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URDU/ENGLISH LANGUAGE

VENTIONS, A RADIO SHOW,
PERFORMANCES, A NEWSPA-
PER. AND FINALLY. A MONTH-

LONG FESTIVAL IN LONDON:
THE _X_ MUSEUM OF NON

PARTICIPATION IS THE LATEST

ENDEAVOR OF ARTISTS/CU-
RATORS KAREN MIRZA AND

MMMMMMMMM

BRAD BUTLER. THE MUSEUM
ORBITS &€ THEMES SUCH
AS THE ONE WE PICKED FOR
THIS SECTION, ON [ LAN-
GUAGE AS VIOLENCE, EXPLO-
RED THROUGH AN INTER-
VIEW WITH [ EDIT MOLNAR,
AN ESSAY BY BRAD BUTLER,

B SPECIAL PROJECT
COMMISSIONED BY KALEI-
DOSCOPE, AND AN EXCERPT
& FROM A NOTEWORTHY
LECTURE.
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Museum banner intervention, Karachi

ABOUT THE TITLE

Why are Karen Mirza and Brad Butler
questioning the concepts of participation,
resistance, architecture and democracy by

testing the limits of language? The conversation

starts with what they once realized while
looking out of a window of the National Art
Gallery in Islamabad.

interview by EDIT MOLNAR
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EDIT MOLNAR: I'D LIKE TO START THIS
CONVERSATION WITH A QUESTION ABOUT THE TITLE
OF THE PROJECT: THE MUSEUM OF NON PARTICIPATION.
I AM PROBABLY NOT ALONE IN BEING PRETTY
PUZZLED BY THIS TITLE. IN THE INTRODUCTION TO
THE EVENTS SERIES, KAREN WROTE, “IT’S ALL ABOUT
PARTICIPATION AND ENGAGEMENT,” AS IF YOU’D
LABELED THE PROJECT AS BEING THE VERY OPPOSITE
OF THE WORK AND YOUR STRATEGY.

Karen Mirza: It is a very important question, but the “non” in this
sense is not conceived as being negative or as an inversion of the
project. Rather, it is provocative; it playfully points to the fact that
non-participation does not exist in our times, or that it is, in a way, a
paradox. The title is proposing a possible impossibility.

Brad Butler: We often tell a story that has now became kind of a
metaphor for the project. We were standing in the National Art
Gallery in Islamabad in the most contested gallery where the nude
paintings are displayed...

KM: ... these were basically works about the body in art, the
representation of the body, which included pieces not just about
gender but also about homosexuality. Each room from the collection
was curated by another art historian or critic.
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Playground / battleground
Photo: Keren Mirza and Brad Butler

Flyer from the Shanaakht Festival, Karachi

BB: But when we walked around in this particular room, we looked
out the window and saw the lawyers protesting outside the Pakistani
High Commission. So we stood within the museum looking through
the window onto this gathering mass of lawyers. The protest became
violent, so we ended up watching the police beat up all these lawyers
who were protesting...

KM: ...policemen beating up men in black suits, white shirts and
black ties. Men with neat haircuts, outside the supreme court, which
is an extremely modern piece of architecture. The lawyers protest was
really interesting, as it was one of the largest civil non-violent protests
in the history of Pakistan. Pakistan was born out of violence, the
drawing of a line, Partition, the movement of Muslims and Hindus...
We are really interested in its spaces for resistance.

BB: We then left the gallery and literally around the corner it was
peaceful. The protest was very localized. Then we started to get
messages from friends asking if we were okay. They were watching the
riot on television—

KM: And the television presented it as if the whole of Islamabad was
burning...

BB: Hence The Museum of non Participation is interested in the

“limits of language,” the representation of events, and in questioning
how we meet events and ideas. The project also asks where art and
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Site of Mishap
Photo: Karen Mirza and Brad Butler

artists are situated in all this. The experience in the National Gallery
represents being inside one contested space and looking out at
another contested space.

In Karachi, a city without a museum of modern art, museum-
hood began to interest us, including the idea that “museum” is a
western term that does not translate into Urdu. So we began to
work with the concept of a museum without walls, a boundary-less
museum. A return to the original Greek idea of the museum, a
border-less extension between art and life...

