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All News
All the Time—
it’s a Museum

Closehy to a city with so many
wonderful sights, there's a
remarkable new attraction for
visitors to the nation’s capital.
Dedicated to free speech and free
press, it’s the world’s first
interactive museum of news—the
Newseum, organized and built by
the Freedom Forum, a nonpartisan
international foundation. To
explore what goes on there,
Television Quarterly assigned a
correspondent who has spent many
years reporting, producing and
managing radio and TV news,

By Jim Snyder

)

Video News Wall at the Newseum
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made my first visit to the Newseum

with my 16-year-old grandson,

Patrick Martin, he of the computer

smarts and impressive test scores.

We were among the 100,000 visi:
tors who came in the first 45 days of the
Newseum's existence. Since then there
have been many days when the visitor
count has been around 2,000. By October
the total visitor count was more than
220,000.

The people who built and manage the
Newseum have been happily amazed by
the favorable public reaction. A survey in
August found 87% of the visitors rated

TELEVISION QUARTERLY

their overall experience an 8, 9 or 10
(extremely interesting). Fifty-four percent
said the Newseum exceeded their expecta-
tions. Sixty-one percent said it should be
on the “must see” list. One third of the
visitors brought kids.

Apparently everyone went home happy.
Staffers are surprised at the absence of any
complaints about any part of the
Newseum operation. All this does not
change the fact that the public still puts
journalists down near the bottom in their
approval ratings, down there with
members of Congress and other politi-
cians and campaign fund raisers. However,

CHRIS MICELLI / NEWSEUM



inany case, Newseum is a hit.

The acceptance and cooperation from
professional journalists across the nation
is also impressive. The Newseum’s daily
live broadcast in its studio, “Journalist of
the Day.” is attracting some top American
journalists, including the best of the Wash-
ington news corps, who gladly appear and
answer questions from the audience about
their work. These sessions are unrehearsed
and encourage discussion of all the issues
confronting American
journalism today, from
concentration of media
power among a handful
of companics, the frag-
mentation of the audi-
ence {for all media), to
the effect of the Inter-
net, creeping
tabloidism and the
ever-growing insecu-
rity of working jour-
nalists.

Pat and | began our
tour sitting together in the main theater to
watch a 10-minute documentary, What is
News?, narrated by Charles Osgood of CBS
News, which reviews most of the events
that have demanded the world’s attention
this century. In among the news pictures
and the narration are woven quotations
from Tom Paine, Thomas Jefferson and
Winston Churchill on democracy, freedom
and the value of a free press.

Gray-haired tourist May Jackson of
Baltimore told us as we filed out, “that was
wonderful, I felt 1 was viewing my whole
life.”

Mary Kaufman, a former TV reporter
and producer, now a teacher at the North-
western University's Graduate School of
Journalism program in Washington, found
the news documentary reassuring and
therapeutic. “1t is a celebration of journal-
ism” she said. “It's more than welcome
after all these years of media bashing we
have had to endure. 1t helps me to

= ¥l

The exteriorof the Newseum
located in Rosslyn, Va.

continue to feel I am spending my time
well.”

After the News documentary, Pat and |
split up. 1 did not want him to be influ-
enced by my grizzled news veteran's view.
I wondered how much the Newseum
exhibits could reach Pat, a child of the tele-
vision and computer age who had not yet
contemplated the Newseum's message—
freedom of the press, a blessing to be
counted and cherished, is vital to our

democratic society. Or
= as Newseum President
= Peter S, Prichard
explains it, “The press
= is in trouble. Many
people, sometimes a
£ majority, don’t believe
us, often with good
causc. Most people
outside the profession
don’t really understand
who we are and what
we do and how and
why we do it. We hope
our visitors will come away with a better
feel for the business and a deeper apprecia-
tion of the First Amendment.” A recent .
Newscum/Roper survey found only 25%
of Americans know freedom of the press is
guaranteed in the Constitution. Sixty-five
percent believe there are times when the
press’s freedom should be curbed.

