
pear as criminal suspects than as officers on news programs—put simply, the
television news depicts black men as criminals, not as law-protecting police
officers. As in the Romer study, we also found that black men are more likely
to appear as perpetrators than as victims in the news in Los Angeles area
news programs. In fact, in proportion to crime reports, African Americans are
underrepresented as homicide victims on local television news: whereas black
Angelinos represent about 23 percent of the victims portrayed in television
news, they account for almost 30 percent of the actual victims in the Los An-
geles area. Because being a victim of crime puts oneina position of sympathy
in most viewers' eyes, this underrepresentation of black victims amounts to
yet another subtle way that African American experiences are downplayed,
as if our pain is less newsworthy than that experienced by white victims. Fi-
nally, African Americans are twice as likely as white suspects to have nega-
tive pretrial publicity aired about them in the news. For example, if you are
a black suspect on television news, then the news story is more likely (than
if you are a white suspect) to air the fact that you have committed crimes
in the past. This reporting of past deeds is important because the American
Bar Association has identified negative pretrial publicity as a hindrance to
the constitutional principle of a fair trial. The bedrock commitment of our
justice system, the belief that one is innocent until proven guilty, is thus
jeopardized by the mass circulation of racial stereotypes.®

As a corollary to these findings about media bias in its depictions of black

DIXON / TEACHING YOU TO LOVE FEAR

men, we have also found a consistent pattern in the portrayal of white sus-
pects and victims. For example, we found that white Angelinos are under-
represented as both violent and felony perpetrators. One of the things we
have been taught to forget is that a significant number of crimes (in Los
Angeles, almost 28 percent) are committed by white criminals; however, our
research indicates that white men make up only about 20 percent of the
perpetrators shown on Los Angeles television news. By overemphasizing the
crimes committed by African Americans and underportraying the crimes com-
mitted by white Californians, the Los Angeles news media racializes crime,
showing it not as a communal dilemma to be addressed by all of us, but as
a specifically racial problem in which predatory black men victimize inno-
cent white citizens. This systematic pattern of racializing news stories about
crime depends in part on showing white Angelinos as the upholders of law
and order. For example, white suspects are underrepresented as the perpe-
trators of crime, and white Angelinos are simultaneously overrepresented as
police officers: They account for 69 percent of police officers on television
but only 59 percent in fact. This stereotypical local news depiction suggests
that law and order is the province of white police officers, whose job is to
defend white victims from black villains. When inundated with such images,
day in and day out, year after year, there can be little wonder that so many
Americans support the prison-industrial complex, for the mass media are
indeed teaching us to be racists, to clamor for more arrests of young black
men, to surrender our hopes for justice and racial equality to the hysteria
of a punishing democracy.

The Black Criminal Stereotype on National Television News

Network news is important to study because national news programs often
air information about the laws and policies on crime and violence. Whereas
local news shows tend to sensationalize local events, national news shows
tend to run stories that position African Americans within the larger context
of law and policy. I should note, however, that network news spends less time
discussing crime than local news; instead, several studies have noted that
network television news tends to address stories that link African Americans
with other social issues, including welfare and education, which tend to as-
sociate black Americans with stereotypes such as being complainers, loafers,
and underachievers. For example, Jimmie Reeves and Richard Campbell have
provided an insightful analysis of network news coverage during President
Ronald Reagan’s so-called “war on drugs.” They found that the media was
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complicit in supporting a type of new racism that falsely overassociated black
youth with the then-booming cocaine drug culture; according to Reeves and
Campbell, the news media produced a cocaine narrative that “took shape
around social conflicts and cultural distinction related to the contemporary
politics of race, class, gender, sexuality, region, religion, age and taste. At vari-
ous moments during the narrative the meaning of cocaine would be inflected
by gender issues, it would take on racial overtones, and it would animate
myths about the sanctity of small-town life in middle-America.” As these nar-
ratives trumpeted the threat of black male aggression against white middle
class values, so this overarching racial theme became a ubiquitous refrain of
network news coverage. Thus, whereas the local news stories analyzed above
tended toward sensational (and factually inaccurate) portrayals of black men
as violent criminals preying on local white victims, the national news stories
addressed here tended to link African Americans with larger social issues,
such as welfare or education or drugs, thus subtly depicting us as the cause
of social decline. In short, black men were shown on national news not only
as criminals but as the cause of a host of other social crises. The national
news would thus have us think this way: if America is falling apart, then it
is my fault; as a black man, I am the problem.”