In Karachi, you are directly exposed to geopolitical tides,
you can feel them in everyday life, but here in the UK, there are
intervening structures that insulate us. So, in fact, I think that
non participation does exist, that we live in a constant state of non
participation, even if we are not aware of it. One could say that the
decision to not do something is as relevant as the decision to do
something.

EM: SO, AT ITS FOUNDATIONS, IS THE MUSEUM OF NON
PARTICIPATION ALSO A POLITICAL ATTEMPT TO GET
OUT FROM THIS SAFE POSITION AS IT APPEARS IN THE
METAPHOR OF THE MUSEUM?

KM: Yes, that’s it exactly.

EM: HOW WAS THIS CONCEPT OF NON PARTICIPATION
TRANSLATED INTO THE PROJECT ITSELF?



BB: Mostly through dialogue about the
concept of resistance. We came up with
four different themes: “Architecture of
Destruction,” “The Body, the Social Space
and the Aesthetic of Resistance,” “Image,
Control and Authority” and finally “The
Museum of non Participation.” Then we
created debates around these themes
involving very different people, so each
dialogue became manifest in very different
forms. For example, Adeela Suleman
presented a performance in which she
playfully agitated the public space with her
body. The performance came out of the
discussion on “The Body, the Social Space
and the Aesthetic of Resistance” and the
question of gender in non participation.

EM: WE ARE NOW SITTING IN THE
LONDON VENUE OF THE MUSEUM
OF NON PARTICIPATION, WHICH
IS ACTUALLY LOCATED IN THE
BACKYARD OF A BARBERSHOP.
IT’S AN INVITING PLATFORM AS A
SPACE—THERE’S THE NEWSPAPER
THAT HAS BEEN DISTRIBUTED
WITH THE DAILY JANG, AND ALL
KINDS OF OTHER MEDIA. CAN
YOU TELL ME ABOUT THIS SPACE?

BB: In Karachi, we used local distribution
networks to intervene in the public sphere,
including tandoor wallahs, booksellers,
public walls and a radio station—an
interpretation of the city itself as a museum
site. Nevertheless, it was obvious that the
same distribution networks we used in
Karachi would not work in London, a city
with many art museums as well as a long
history of radical public art projects. So
upon our return to London, The Museum of
non Participation presented an opportunity
to think about the interconnectedness of
things, our un/conscious life choices and the
relationship between art and the everyday
framed around people’s current relationship
with Pakistan. This resulted in the creation
of a Museum of non Participation newspaper.
Nine thousand copies were sent out as a
supplement with the Daily Jang in the UK.
We furthermore occupied this temporary
headquarters space behind Yaseen’s
Pakistani Barbershop on Bethnal Green
Road, and have a weekly program of debates
and events so that the space itself creates
new works and ideas. Inside this temporary
space you can find our film The Exception
and the Rule on a monitor, documentation of
performances from Karachi, the Museum of
non Participation newspaper intervention,

a sound work, slides, newspaper clippings
from local and international newspapers, a
program of events and a library of books.
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EM: THIS STAGE OF THE
PROJECT HAS THE ARTANGEL
INSTITUTION BEHIND IT.1 AM
CURIOUS TO KNOW ABOUT THE
INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK
AND THE COMMISSIONS
INVOLVED IN THE TWO-YEAR
LONG PROCESS.

KM: In collaboration with the Artangel
curator Rachel Anderson, we challenged
certain institutional conventions and the
politics of the UK’s cultural policy. For
instance, education is a major force behind
some of the most interesting art projects of
the last five years, which have however been
marginalized as “educational programs.”
Through this collaboration, we were able to
define a community through the art project
and not the other way around.

BB: A lot of the ideas that we worked on in
Karachi came out of limitations—the limits
of language and what we could access and
what we could not. We could most easily
access the elite circles, but we could not at
first access other levels of society. That’s
where we got obsessed with the notion of
accessibility and intervention in different
social spaces. Crossing boundaries became
one of the leading threads of the project.

EM: YOU ALSO HAD A SERIOUS
CONCERN ABOUT APPROACHING
PUBLIC SPACE AND THE WAY
INHABITANTS OF DIFFERENT
SOCIAL BACKGROUNDS
NAVIGATE WITHIN THE CITY.