he Newseum is 72,000 square feet,

three levels plus an adjoining Free-

dom Park, tucked into the side of one
of a canyon of office buildings in Rosslyn,
Virginia. You can sce the White House
across the Potomac to the East just a few
miles away, but there is no feeling the
Newseum is a Washington monument.
Using Washington’s efficient Metro
system and lots of parking space nearby,
visitors are reaching it casily. The
Newscum lobby is big and uncluttered,
dominated by a hanging geodesic metal

TELEVISION QUARTERLY



¢globe containing the names of hundreds of

newspapers and a band encircling it which
displays headlines from Associated Press.
The lobby and the two levels of exhibits
above were designed by Robert Apple-
baum, who also designed the moving and
successful Holocaust Museum in Washing-
ton.

Below all this elegance is a reception
desk with college-age staffers, plus unpaid
volunteers, many of them elderly, includ-
ing some retirees with journalism back-
grounds. One day, I was helped by volun-
teer Lloyd Schwartz, who for many years
was the Washington Bureau Chief for
Fairchild Publications. His co-volunteer on
that shift was Katie Couric’s father, John,
who lives in nearby Arlington.

The Newseum took five years and fifty
million dollars to plan and build. Its annu-
al operating budget is 13 million dollars.
Because admission is free to all, only one
million dollars can be recovered each year
through income from a souvenir shop and

News History Gallery
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two restaurants. No expense was spared
buying and collecting the materials for the
exhibits as well as the high-tech equip-
ment the Newseum uses to deliver its mes-
sage as well as to fascinate visitors.

Planners modeled their interactive
equipment after video games American
youngsters become addicted to. Instead of
pushing buttons to slay a monster or
defeat a bad guy, when the kids push
buttons at the Newseum they learn how a
reporter gets a story or how a newspaper
front page is produced or how a local
station TV news staff does its work or what
news was made the day they were born.

Visitors can push other buttons and
tune in an interview with Ben Bradlee,
Peter Arnett and other media stars on how
they view their work. Off in a corner, there
are monitors that raise questions about
ethics in journalism. Nearby, at a small
kiosk you can cast your vote in the poll of
the day.

Also on this second level is, for instance,

NEWSEUM
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Large artifacts in the News History Gallery

one of the museum’s major attractions-
the be-a-broadcaster area, which alwavs
has a crowd around it. For ten dollars you
deta videotape of your on-camera delivery
of thirty seconds of news headlines. Or
you can stand before a weather map and
give a brief weather report. Television fans
of all ages love this place. Others delight in
watching the folks who go on camera, the
good, the bad and the terrified. One day |
watched two grandparents beam as their
ten-year-old grandson, @ handsome blond
boy. delivered the weather forecast. The
boy was dressed in a shirt and tie and blue
blazer and he was serious. [ had the feeling
I was watching an audition for some
weather job somewhere.

As the boy did his bit, a tew feet away a
sixtyish man and wife sat at an anchor
desk and did their amateurish best to be
an effective anchor team. They, too, were
serious—no happy talk. For all I know,
they have already been turned down for
TV jobs in their hometown, despite their
tape from the Newseum.

[f'you don't want to risk embarrassment
at the taping place, a few feet away you
can enter a clear plexiglass booth and push
a few buttons which take your picture and
place it on the cover of @ magazine. 1 chose
to put myself on a LIFE cover. Later, Pat
chosce a Sports llustrated cover for his
picture.

The 125-foot-wide video news wall
dominates the inside of the Newseum.
Nine giant screens (14 feet wide and 10-
and-a-half feet tall) display live news
programming (rom all over the world. It
makes you feel the impact of the wonders
of satellite technology.

he block-long news wall and the
many interactive kiosks, a fully
equipped studio where live TV
programs can be produced before an audi
ence, plus two movie theaters and two
mini-theaters create a high-tech-this-is-
happening-now atmosphere. They reflect
the management’s desire to have the

TELEVISION QUARTERLY
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public see the Newseum as an ever-chang-
ing entity, directly affected by and
responding to events that change the
world and our journalism.

