The Praxis of Access:
Access and Global Activism

BY Jony W. HiGains

he 1920s & 1830s. Around the world,

media-visionaries strogele toward a
B dream involving o relatively new
media outler radio. The vision sees radio
devoted to shared communication atmong
peaple, rather than o one way ransmis-
sion device for selling cornmercial prod-
ets held by a lew companies. In
GCermany, Bertolt Breche reflects the
vision, staing “Radio could be the most
wonderul public communicarion system
imaginable - - could be, that is, il it were
capable not ondy of transmitting hut of
receiving, of making the listener noc only
fear bt also speak, not of isolaling him
it of connecting him." The global move
menl is but a recent manilestation of
grassroots-oriented, democratic media In
fhe LS., the general population shares
the belief thar radio should sty commer-
chal-free — dominated by the educarors
and non-profic groups who developed the
new medium, The commonly held per-
spective sees radio as a tool to uphift and
anily the nation's people, rather thanan
instrument of crass commercialism. The
mowernent builds on the work ol radical
film makers and photographers, sirog-
eling against domination of information
by the mainstream filny industry,

The 15405 & 19505, [0 the U5, strug
ules to ulilize media technologies Tor non-
commercial, grassroots communication
focus on the emerping lechnologies of FM
raclio and broadeast television. Across the
alobe, community-based radio stations
ererpe, based on local social movements,
In 14947 the tin miners’ union in Bolivid
starts hroadeasting from a chain of sta-
Hons in the mountains, Cher the years,
the miners delend theirstations from a
variery of theeats—including government
troops attempting o shul down the min-
ars’ voice. In 1945, comounity radio is
born in the VLS, in the form ol progressive
KPEA in Berkeley, California during an era
of anti-communist Instecia and govern-
menl repression. Soon after, the Pacifica
nerwnrk is bormn,

The 19605 & 19705, The options [or
democrativ, grassrools media expand to
include the emergine technalno of

portible video cquipment for the creation
of community-based programs. Those
Lesting e lirnits of the new medium
include activists, actists, and long-stand
ing commaumnity-hased docamentary ilm
proups. Bxperiments with the new medi
i take place, among other places, in
Britain, Mozambigue, France, Chile, and
the 1.5, Canadi’s success with using film
anel wideo for social change, the
"Challenge for Change” program, is noted
b activists intent on adapting technology
[y the purpose of progressive social
chinge.

Abthis samie time in the LLS,, the 20-
year-old technology of eable television is
et fram rural to ucban areas, provid-
ing o window of opportunity for the distri-
Bution of communies-based communica-
Linr, An unusaal alliance of cable compa-
ny execulives, media activists, and gov
ermment regulators [orges an agreciment
that will open the docr for community tel-
evision channels—known as “access chan-
nels"—for public, educational, and gow-
ernmental use,

The social envicenment of the lare
1960 and carly TH70s cultivates the sense
that social institutions are ineffective and
a centralized hroadeast media ane particu-
larly culpable in perpetuating social
ineguities, Cable television is castas a
technelosy that will help bypass central-
ized control of information, and provide
alternative sources of information and
opinion 1o an information-starved public,
Access channels will help the de-ceniral-
Pzattion of information and authorily, and
ceinvigorate the social labric of the repub
lie—developing an involvement in the
workings of the democracy at the grass-
reints level This is to happen by including
everyday people in the creation of televi-
sion programs and the discussion of cur-
rent events of significanee to the commu-
nity certain w be the focus of these pro
2ranE.

Within this social enviromment
emerges the Allernate Media Center, cre-
ated by George Stomey and Hed Burns,
and led by the accumulated knowledge of
the “Challenge for Change” program and
simnilar experiments invelving media for

social change from around the world over
the decades. One progeam of the Alfernate
Medin Center places interns with cable
companies across the Ul to atilize
access channels and develop [acilities tha
will become neighborhood meeting cen-
ters, hased around communily media,

These incerns, inthe parlance of the
development discourse, become “anima
fewrs"—"social animators"— "change
agrents,” They foster structures and pric-
tices based on group-held interpretations
of representative democracy, Thoy share a
visiornof & more equitable society run less
from the centralized positions of corpo-
rate and governmental pover; and more
from the grassroots—where cvervday peo
ple have maore of an inpact on Ueir day
to day lives and the direction of the
human race.