KM: We first became interested in opening
the question of “architecture and democracy”
by applying textual interventions to urban
structures. Even walking, ridiculous as it
sounds, can be a very radical and provocative
act within the social space of the middle
class. First of all, Karachi does not provide so
many outdoor spaces for non-car users; such
spaces don’t really exist, thanks to aborted
urban plans in the face of huge and rapid
population migration.

BB: At a certain point, we started to imagine
that maybe this urban scenario is the future.
That what we are witnessing here is a massive
confluence of global capital manifested as
architecture.

KM: This leads to the issue of basic survival
strategies, the brutality of the city versus

the economic power of those who have
chauffeurs and who can drive around the city
in air conditioned cars.
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EM: COULD YOU DESCRIBE
YOUR REASONS FOR USING TEXT
BANNERS IN SUCH AN INVASIVE
WAY IN PUBLIC SPACE?

KM: The relationship between text and
action is another important issue. Karachi
has a whole textual narrative written on
walls. It runs through the public space in

a system that is both informal and formal,
legal and illegal... Walls start to seem like
surfaces to hold texts. So we mounted our
museum with temporary signs that we

just can put up ourselves. That minimal
intervention opened up the space for
conversations. For example, we were in

the city center where we put up a sign
encouraging people to come over and read
the word “museum.” A storeowner thought
we were from the heritage industry, so he
introduced us to a woman who showed us the
back of the building, which had dissolved,
and where people were living in horrendous
conditions. Others thought we were there to
measure the building in order to kick them
out and make them homeless.

BB: So here we have a situation where we
have a text as image, image as object, image
as event—

KM: —and text as action.

BB: I also remember that in Karachi, we
really tried to get our sign onto the half-
finished Hyatt building.

KM.: The Hyatt has stood unfinished for
fifteen years and is now a kind of public
monument for the failed implementation of
planning and property relations, whether
that failure be due to corruption, land
ownership disputes or just budget deficits.
It’s a highly contested space at the heart of
the financial district, a half-built structure
that is now a military outpost. It is only
when you try to get out your camera to
photograph the Hyatt—and are promptly
stopped by the armed patrol—that you find
you are in a controlled zone because of the
hotel’s proximity to the Marriott hotel and
the recent terrorist attacks on international
symbols like the Marriott in Islamabad.

BB: That’s also why we never need to build a
Museum of non Participation, because it is
already there—we just have to appropriate
the spaces.

KM: In some way, we are less about
producing new things than about claiming
and pointing to what is already there.

BIO
BRAD BUTLER & KAREN MIRZA’s artistic
practice is based on collaboration and dialogue.
This manifests itself in a multi-layered
practice of filmmaking, drawing, installation,
photography, performance, publishing and
curating (www.mirza-butler.net). Their work
is engaged with challenging and interrogating
concepts such as participation, collaboration,
the social turn and the traditional roles of the
artist as producer and the audience as recipient.
Karen Mirza and Brad Butler have been actively
involved in the London art scene for over ten
years and have participated in exhibitions
in leading institutions in Europe and abroad
(Serpentine Gallery, Architecture and film
Biennale Graz, Thomas Dane Gallery London).
They recently won a 2008-2009 production
grant from the Museum of Contemporary
Cinema Foundation Madrid and are currently
nominated for the 2010 Transmediale Award
Berlin. Their current work, “The Museum of Non
Participation,” was commissioned by Artangel,
one of the UK’s leading arts organizations.
Mirza and Butler are also co-founders of the
radical artist platform no.w.here (www.no-w-
here.org.uk).

AUTHOR
EDIT MOLNAR is a freelance curator and critic
working between Budapest and Berlin. She was
the director of the Cairo-based independent non-
profitart institution The Contemporary Image
Collective (CIC) between 2007-2009 and a
curator of the Miicasarnok/Kunsthalle, Budapest
from 2005-2007. From 1999-2004, she was
the director of the Studio Gallery, Budapest,
anon-profit exhibition space of the Studio of
Young Artists Association, which focuses on
progressive, emerging artists, establishing and
fostering connections with foreign partner
institutions. Edit Molndr earned a MA in Art
History in 1998 anda MA in Aesthetics and
Theory of Artin 2005 from Eotvos Lorand
University, Budapest. In 2002, she participated
in De Appel’s curatorial training program
in Amsterdam. Her recent projects include
co-curating the exhibitions “On Mobility” (2005-
06) in Amsterdam/Berlin/Vilnius/Budapest;
“Dreamlands Burn” (2006-07) at Miicsarnok/
Kunsthalle and co-curating “Tales around
the Pavement” Chapter 1-2, Cairo. Recently
with Aleya Hamza she curated the project
“PhotoCairo4: The Long Shortcut” in Cairo.
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Boundary wall intervention, Karachi
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Cities Unbuilt
Photo: Keren Mirza and Brad Butler
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ON LANGUAGE
AS VIOLENCE