Every day at least five top managers

clusters of visitors who linger to cnjoy%
cach picture. One of the most popular of &
the programs shown in one of the mini-g
theaters is an 8-minute documentary £
narrated by Walter Cronkite which honors g

have a morning meeting. the adventures and§
News people by training achievements of still 2
and experience, they Margaret Bourke-White’'s photographers in Amcri-;
discuss the daily news Camera; below: The Daily can journalism. 2
flow and how, if neces- Mirror, December 6, 1933. All the intcractivityg

sary, they should react to
it. This meeting can
bring change that day to
what is displayed on the
News Wall or the News
History exhibits. When
Walter Cronkite was
hospitalized for treat-
ment of a heart ailment
in early 1997, regular
reports on this condition
were posted as part of a
special exhibit. The oV
deaths of Charles Kuralt, 2§ \
Mike Royko and 1lerb Cacn %‘
during the year also brought % e
instant exhibits on the men
and their careers. The attention
to the daily news and instant
change, said one manager, “could
make this a different place every
year.”

Smaller screens along a wall on
the second level present historic
excerpts from TV archives we have all
seen before: the Kennedy assassination
coverage, the Watergate hearings, and the
Challenger space ship disaster. Many visi-
tors stand for long periods intensely
watching these tapes even though they
saw them when they happened and proba-
bly have seen excerpts many times since.

Visitors also like displays of historic still
pictures. The various exhibits of the work
of big-name still photographers like Henry
Bennet and his collection of pictures of
American presidents and their wives (from
the Kennedys through the Clintons) draw

TELEVISION QUARTERLY

and powerful pictures g
however, do not over-*
shadow the News
History exhibits. The
Early News History
exhibits start at the
beginning with an explo-
ration of the idea that
news is ancient and
universal, and illustrates
news and communica-
tion before the introduc-
tion of the printing press
in Europe.
Artifacts in the Early
News gallery include
examples of writing and
record keeping in Sume-
ria (now Iraq) from
2176 to 562 B.C., an
ancient Egyptian
statue of Thoth, the
god of scribes circa
660 B.C., and a Gutenberg
Bible circa 1455. The exhibit
includes the information that Gutenberg
went broke halfway through the produc-
tion of the Bible and his banker then took
over and finished the project. The News
History Wall provides many reasons for
making more than one visit to the
Newseum.

long a wall on the second level,
Adividcd into 12 segments, the story
of the deveiopment of news in
America from 1500 to the present day is



documented. All of it is well done, using a
viriety of techniques to present a moun
tain of information about the people who
shaped American journalism. | have not

absorbed it all yet, but my mind is tull of

nuggets of information 1 picked up.

For example, in 1882 a Chicago news-
paper cditor said to a cub reporter named
Theodore Dreiser. “The first paragraph
must reveal *"Who or What, How, When
and Where." With Dreiser’s help, that
dictum began a long life as a guide to
millions of news writers.

Then there is the story of James Gordon
Bennett, who founded the New York
Herald in 1835. Bennett made a major
contribution to American newspaper
publishing. He was the one who started
question-and-answer interviews ol news
makers. e also established regular crime,
court and Wall Street coverage, and
reported news of sports, society and reli
gion. In many ways, he was ahead of his

in

“Be a newscaster” interactive newsroom

time. He was ahead of his competitors
when he assigned 63 reporters to cover
the Civil War. No other American newspa
per came close to that.

prinkled among all the journalism

history and interactivity, there are

interesting museum odds and ends.
You can see Paul Revere's eyeglasses, a
corncob pipe of Mark Twain’s, a Charles
Dickens pen, and the bulky studio micro-
phone Edward R. Murrow used to make
his historic broadcasts from London
during World War 1. Also FDR's “fireside
chat™ mike.

The wall behind the Newseum reception
desk is covered with the word “news” writ-
ten in 50 different languages. Nearby is a
collection of plaques bearing the names of
American newspapers and their slogans,
as in “The New York Times. All The News
That's Fit to Print” My favorites in the

TELEVISION QUARTERLY

SCOTT MACLAY / NEWSEUM




display are: “The Whiteburg Kentucky
Eagle. 1t Screams,” “The Atlanta Journal, 1t
Covers Dixie Like the Mountain Dew” and
“The Aspen Daily News, If You Don’t Want
It Printed, Don’t Let It Happen.”