Moreover, when national news shows did address victims of crime and
upholders of law, they tended to do so in ways that repeated the stereo-
type-reinforcing patterns deployed in local news. For example, while African
Americans make up 48 percent of crime victims nationally, we account for
only about 30 percent of the victims shown on network television; similarly,
whereas black officers total 17 percent of the police forces nationally, only
3 percent of the officers portrayed on network news are African Americans.
As in local news shows, this network news pattern communicates the false
impression that blacks are perpetrators of crime but are not its victims and
definitely not the police officers trying to stem the tide of crime.®

To summarize my argument thus far, the best available data on both local
and national news coverage suggest that when television news shows address
crime and other crime-related issues, black men are overrepresented as crimi-
nals but underrepresented as police officers and agents of the law; we are over-
represented as attacking white victims but underrepresented as the victims
of crime; we are often depicted in ways that are likely to prevent receiving
a fair trial; and, in keeping with cultural narratives originally derived from
slavery, we are portrayed as the root cause of a host of other social problems
that require heavy-handed responses.

DIXON / TEACHING YOU TO LOVE FEAR

From Media Content to Daily Life:
How Biased News Depictions Reinforce Stereotypes

The content analyses offered above include strong evidence of how the me-
dia produce and perpetuate racial stereotypes; however, they cannot tell us
much, if anything, about the effects of consuming such mass-produced rac-
ist content. In order to understand whether news viewing contributes to an
individual employing racist stereotypes in his or her daily life, I would like
now to consider a field of research known as systematic effects investigations.
There are two kinds of tools used by social scientists to tease out these effects.
The first involves laboratory experiments in which viewers are asked to watch
certain programs in a controlled environment and then to record their impres-
sions, hence enabling scholars to study the flow of ideas from a given show to
a particular viewer. As critics have noted, such contrived experiments are not
very naturalistic—they do not reflect typical viewer patterns or practices—and
so some experts question whether such experiments are generalizable across
diverse populations and situations. The second study technique is the survey
wherein viewers watch television at home and then report their responses to
scholars. Such surveys are more naturalistic, but even when well conducted
they cannot tell us definitively about causation, just about relationships (for as
in exit-voting reports, most Americans are loath to admit that race influences
their thinking, even when answering in anonymous surveys). Because both
research methods have limits and strengths, I report on both kinds of studies,
thus hoping to provide the best understanding of whether distorted race and
crime imagery influences support for the mass incarceration of black men. I
should note as well that many scholars agree that even the most egregiously
racist news programs could appeal to and hence influence only viewers who
are already predisposed to consuming such images; this means, in short, that
stereotypes must somehow be fulfilling, they must somehow provide a sense
of understanding and meaning. And so, before diving into an analysis of the
experimental and survey research on media effects, I need first to discuss the
psychological reasons that enable stereotypes to be appealing.®

The Psychology of Mediated Stereotyping
of Black Men as Criminals

From a psychological standpoint, stereotypes are cognitive structures that
help us understand the world around us: in the face of confusion, stereo-
types provide a sense of stability and order, they anchor meaning to certain
assumed truths. Moreover, psychologists tend to agree that because stereo-
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types fulfill these sense-making roles, the more they have been used in the
past, the more likely they are to be used in the future—in short, stereotypes
tend to be both self-fulfilling and self-perpetuating precisely because they
help us explain the world. The technical concepts describing this process are
chronic activation and chronic accessibility. Chronic activation denotes the
ways consistent exposure to stereotypical images triggers chains of associa-
tions in the brain; chronic accessibility denotes how, after years and years of
chronic activation, we learn to draw upon stereotypes to explain the world,
thus accessing meaning by activating stereotypes. The two processes interlock
to form a cycle of stereotype-producing thought: If a stereotype has been re-
peatedly activated in prior and multiple contexts to make sense of situations,
then the stereotype becomes a source of meaning likely to be more and more
readily accessible. Chronic activation leads to chronic accessibility and then
back again, creating a loop of stereotype-driven sense-making that is diffi-
cult to break—and so thinking in a stereotyped way becomes almost addic-
tive. The crucial questions, then, are how do stereotypically racist television
news shows contribute to this cycle, and how can we measure the effects of
this process in daily life?*