What if television, cinema,
education and the news were
seen as a vehicle for distorting
the truth, to the extent that we
were all being colonized? A brief
introduction to how language
can be a powerful weapon for
reinforcing the consensus view

of the world.

words by BRAD BUTLER
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In Algeria, Islamic fundamentalists and

the French ministry (unbeknownst to

each other) have found consensus. Islamic
fundamentalist groups have begun to refer
to satellite dishes (antennes paraboliques in
French) as antennes para“dia”boliques (devil
dishes) because these dishes allow Algerian
Residents to view the outside world. Yet in
France, the same satellite dishes are now

the symbol of “immigrants”—an alien
cultural presence, threatening the integrity
of French national identity. Replicating

the pun of the Algerian Fundamentalists,
these dishes are also referred to as antennes
paradiaboliques—signifiers of trouble

(or evil) for the French. In the words of a
French Ministry of Social Affairs report,
“We risk those with satellite receivers being
manipulated by foreign powers, all the more
so in that the number of dishes is constantly
growing, particularly in the banlieues...

In addition, the various channels are
broadcast in Arabic, which could undermine
years of literacy classes and other efforts

at Gallicising these people. Moreover the
religious content of certain programmes
will probably increase the Islamisation of
the banlieues.”

Every morning in Karachi, I read the
local newspapers. This became a pattern.
The front pages of the international and
local news told me how my day might go.

In these troubled times, news headlines
had direct impact on my sense of freedom
around the city, the distance I was prepared
to go from home. Most articles were lucid,
intelligent, balanced and current, but as
the days and opinion cycled past, so my
interest in these articles waned. After all,
even a cursory look at a map would raise an
eyebrow as to the complexity of Pakistan’s
neighbors. This is a country where so many
(geo-)political points converge that their
tides are directly played out in people’s
everyday. The pace of daily change piled
thoughts on top of one another. When I put
this to a learned friend active in Pakistan,
he laughed and told me that “to understand
Pakistan you must first understand that you
cannot rationalise the non-rational.”

Paradoxical experiences such as
these are being played out every day
in a contemporary global condition of
inexhaustible layers of mediation and
incommensurability. If we had time to
acknowledge it, then we would notice that
hardly a sentence goes by that does not merit
interrogation, hardly an image goes by that
does not merit interrogation, unless the
decision was taken to suppress precisely that.
Which is why so often, for life to proceed, it’s
a matter of measures not being taken. But we
do not have time; instead, we are constantly

in the process of making ideological
decisions to curtail such discussions, in the
interest of getting things done.

Marc Augé describes this situation
as a contemporary crisis caused by a
saturation of images that have destabilized
our relationship to reality. For Augé, the
“fictionalization” of the world is underway,
resonant with predictions that have been
heightened post-9/11, where a “War of
Dreams” is being played out as a “War of
Images” by media and governments. This, he
describes, is a complex multilayered process
of repetition and feedback. The abstract
nature of this is impossible to quantify
precisely because the scales of this operation
are enormous: from satellites bouncing
images across the earth, to the rise of chain
stores, television, advertising, background
music in a supermarket, to the way “surgical
strikes” are imaged by the military. To know
that on the whim of the remote control,
one can move from thousands dead in a
flood to a coup d’etat in Africa, to a football
league replay, to a motorway accident...
These images call on us as viewers to become
passive witnesses to a variety of landscapes
that are both remote and close. “From
time to time, all references to any reality
whatsoever disappear. Thus advertising
plays upon the supposed effects of its prior
repetitions and proceeds by way of allusion,
by self-referential quotation: the opening
bars of a tune, the outline of a well-known
image remind us of a whole sequence and,
by extension, of the excellence of a brand
of coffee or a car. Television itself willingly
becomes its own object and narrates the
glorious hours of its brief history as if it were
ours too, and indeed it is, inasmuch as we
have lived through and by the image” (Auge,
1999). To put it in a nutshell, we all have the
feeling that we are being colonized, but we
don’t exactly know whom by; the enemy is
not easily identifiable, and one can venture
to suggest that this feeling now exists all
over the world, even in the United States.