Two other exhibits that draw visitors are
the daily display of the very latest front
pages of 70 different American newspa-
pers and a collection of old press passes
which the Museum calls “Passports to
History.”

The front-page display provides a
wonderful daily opportunity to second
guess the news judgment of all those
editors who decided what would be
printed on all those front pages. The press
pass wall is an inside thing, I suspect,
appealing most to aging news veterans
who probably have a few old press passes
of their own stuck in the back of a drawer
at home. However, sometimes there are
poignant ones like the White House-issued

pass the late CBS News correspondent
Nelson Benton wore as he covered the trip
of President Kennedy to Fort Worth and
Dallas, November 21 and 22, 1963.

Nelson's son Joe found it among his
father’s papers and gave it to the
Newseum. I have several 35- and 40- year-
old press passes stuck in a drawer at my
house too, but I have not yet made the
Newseum aware of them.

Exhibit designer Robert Applebaum
likes to cover available wall space with
appropriate things like the words of the
First Amendment and quotations from
famous people about the strengths of
American journalism. However, I
wondered about his taste when I discov-
ered the walls and stalls of the men’s room
on the first floor are plastered with head-
line bloopers from newspapers. Visitors to
the men’s room are expected to contem-
plate things like, “He found God at end of

Jim Snyder at the Freedom Forum Journalists Memorial in Freedom Park,
adjacent to the Newseum

TELEVISION QUARTERLY
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his rope™ (Fort Worth Tribune 1978) and
“LBJ Giving Bull to Mexican People”
(Cincinnati Enquirer, 1968). It is a fact,
depressing to some, welcome to others,
that the supply of bloopers will be
endless as long as there are
headline writers.

Thenin the History Gallery
there is the gruesome 1924
picture of Ruth Snyder, a
convicted murderer who was
the first American woman to
die in the electric chair. The
picture of Snyder sitting in
the Sing Sing chair, just
sceconds before her execu-
tion, was taken with a
camera hidden on the ankle

of a New York Daily News  FDR’s microphone

photographer. The paper
put it on the front page
under a one-word-headline, *Dead.”

Back to 1997 and an unfortunate adver-
tising idea about promoting attendance at
the Newscum. . . I saw the large ad
displayed in Metro Stations. Over a
blowup of the Snyder picture, ran this
copy: “Think A Museum about News is a
Bore? You're in for a shock. See clectrify-
ing exhibits and go behind the scenes at
the Newseum—the new interactive
muscum of news.” As grandson Pat and
his friends would say, “Yuck!”

utside the second level of the
Newseum, there is Freedom Park,
which displays icons of freedom
such as a replica of the bars of the Birm-
ingham cell door that once confined
Martin Luther King; sections of the Berlin
Wall; a headless status of Lenin, knocked
down by rebellious Russians; and replicas
of banners used in the USA during the
fight for women'’s suffrage. “Women are
too pure for the dirty pool of politics,”
readsa 1915 banner.
Near the center of the park, there is the

12

Freedom Forum Journalists Memorial,
which honors journalists who were killed
while reporting the news. Their names—
more than 1,000 of them — are listed by
year of death on tinted panes of 2
glass. It struck me as cold and
stark until I came to 1970 and
the name George Syvertson,

CBS News.

I knew George; we shared an
office in the Washington
Burcau of CBS News in 1967
and 1968. He had been an AP

correspondent in Moscow and
Warsaw before joining CBS.
He volunteered to serve in

Vietnam for CBS News as a

producer in 1968. We corre-

sponded during his carly

days in Vietnam. But | had

not heard from him in
months when the news came that he was
killed in Cambodia on a Sunday morning in
May, 1970, 50 miles from Phnom Penh.

George went to Cambodia from Saigon
to report the story of American troops
fighting in Cambodia for the first time
because the North Vietnamese were using
it as a basce for their forces in Vietnam. On
that Sunday morning, George, producer
Gerald Miller (who had been Rome Bureau
Chief before volunteering for Vietnam
duty) and an Indian cameraman from New
Delhi rode in a jeep down a road they
thought would lead them to scenes of
recent action. They didn’t know that road
was lined on both sides with hidden Viet-
cong.