Experimental Research on Stereotype
Reinforcement Via the News

A growing body of research suggests that exposure to biased media portrayals
activates stereotypes that associate black men with criminality. This stereo-
typical association then leads to biased judgments that may be made eve.n
without the perceiver’s conscious awareness. For example, in one of her experi-
ments, Mary Beth Oliver tried to study how viewers respond to news stories,
and how their choices may reflect stereotypical racial biases. She exposed
participants to a series of similar news stories, with different versions of the
story featuring suspects of different races; she then asked the participants to
identify the race of the suspect portrayed. She found that people tended to
pick the black suspect, even after having watched a news story identifying
someone else as the suspect. Confronted with a hard choice, participants, al-
most by default, relied upon stereotypical thinking and assumed the suspect
was black. Oliver then brought participants back into the laboratory several
months later and found that many of those who had been shown an image
of a white suspect now identified a black suspect as the assailant they had
seen several months earlier—their memory was overridden by racist stereo-
types. Oliver later repeated the study using newspapers and varied whether it
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was violent or nonviolent stories that people read. Here again she uncovered
a similar process of participants relying upon racializing stereotypes to try
to make sense of the stories they had read. In short, participants’ mistakes
in reporting what they had seen or read were driven by relying upon racial
stereotypes. Chronic activation theory thus suggests that repeatedly seeing
black suspects in the news will encourage people to unconsciously use a black
criminal stereotype to make sense of news clips, even when they have just
witnessed images of white suspects.™
Pursuing this same line of research, Franklin Gilliam and Shanto Iyengar con-

ducted a series of experiments in which they exposed thousands of participants
to either a black, white, or racially uncoded criminal suspect (in some cases
even showing participants stories that were not about crime). Afterward, they
asked participants about their endorsement of subtle racism and their support
for punitive crime legislation. Their studies produced two notable conclusions.
First, as in Oliver’s studies, they found that participants tended to falsely re-
call the race of unidentified suspects as black. Second, they found that white
participants, but not participants of color, were more likely to express subtle
racism by supporting punitive crime policies after exposure to either an uniden-

tified or black criminal suspect, but not after being shown a story about a white

suspect. Specifically, white participants exposed to an identical crime story in

which a black rather than a white suspect was shown were six times as likely

to express support for three-strikes legislation and other punitive measures

for crime. Witnessing a white criminal produced one response and witnessing a
black criminal produced a harsher response explicitly linked to punitive crime
policies; and so we can conclude that racially biased stereotypes do indeed have
a direct impact on our attitudes on crime-related social policy.??

Critics of this argument will raise the question of cause and effect: Are rac-
ist stereotypes more accessible because we live in a racist culture or because
people repeatedly watch racist news programming? Which factor causes which
result? To address this concern, my colleagues and I conducted a series of ex-
periments designed to understand the potential impact of repeated viewing of
stereotypical news coverage on stereotype activation and use. We suspected
that frequent viewing of newscasts that overportray black criminality would
lead to the development and reinforcement of a cognitive association between
black men and lawbreaking. In other words, we tried to develop a method for
measuring whether and how watching biased news coverage of black crimi-
nality contributed to the chronic activation of the black criminal stereotype,
and whether and how such viewing increased the accessibility of the stereo-
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type when relevant policy judgments needed to be made. And so we exposed
participants to a news program featuring either a majority of black suspects,
a majority of white suspects, a number of unidentified suspects, or noncrime
stories. We also asked participants about how much news they watched daily.
We found that heavy news viewers were more likely than light news viewers to
believe, when exposed to images of black suspects, that the world is a danger-
ous place and, as a result, to experience emotional discomfort when witness-
ing such images. In addition, heavy news viewers were more likely than light
viewers to assume, when exposed to either black or unidentified criminals,
that a subsequent race-unidentified perpetrator was culpable for his offense.
This study suggests that heavy news viewing perpetuates fear of black of-
fenders and a willingness to assume that black suspects are guilty. Moreover,
it suggests that by chronically activating racializing stereotypes, some of our
participants in turn found such images more accessible as a means of explain-
ing the stories we showed to them—each racializing moment fed the next.”
I want to emphasize that some of our experiments involved the assessment
of exposure to news images of unidentified suspects. We thought that as-
sessing or reacting to unidentified suspects might be a particularly powerful
way of demonstrating whether and how news programming reinforced ste-
reotypical cognitive links between black men and criminality. For if reactions
to black suspects and unidentified criminals were similar or connected, then
we thought it would illustrate the strength of the stereotypical link between
African Americans and lawbreaking. In short, we thought it might be con-
vincing if we could demonstrate how viewers, even when shown a suspect of
nondescript status, tended to assume that the offender was a black man. In
many cases, we found that participants misremembered unidentified persons
as black suspects, that they became equally punitive when exposed to black
and unidentified suspects, and that their support for the black community
declined as a result of exposure to unidentified suspects. Apparently, the as-
sociation between African Americans and criminality is so strong that simply
thinking about crime, even when shown a suspect of nondescript character-
istics, causes many perceivers to conjure visual images of black criminals.™
While viewers’ responses to crime news reveal assumptions about race and
its impact on the guilt or innocence of suspects, I have also wondered about
viewers' responses to questions about the deeper social causes of success or
failure in contemporary America. For example, in one study we found that
heavy news viewers were less likely than light news viewers to believe that
African Americans face structural limitations to their success in life. This
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study echoes a growing body of research providing evidence that watching
television news makes you more likely to believe that black Americans are an
irresponsible group of loafers rather than a people who have been oppressed
for hundreds of years by institutionalized racism. While television news thus
overrepresents black Americans as violent criminals, and underrepresents us
as the victims of crime, this more recent line of research has perhaps even
more far-reaching implications, for it suggests that television news is push-
ing a storyline in which the legacies of slavery have been transcended, the
playing field is even, and talk of racism is just bad nostalgia.’s