How is this happening?

It is happening because “what we
see is inseparable from how we see.”
“Fully articulated narratives” are now an
established device in television, cinema,
education and the news, and our very
sentence structure presents ideas as
having a beginning, middle and satisfying
conclusion. But in a modern period of
powerful movements of acceleration and
excess, this dependence on narrative
cohesion is actually just another form
of systemic violence. For his book Flat
Earth News (Random House, 2009), Nick
Davies spent four years analyzing “how
news becomes news.” In this wide ranging

MAIN THEME

critique of media news reporting, he argues
that the fully articulated argument has
become a dangerous form of manipulation
and fiction: “Contemporary journalism is
organised to collect innumerable nuggets of
self-contained fact, to report an atomised
world of a million tiny tales. These tales
now are not merely atomized but, more
than ever, they are internally constructed
in order to sell. The failure to provide
context has multiplied and divided into

a preference for human interest over

issue; for the current over the historic,

for simplicity rather than complexity; for
certainty rather than doubt. This applies
in both print and broadcast, generating
patterns of distortion so consistent as to
amount to a bias against truth.”

The danger in this is that this use of
language simply confirms the consensus
view of the world—a framework of popular
assumption. This was dramatically
presented in articles on the Mumbai attacks.
For example, you have the pretend outrage
in The Daily Mail that terrorists could use
our own technology against us: “Terrorists
steered their vessel using GPS equipment. A
satellite phone was later found aboard. Once
the coordinated attacks began, the terrorists
were on their cell phones constantly. They
used BlackBerries ‘to monitor international
reaction to the atrocities, and to check on
the police response via the internet.”” Yet on
the other hand, you also have the immediate
repeat fictionalization of the same events as
reported in The Daily Telegraph: “According
to the Indian Motion Pictures

Producers Association in Mumbai,
at least 18 titles associated with the Nov 26
Mumbai strikes have been registered so far.
These include 26/11 Mumbai Under Terror,
Operation Five-Star Mumbai, Taj to Oberoi,
48 hours at the Taj and Black Tornado.
According to the Producers Association, the
first title was registered as early as Nov 28, a
day before the siege was finally lifted.”

The truth is that we are now all
embedded in modernity. This is how the
modernist perspective works. We all share
conditions of modernity, and at least some
identities, with each other. Consequently,
we should also take this opportunity to
challenge our own embedded structures of
realist description. Let us put the verb at
the end of the sentence as they do in Urdu,
let us try reading our words from right to
left. Let us challenge the various structures
of racism, sexism and imperialism that
are inscribed implicitly and explicitly in
the very fabric of our language and its
conditions of authority. These are historical
structures built into the very production of
language by its traditional outlets without
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recourse. Rather than building texts that
present a self-contained universe, let’s
acknowledge and present the complexity of
discourse “in development.” And given that
we are fed these messages and formats every
day, how easily can we escape from our own
explanatory attachment to authoritarian
narrative? Could this article still be valid
without a conclusion?

INFO
One of Karen Mirza and Brad Butler’s
interventions for The Museum of Non
Participation was a supplement in Urdu and
English of the Daily Jang Pakistani newspaper.
Brad Butler’s article titled “On Language as
Violence: Where Geopolitical Tides Converge
Their Tides Play Out in the Everyday” was
originally published in that supplement. Images
accompanying the text in Kaleidoscope are the
original Urdu pages of the Daily Jang supplement.