The Vietcong troops killed George and
the other two men with one rocket-
propelled grenade. George was 38.

Most of that story is recounted in a
kiosk near the Memorial. The data base
does not include the dramatic story of
what CBS News Vice President Manning
had to do to recover the bodies of the three
men from a shallow grave behind a farm-
house.

UM COLLECTION
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Manning, then in his fifties, flew to
Cambodia, was denied entry to the men’s
graves for two weeks because of the
danger in the area. Finally, in the third
week after battling through a Cambodian
bureaucratic maze, he managed somehow
to get a truck and a car and an armed guard
of 12 young Cambodian soldiers. Then,
with two aides, he rode down that same
road which had been so dangerous that
fateful day George and his comrades drove
downiit.

Manning and company retricved the
bodies and returned them to Saigon where
Syvertson’s and Miller’s widows were
waiting. He arranged a memorial service at
the airport in Saigon before the dead were
shipped home.

Now retired and living in New York,
Manning has total recall about the deaths
and the personalities and talents of the
three men. Most news exccutives based in
comfortable offices would find it dlfﬁcult
to do what Manning did.

Standing in front of the glass panc at the
journalists’ memorial, I was saddened by
thoughts of George and his violent death.

Another of my thoughts was: this
memorial is a good thing, and 1 am glad 1
can stand here and in my own way memo-
rialize George Syvertson, a courageous
and dedicated journalist.

fter our first visit, I asked grandson
APat what he thought of the
Newseum. He responded, “it’s cool.”
Translation, “it's good and I like it.” The
next day he visited it again, this time with
his three best highschool friends. They,
too, found the Newseum“cool.” I told Pat I
found the Newseum much more than I
had expected, and I said I planned to visit
it many more times and would recom-
mend it to anyone. Of course, I also said
“It’s cool.”
A few days later, Pat went beyond a brief
comment, and at my request elaborated on
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his impressions.

“The Newseum's main selling point is
its interactive aspects,” he reported. “1
must admit the chance to be an anchor is
appealing (not that I've tried it) but the
best part of the Newscum is not the Inter-
active Newsroom. The history of news is
the real point of the Newseum. It was
amazing to sce newspaper articles from
500 years ago.

“There is an article about the execution
of King Charles the First during the
English Reformation. Elsewhere in the
gallery there is a copy of Emile Zola’s 'l
Accuse’ in French. Emile Zola wrote this
in defense of army officer Alfred Dreyfuss
who had been falsely accused by the
French government of spying for Germany
in 1894. This was the greatest court trial
of the time and there in the Newseum is
the document that helped save the man’s
life.

“The Newseum uses flashy interactive
exhibits to attract visitors. The thing that
think captures them is the history
presented. When you go again, I suggest
you pull out every one of the drawers in
the History Gallery. You may be amazed
by what you find there.”

bviously, Pat was able to tear
Ohimsclf away from the Interactive

Newsroom. Not many can. He
thinks it's cool, you understand, but
believes it is possible to find happiness
without the wonders of so much interac-
tivity.

He also thinks freedom of the press and
the Newseum are here to stay.

There truly is something for every
American at the Newseum. Much of the
history of news has rarely been put in
perspective as it is in the Newseum. It’s all
here as a wonderful reminder of the Amer-
ican good fortune to have had the world’s
freest press for more than 300 years. The
museum directors have said they want to

13



present the American media “warts and
all,” and they do. One official told me,
“However, we do want to celebrate Ameri-
can journalism . . . we are not here to bash
it.” And they don't.

I have made five long visits to the
Newseum so far. I have watched the grade-
and high-school kids, who sometimes have
trouble absorbing it all . . . the college
students and young government workers
who fill their notebooks as they move
through—and the “average American
tourists” of all ages who sometimes stare
in wonder at the technology.