The “New Racism” and Stereotype Reinforcement in the News

Scholars are in fact beginning to understand that racism in the twenty-first
century has taken on a dangerous pattern wherein most white Americans no
longer speak openly about race—they even deplore racism when asked about
it directly—yet they refuse to support the social programs that might redress
the damage caused by hundreds of years of racism, and they offer rabid sup-
port for penal policies that reinforce those same patterns of disenfranchise-
ment. Paul Street has thus argued that the combination of media stereotypes
and the prison-industrial complex has launched “the new racism”; Eduardo
Bonilla Silva has called this a condition of “racism without racists.” To sup-
port the findings of these cultural critics with social-science-based research
methods, scholars are trying to craft surveys to measure how television news
influences how we think about race and crime and their causes and conse-
quences in the twenty-first century. In one such study, Gilliam and Iyengar
tested whether exposure to local news programming in Los Angeles would be
associated with old-fashioned racism (e.g., the belief that black Americans
are inherently inferior beings) or the new racism (e.qg., lack of support for
policies designed to assist African Americans); moreover, they tried to assess
support for punitive crime policies such as three-strikes legislation and the
death penalty. They found that overall exposure to local news programming
was associated with higher “new racism” scores and also with greater support
for punitive crime measures.®

But we are still left with the question of cause and effect. One possibility
unexamined by Gilliam and Iyengar is that those who already endorse ste-
reotypes about black criminality are more likely to watch the news, perhaps
because the news reflects their racist thinking. I therefore became interested
in repeating and extending their survey work. My goal was to assess whether
television news created racial stereotypes in viewers’ minds or rather rein-
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forced already-lodged biases. As in the previous studies discussed above, I
found that even after controlling for prior racial attitudes, attention and ex-
posure to crime news was positively correlated with a general concern about
crime. In short, the more news you watch, the more afraid of crime you be-
come. In addition, crime news exposure was also positively correlated with
hypothetical culpability ratings for black and unidentified criminals, but not
with white criminals. So the more news you watch, the more likely you are to
assume that black suspects are guilty. Finally, and most telling, respondents
with heavier exposure to local news content that overrepresented black men
as criminals—even those respondents who denounced racism when asked
directly—had a stronger perception that all African Americans are violent.
This means that independent of one’s prior racial attitudes, the more you wit-
ness black men portrayed as criminals in the news, the more likely you are
to hold negative racial perceptions of all African Americans. In other words,
even people who tend to be consciously sympathetic to African Americans
can unconsciously stereotype black men if they watch extensive amounts of
television news portraying black criminality."”