CURRENT & FORTHCOMING
Forthcoming projects from Mirza / Butler
include a Museum of non participation
performance at Le Centre de la Photographie,
Geneéve and the Waterside Project, London.
Nominees at Transmediale 2010 Berlin, their
work will also be featured in an exhibition at
Alexander Zaheb in Berlin and at General Public
in Berlin. The performance “The Space Between”
will be presented at the Courtisane festival in
Ghent Belgium and “The Exception and the
Rule” at the Festival Les Inattendus in Lyon.
Forthcoming curatorial activities at no.w.here
include the Free Cinema School with The
Serpentine Gallery Centre for Possible Studies,
an online publication collaboration with MIACA
Japan, the reading group “The Aesthetics of
Resistance” and “Independent Film from
Palestine” in collaboration with Arabshorts.net
(www.no-w-here.org.uk).
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MAIN THEME

There’s an unwritten rule in Fleet Street: dog doesn’t eat dog. This 'I'I_I E

is a Fleet Street saying. What it means is that we will write about
everybody else but not about ourselves. e
The reason I decided to break this rule was because of the 0 B S ﬂ I_ES E N CE

global misinformation propagated by the stories about the “weapons
of mass destruction” in Iraq. I would think that every media outlet
on the planet carried stories claiming that these WMD existed.
However after the invasion, when it became clear that those stories
were false, we, the media, then wrote about that error as though it
were a problem created by government and intelligence agencies,
without recognizing that the shape of the misinformation had more
than two corners. In fact, it had three, and that third corner was
ourselves. With very few exceptions, the media didn’t acknowledge
that fact, and so we didn’t ask the obvious question, which is: Why
would we get the most important news story of our era wrong?

If you ask that question of people outside the news media,
many will respond by stating that you can’t believe everything
you read. Yet if pressed to say why you cannot believe everything,
those individuals tend to fall back on theories which are themselves
misinformation. For instance, lots of people think that the media
don’t tell the truth because the owners of the media lean down from
on high and impose their political agendas. That is true only on a
very small scale. Murdoch appears in my book as an unscrupulous
bully. There are examples of him injecting lies into his media outlets
to serve some kind of political or commercial interest. And yet that
kind of owner intervention happens on a much, much smaller scale
than people think.

Others believe that misinformation has to do with advertising,
and that advertisers have a lever over newspapers and therefore can
engineer whole stories in order to satisfy their needs. You’ll find
that such situations occur occasionally, particularly in specialist
magazines, which can be hugely dependent on a single advertiser.
However in the international media, I can’t find a single example
of an advertiser who has successfully distorted an editorial line.
Clearly, there is something else going on, the origins of which are in
the commercialization of the newsrooms.

In the last three or four decades, all over the developed world,
newspapers by and large have been taken over by big corporations,
and those corporations have ransacked the newsrooms in search
of profit. The internal logic of the news organizations has thus
changed. Instead of running on the logic of journalism—i.e. let’s
find the important stories, check them, and put them out in the
world—the logic becomes commercial: let’s do anything we can to
squeeze more profit out of this organization. My book, Flat Earth
News [Chatto & Windus, 2008] is about the numerous, subtle ways
in which that commercialization penetrates journalism, so that the
media fail to tell the truth about all kinds of things, from “weapons
of mass destruction” down to the tiniest stupidities that run day by
day in newspapers the world over.

If you work in a newsroom that has been commercialized,
what you want to do is to find the story that you can cover quickly
and safely, so that you can then race onto the next story. Various
implications follow from this. One is that there are certain ideas
that we can take for granted because they are already in the
mainstream; they are consensus ideas. The easiest way to illustrate
this is to go back to see how newspapers used these ideas in the past.
For example, in the book, I went back to newspapers published in
Texas in the 1890s, where white people who produced and read
newspapers took for granted their hatred of black people. One of
the riveting examples is the reporting of lynchings. In one case, a
young black man had been accused of some sort of sexual intentions
toward a white woman in a town called Conroe to the north of

When commercialization penetrates
journalism, the once-essential
profession is bound to die from the very
same disease it was originally supposed
to fight: misinformation.

words by NICK DAVIES

Site of Mishap

Houston. The white men of the town tied the black man to a tree Photo: Keren Mirza and Brad Butler
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with the intentions of burning him the following day. The Houston
Post reported this “lynching party” with enormous approval. There
was no sense of fear of the law intervening, nor, indeed, of any kind
of guilt. None of those ideas was current; it was thus perfectly safe
to report the lynching. A bit more recently, I found a review in the
New York Times that talked about a particular book in terms that
seemed like Al-Qaeda propaganda. The mainstream assumptions
that were flowing through New York in the 1960s made it such that
the New York Times could write a book review in which the concept
of revolutionary violence could be discussed reasonably.