Mary Kaufman, the teacher at the
Northwestern Graduate program in Wash-
ington, who was inspired by the
Newseum, told me later her students had
the same reaction as she had. They got
needed encouragement that they are doing
the right thing in choosing to make a
career in journalism.

All this leads me to one of my strongest
impressions after all those hours of
Newseum browsing: it is a wonderful place
that all working journalists should visit. If
[ were a television or radio station general
manager, or a network news president, |
would assign staffers to come to Washing-
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ton and spend some time at the Newseum.
It would be a perk, not a working assign-
ment.

No stories would be expected of them;
their only orders would be just read and
watch and think about journalism and its
place in our free society. And they could
ponder their own contributions, present
and future. It could be a wonderful anti-
dote to all the cynicism, insecurity and
gloom that these days envelop so many
American journalists. At the very least, it
would convince some good guys to stick
around and fight the good journalistic
fight. &

It would take a Newseum wall to illustrate Jim
Snyder’s long and distinguished career in radio and
television news. Starting at KDKA radio, he went
on to assignments as chief of Group W’s
Washington news bureau, producer in
Washington, D.C. for the CBS Evening News, News
Director of WTOP-TV Washington, and for 12
years Vice President of News for the Post
Newsweek Stations.
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THE GOLDEN AGE

IT'S RIGHT HERE.
IT'S RIGHT NOW.
IT'S MUST SEE.
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Letter from

Hong Kong

By Deirdre Boyle

—HONG KONG
uly 1, 1997 will be remembered for
the much-anticipated handover of the
British colony of Hong Kong to the
People’s Republic of China. | deliber-
ately avoided the crush of people eager

to witness history in person, preferring to
visit Hong Kong after the handover hang-
overs had worn off. I watched the cere-
monies on television and observed the
mournful Prince of Wales officiating at the
demise of the British emipire, little dreaming
that the further unraveling of imperial
Britain would be splashed across TV tubes,
magazine covers, and newspaper front pages
before the summer ended. As new Special
Autonomous Region (SAR) flags were
unfurled, people everywhere wondered
would Hong Kong be transformed over-
night into Beijing's fiefdom or would it
remain a financial powerhouse and the
West's entre to China?

Life in Hong Kong had returned to normal
by the time [ arrived in mid-July, if a frantic
state of money-making activity is what is
normal in Hong Kong. I quickly realized that
it would take considerable time to register
the impact of the changeover on Hong Kong
and its media. I also discovered that summer
in Hong Kong is like summer in New York,
only more so: soaring humidity, sizzling
temperatures, flying cockroaches, rapacious
mosquitoes, and oppressive typhoons send
everyone indoors. And when the typhoon
signal is hoisted, life seems the same regard-
less of what government is in power: there is
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nothing to do but batten down the hatches,
hole up in air conditioning, and watch televi-
sion.

The TV listings in The South China Morn-
ing Post, one of two local English-language
dailies, provided program info for the two
free-to-air television stations: ATV World
(English), ATV Home (Cantonese), TVB Pearl
(English), and TVB Jade (Cantonese).
Although a number of cable channels are
also available —ESPN, 11BO, BBC, AUSTV,
STAR, CNBC, HBO, etc.—my host, a Hong
Kong-born theater director, was far too busy
to hook up to cable. I didn’t mind. If you are
an expat from Germany, Belgium, Australia,
or Japan, the international cable channels
are a must, allowing you to keep up with the
news from home. But if you're an American,
you can be entertained and informed in the
style to which you're accustomed simply by
watching over-the-air TV.

Since 1997 also marked the 50th
anniversary of the liberation of two other
British colonies, India and Pakistan, these
events were recalled with the broadcast of
David Attenborough’s epic film Gandhi, a
ratings grabber since Hong Kong audiences
are prone to sentimentality. Although
British TV series like The Thin Blue Line are
broadcast here, there are far more U.S.
sitcoms and dramas on the English-language
channels, leading one to suspect that—
where electronic media are concerned—
Hong Kong is really an American colony.
Featured this summer were golden oldies
like Charlies™ Angels, Santa Barbara, and The
Wonder Years along with Oprah, Sesame
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Street, and the CBS Evening News. Trendier
series like Seinfeld, and NYPD Blue were
shown along with recent Hollywood films in
the prime-time movie slots.