Ty thee mid 1970s, the interns soon
fined themselves accompaniod by o grow
ing number of intecested individuals and
croups intent on using media as a fool
with which o chiange sociery. These social
and media activises fornm an organizing
aroups: the Mational Fedevation of Local
Cable Programimers (MELCE), o share
experiences, promaote the use of comima-
nity access channels and facilities, and
Iy Bor community access W a variety of
distribution chanmels and the democrari-
sation of media systems, The NFLCP
fremamed the Allianee for Community
hedia) begins publication ol a newsletter
which later becomes the Comuninily
Tederision Review |CTR, renamed
Coprrninity Media Rewleny, CAMR) o share
ideas and help strengthen the bonds of
cormmunity within the growp, The organi-
zation continues forging links with allies
in the long-term struggle for the democra-
lization of media and establishment ol a
mare equilable society—globally and
locally nso doing, the Alliance conlinoes
a tradition of plobal social activism
described in this essay in the 159205 and
G0,

Reassessing Access Philosophy. [t
helpful to cocasionally revisit the "hig pic-
ture” of aeeess within the broader contex!
of global social movements and activist
idealogy Porone thing, the long history of
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alternarive media shows us that o grass-
roals medinm can survive and flourish
anly it linked to and nourished by accom-
parving social movernents, Whether itis o
movenment focusing on the environment,
eivil rights, women's issues, media
activism, labor concerns, affordable hows
ing, peace issues, ele., iU helps (o remem-
her that community media are just the
Lool—nol the ends in iself,

It helps 1o remember, oo, that aceess
lacilicators ave palifical agenrs of social
change, helping social moverments becer
utilize the toobs of media.

This is harder (o keep inomind when
focissed on the day-to-day activities i
keep access operating, The need for
“how-Le” informalion that can be applied
toimrmediate problems within the aecess
environment often dictates that we close
off thoughts about the bigger piclure until
d more convenient time—a “later” that
oflen never arrives,

Yet, for aurvival sake, that "later”
should be “sooner” The burnout that can
acoompany community medis facilitation
al thmes can be assuaged by taking the
necessary pause for introspection: basi-
cally, who are we? Why doowe do what we
dio? What are the philosophies behind
cormmunity media, and how are the day-
to-day practices supporting these
philosophics? Whart assumptions underly.
ing the philosophies have changed for
each of us personally —or for the moyve-
menty
The Praxis of Access

T grow, people or organizations need
o dliscuss and question shared values and
assimpticns—yvigorously and regularhe—
recopnizing thal expansion will olten
comne from those ideas and beliefs most
likely 1o challenge our own, This is the
“praxis” of avcess: 2 oyvele of practice and
reflesivity resulting in changed pragc-
tices.and evolving vilues and beliels
regarding the nature of access,

The maturing of the NFLCPY Alliance
and the communing media movement’s
basic philosophies, can be traced from
the pages of CTRACAWR and other publica-
tions concerned with grassroots, dema-
cratic media, In particular, CTRACMR indi-
cate an evolution from pure idealism and
naivetd,, o more robust ideologies,
gronnded in both theory and practice,’

Crver the past teo and o hall decades,
the contents of the CTRACMWR were con-
cerned primarily with the technigues of
aceess operation: the “how-tas™ of man-
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aging the facility, training, negotiating
franchise agreements, effectively utilizing
volunleers, ere, Organizing and lobbying
edforts on behall of cormmunice media
wiere discussed. Often there were refer
ences (o a widely accepred access notion,
such as "an individoal right (o sav what
she or he wants.” These notions—the
underlying beliel svstem ol access, dra-
g from traditional pluralist assumplions
aboul the nalure of power, democracy,
ard Ireedom of speech—were rarely
probed.., untibaround the late 19805,

Starting at this time, the
NILCPR Alliance went through a vigorous
period of critigue. questioning basic
aceess concepls. The reevaluation was
reflected through the pages of G and
CAd, scholarly publications, and “White
Papers” presented ut national confer-
ences Access philosophers such as Bob
[revinae, Fred Johnson, Palricia
Aufderheide, Andrew Blae, Dirk Koning,
angd DeelDee Halleck, among ofliers,
reflected a concern with unproblematic
assumplions of early access philosophics,
aned posed new interpretations regarding
the significance of access within a shrink
mg realm of public discourse, The publi-
cations matched periods of atention at
national conferences on White Papers.
single presentations by long-timers in the
acoess movement addressing philosophi-
cal isaues in community media, The pree-
sentalions led won-going discossions
regarding the nature of access and the
Fucure direction ol community media 2

Some of the concepts and issues
explored during this period of recvalua-
tion included fascinating discussions
regarding:

& The shilt in Fiest Amendoment inter-
pretations away from the individoal vighe
ol & speaker o the collective right thar
iceas be voloed and heard;

A& Moverent away friom the notion of
“pme person, one vole" based on
unfounded assumptions of equal power
i the sociely;

i A shift aweay from che notion of
“lirst come, first served.” based on how
this concept helps te maintain existing
inequalities of power in society:

A& The importance ol access within
the concepl of the "public sphece” (e
realm where people are able to discuss
flems of public importance);

& Access is best conceprualized as o
process involving commmunity dialop
rather than as a prodoct involving pol-

ished “1%Y programs, mass audiences, or
technelogical tovs;

& The many meanings of “commmi-
Ly "—nod abl of theoy warm and Tugey—
and how the definitions impact concepls
af public access,