There are safe ideas that we circulate as unspoken
assumptions. Today, for example, we take it for granted that the
natural way of organizing things is capitalism, that a small portion
of the population owns all the wealth and people can only access it
if they sell their labor power. That assumption wouldn’t have been
made in the years between 1880 and 1980, when socialism was part
of the mainstream. This is how ideology infiltrates journalism as
a commercialized outfit. Masses of people working in journalism
are trade unionists or Marxists, but many of them write stories that
take for granted capitalism because such stories are safe.

There are also safe sources—which are basically official
sources. If there’s a demonstration, and those who are organizing
it say that there were 20,000 people in attendance, while the police
say there were 6,000 people, the media will go with the police
estimate because it is safe. For if the demonstration’s organizers
complain, who the heck are they? Whereas if the police complain,
you’re in trouble.

Andrew Gilligan from the BBC did his famous report in which
he said that the government’s intelligence dossier had been “sexed
up.” This sparked a horrific sequence of events in which there was an
inquiry led by Hutton, and Hutton used the killer word “unfounded”
to describe Gilligan’s report. As a result, Gilligan was almost
destroyed professionally. Compare what happened to Gilligan with
all the other journalists who ran stories in the buildup to the invasion
of Iraq that said there were weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. All
of those stories were unfounded, but none of those journalists were
subjected to the persecution that Gilligan experienced. I think this
is the case because all the WMD stories were based on the consensus
account. They had the power on their side.

I think the concept of objectivity in journalism is bogus.
Sometimes, when people talk about objectivity, they put it on a
spectrum with subjectivity on the other end. I don’t think that’s
the right way of speaking about it. When you’re talking about the
representation of reality, the opposite of objective is not subjective,
it’s selective. The problem is not that we’re all dragged along by
our prejudices and biases and are unable to tell the truth about the
world. Rather, imagine there’s reality: a gigantic bramble of event
and process and emotion. Anytime a human being approaches this
reality and says, “I'm going to record it as truth in the form of a
painting or poem or sculpture or a photograph or a news story,” that
human being always has to make selective judgments. For the news
journalist, these judgments start with covering one news subject and
not one of the myriad other news subjects out there. Having chosen
this subject, a countless number of things could be said, however
the journalist chooses one particular angle. And having made these
two really important judgments—the subject and the angle—then
the journalist goes on to make more selective judgments: about how
long the story is going to be, whether it will appear on the front
page or page 16, what will be on the headline... All of these selective
judgments are legitimate and can be described as producing truth,
so long as what’s written is built on statements that reflect reality.
What we can never claim, however, is that it’s the objective truth.
Once you understand that journalism is constructed out of these
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selective judgments, then you must ask, according to what criteria
are these judgments being made?

Newspapers are run by corporations; their goals are to cut
costs and increase output. In preparation for the book, we took
a huge survey of national newsrooms, and found that national
journalists now fill three times as much space as they did back in
1985. What that means is that on average, journalists have only
a third of the time to write each story. That has fundamental
implications, because if you’re a journalist, your most important
working asset is time. As a result of this time crunch, the journalists
selective judgments are now being infiltrated by outsiders in the
form of the public relations industry. Press officers make these
selective decisions about what is presented in the news, because if
they present to the journalist a nice package of information, the
journalist can convert that into a story in something like half an
hour. The PR firms select the content, the subject, the angle... and
we convert it into journalism. We’ve lost our immune system as
journalists, which consists in checking and constantly rejecting
anything that is false, like a body rejecting germs.

The mass media are dying because its business model has
been broken by the Internet. It could be that within the next fifteen
years, the profession will die, and journalists will become like arrow
makers—once essential, now obsolete. Many say this doesn’t matter,
because instead of professional journalists we will have “citizen
journalists” who will distribute news through the Internet. I think
that is a dangerous myth. It’s dangerous because it becomes an alibi
for corporations to sack journalists and close down newspapers,
effectively shutting off the one profession that could conceivably
provide reliable information. The weakness of citizen journalism
is that the ordinary punters don’t have the time or the resources or
the skills to check their information. You could call this an era of
information chaos.
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