Conclusion: Television News, Crime,
and the Production of Racial Fear

Taken together, the experimental and survey work discussed in this chapter
provides a consistently disturbing picture of the effects of exposure to racially
biased crime news. Specifically, this research points to three incontrovertible
patterns. First, crime news exposure increases the accessibility of a black crimi-
nal stereotype that associates African Americans with criminal behavior. This
has the consequence of encouraging news viewers to associate crime stories,
even those devoid of direct racial references, with African Americans. In short,
exposure to racist television news leads to chronic activation of racist stereo-
types. Second, crime news exposure leads viewers to harbor an elevated fear or
concern about African Americans and leads to a greater perceived danger and
concern about becoming a victim of crime. This includes creating a perception
in viewers that black men are violent or intimidating. Over time, this pattern
means that viewers come to chronically access stereotypical narratives about
and images of black men, hence creating a foundation of racist thinking. Third,
heavy news exposure encourages viewers to endorse punitive measures to ad-
dress the so-called problems with African American crime. This support for pu-
nitive crime measures comes in the form of culpability judgments of suspects,
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support for tough prison terms, and flagging support for affirmative action
and the other social programs meant to heal the wounds of hundreds of years
of institutionalized racism. In short, the television news teaches you to be a
fear-filled racist who supports the most brutal policies of the prison-industrial
complex—the media are indeed teaching us to love fear.

I will leave the macro-analysis of the political economy of the corporate
media to others who can better articulate the impact of market consolidation
on media content. As I have noted elsewhere, however, we need to be clear
that the profit motive encourages the corporate media to emphasize coverage
of the kinds of crimes poor black men are more likely to commit while ignor-
ing those crimes more likely to be committed by wealthy white offenders.
In other words, because of poverty and structural racism, black men have a
higher likelihood of committing blue-collar crime (e.g., robbery) rather than
white-collar crime (e.g., embezzlement). And because the former are easier
to cover and depict in graphic ways, the media target them, hence appealing
to viewers and hence keeping advertising profits as high as possible. Indeed,
whereas street crime can be covered by an intrepid reporter in a van with a
camera, reporting on corporate malfeasance requires several things, includ-
ing: (1) a whistleblower, (2) the will to offend a powerful company or adver-
tiser, (3) the funds to cover a story long-term, and (4) the ability to make
an intricate story of corporate intrigue interesting to the average person.
These are not insurmountable hurdles (for example, consider the success of
the documentary The Smartest Guys in the Room, a blistering exposé of the
Enron debacle), yet they make it almost impossible to cover such stories in
the nightly television news. Rather than covering rampant corporate crimes
committed by white executives, then, the profit motive leaves television news
viewers inundated with gruesome depictions of gangland slayings—and so
rich white criminals go unreported while poor black criminals are splashed
across the television screen each and every night.®®

To help reverse these patterns, we can pursue a few political and personal
strategies. First, we can demand that the Federal Communications Commis-
sion and Congress require broadcasters to report fair and balanced news cov-
erage using a standard similar to the now-defunct fairness doctrine. The news
wing of a station should no longer be seen as a profit center or propaganda
machine for the network; instead, news should serve the greater good of pro-
viding information to the public. Second, as citizens, we should discourage
the loosening of restrictions on conglomerate ownership of media outlets. In
other words, as long as profits are the primary goal of networks, then they
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will rely on stereotypes to tell their stories. Third, at an ind'ivid.ual level, tel;:-
vision viewers could be encouraged to become more consc1.ent10us about the
media choices they make, thus enabling them to distinguish between news
and racializing hysteria. One way to achieve this goal is f'or news consumz'rs
to expose themselves to diverse media sources an'd to actively pursue me ia
outlets run by, working with, or at least addressing the concerns of people
of color—for scholars have shown that one of the best ways to break dowz
stereotypes is to present viewers with multiple exemplars of the stereotxﬁc)i
group, thus illustrating that the group or character type fo'rme'rl'y thought to
be monolithic is in fact diverse, complicated, and full 9f individuals. Tbere
are many nonprofit organizations working to facilitate t‘hls process, esy?emal(liy
on the subject of stereotypical representations of crime and. race, includ-
ing BeyondMedia Education (www.beyondmedia..org), P”aper Tiger T: (wv:g
.papertiger.org), the Prison Radio Project (www.pnsonfafil'o.org), the Thousa )
Kites Project (www.thousandkites.org), and others. V1s.1t1ng these groups and
other local alternative media outlets can indeed help viewers to move beyc.m 1
the numbing pattern of chronic activation and chronic access of ste.reotyplca
images of black men and crime. I only hope that we c'an. spread thlj message
and hence begin breaking the cycle of racism before it is too late.
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