A Media education as a means of
freading” and interpreting the world
within notions of poswer and social
change;

& The impaossibiling of politieal "nen-
Lrality™ on Hee part ol comomunity media
and access facilitators ("politieal” in the
rammework of power rather than partisan
peditics);

A The manner in which rraining
methods are political, in that they force
pecple e view the world threugh a par
Hcular coltural fpeveeptual “lens; ™

A Allempls by mainstream meadia Lo
pertray “camcorder commandns” as
threars o individoal privacy,

Cveles of attention 1o practice and
reflexivicy and the evolution of hasic
philosophies are the norm for @ maturing
arpganization—or individuals, for that
mallen The “how™ is helpful in establish-
ing an effective practice; the "why" is nec.
eszary I evaluating one's iwn practice,
making appropriale corrections, and
moving forward. Praxia, the connection
between practice and reflexivicy that sees
an on-going interplay bebween the vy, is
particularly significant for individuals and
arganizations engaged in the process of
social change.

Madern Global Activism

At the heart of the activist movement
that was the nascence of community fele-
vision channets in the U5, was o continu-
ing global grassroots straggle against the
cancentration of ceonoimic and social
perecer, and the consolidalion of corporate
miclia povier—uwith its cnsuing strangle-
heelel on informetion, Today there isa
resurgence of global activism favoring
sirnilar poals of local determination and
cormmunity empoverment thar have
been expressed since the carly pact af the
20th century, and for centuries prior o
that: This renewed climate of activism is
oy piving birth o vel another form ol
and approach to media activism: the
Inclependent Media Center (IMOC] move-
e,

In Mowember 1999, this renewed glob-
alactivist movement Texed ics cofleclive
muscle, Bxtensive demonstrations against
the World Trace Organization (W)
meeting in Seattle stignaled a resurgence



ol global prolest against the concentration of economic an
social power, Prorests have continued around the world agains
organizalions seen as instrumental in the concentration of global
PUEL,

A key element of the movernent has been the emergence of
lcal IMCs—to distribule information and bypass the gatekeen-
ers of the mainstream media, IMUs are sprouting up arouned the
world, as evideneed by the growing number of centers listed on
the IMC whsite at o indpmedioorg

Fhe IMC movement presents a unigue migture ol video, audie,
prind, internet, and satellite medioms. In the S, there aresome
connections between ndy Media Centors and the cable access
maowement, but the eld is ripe for additional collaborations. The
Hnks will not always be easy—at fimes, access seems oul of touch
with its activist roots, particulary woyouthiol social and media
activists: institutionalized, entrenched, engaged in bureaucratic
politics at the local and narional levels.with notions of political
"neutraling” that acem incongrunus Lo these constituencies,

The challenges and opportunities provided by o resurgence of
activism and additional alternative media channels indicate
anather prowth slage in the access cyele of praxis, Technologies
such as the Internet and hroadband offer sites of curcent and
furure strugple, The opporiunicy o endist additional partners in a
loag-term campaign for social justice and media reform at the
glalal level has expanded,

[ the 19305, Brecht speke about radio. He coald easily have
been speaking about the struggle for cable access, or broadband
access or Inlernet aceess, when he said: "By continueus, uncens-
ing proposals for the better employmene of the apparatus in the
interest of the conmmunity, we must destroy the social basis of that
apparates and question their use in the interests of the few”

Access cable welevision in the U5 is a part of a wider global
movement for social change We can renew the ovele ol praxis by
cannecting with and celebrating uccess's long-standing roots in
social activism and by shaving this story of strupgele witl volun-
teers, stall, board members, viewers, city officials, and beyvond,
The story strengthens in the repetition..and the ripples continue
ta spread back and forth across the globe,
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communication department of Menlo College in Atherton, CA. He has
bean involved in community radio since 1974 and public access since
1981, currently as a member of the board of directors of the San
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Notes

[ (e early 1900s, 8 research project led me repeatedly through This article and white papers available at:
eviery article inoall available issnes of the CTRICMER. seeking discus- www.mediaprof.org/acmwhitepaper
sions thal wold address the philosaphical basis ol access, OF partic-

i help was the 10th anniversary issue and Susan Bednarceyks”
accounting of the NFLEP histore Dam indeloed o many people in
the MELCP Adance over e vears for sharing their visions of com-
ity media, startng with my stineas an indern in the naticnal
affice in 1982, In particulan thanks e Bob Devine and DeeDee
Halleck, whose insightful warks and valuable feedback have helped
me reline my ewn phitosophical perspectives of community media,
Chanks, too, to Brenda Derdn of Ohio State University Tor o broader
framawork inwhich o conceplualize the secess vision.

SWhite Papers from 2001-2003 Alliance conferences are available
st medinprolorg! acovwhilepaper , The summer 2002 jssue of
the CME, "Rethinking Access Philesophy,” includes white papers
[rom 2001 and 2002,
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