Although the choice of English-language
programming seems at first glance designed
to appeal to an expat audience, many view-
ers are Hong Kongese who have been
educated in English since grade school. Their
impact on programming can be seen, for
example, in the decision to drop the hit
series ER because of the show's reliance on
esoteric medical jargon, which ultimately
turned off Cantonese audiences.

For speakers of Cantonese and Mandarin,
there are numerous entertainment offerings
on the Chinese-language stations. Romantic
soap operas shot on video and made in Hong
Kong, Taiwan or Malaysia prevail in daytime
hours along with excellent children’s anima-
tion programs from Japan. Nighttime offer-
ings include costumed historical dramas
featuring martial arts heroes and special FX,
series such as The Demi God and the Semi-
Devils and The Quest of Three Kingdoms.

For fans of Hong Kong martial arts films,
these TV series are nowhere near as exciting,
but they have their loyal fans. One sitcom
popular at the moment features a Hong
Kong family now living in Canada and trying
to adapt. Shot on video, the production
values of most local TV series are good,
although the acting runs from good to awful.
CantoPop stars appear on nighttime music
shows that put a new spin on the old Ameri-
can Bandstand model.

s my friend pointed out, where Hong
AJKong TV excels is in its commercials.
n August the talented film director
Wong Kar-Wai was shooting a short film that
would be cut into a number of 30-second
commercials for Motorola. Spike Lee had
done it for Nike and The New York Timies.
Hong Kong's role as the region’s leading
financial center is clearly reflected on televi-
sion: financial news is reported all during the
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day, and there are numerous programs
devoted to economic analysis and forecast-
ing. A wide variety of information programs
on Asia are also available; weekly news
programs on Korea, Taiwan, and other Asian
nations are aired, as are daily reports from
Guangdong, Shenzhen, Macao, and other
nearby business centers. News programs in
Cantonese often resemble their American
counterparts in style, graphics, studio
design, and happy talk patter. The Mandarin
news is more staid in style and content,
presented by attractive women newsreaders
in a manner more like the BBC than NBC.

With only rudimentary knowledge of
Mandarin, I could just compare the English
and Chinese channels for incidence and
placement of news stories, not for content or
editorial slant. Still, the differences were
striking. During the build-up to the 15th
Communist Party Congress in August,
lengthy stories featuring President Jiang
Zemin led the news and were accompanied
by videotape on the Chinese channels,
whereas the English-language news
programs tended to place such video stories
in abbreviated form later in the lineup.

Predictably, global public mourning over
the death of princess Diana received less
coverage on the Chinese channels, which
devoted its attention (time and visuals) to
the death of Mother Teresa. On the English-
language channels, documentaries on Diana
were presented as specials in the days
surrounding the funeral, and Hong Kong's
colonial status was further recalled in
nightly news reports of the long lines of
mourners who came to sign the books of
condolence.

All during the summer doldrums, it
seemed as though Hong Kong's transition
from British colony to Chinese Special
Autonomous Region was not about to cause
a television ripple. News programs featured
interviews with Martin Lee, outspoken
leader of the pro-Democratic faction, speak-
ing optimistically about the future.

Concern over the alarming rise of press
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self-censorship that preceded the handover
had receded as people became distracted by
graphic reports of triad violence in Macao
(the nearby Portuguese colony slated for
return to China in 1999), traffic fatalities,
and the sorry state of Hong Kong hospitals.
Death by random violence or medical
malpractice has a way of shifting one’s atten-
tion. Only an insider would have noted with
alarm an increase in the number of
programs in Mandarin, a shift that may
reflect the arrival of more mainland Chinese
in the SAR as well as the growing influence
of mainland television on local TV.

Then, in late August, the sudden death of
Princess Diana captured all the world’s
attention, including Beijing's, promoting the
People’s Daily, which reflects official
Communist Party thinking, to blame the
West's press freedom for her death. As West-
ern journalists debated the need for changes
to privacy laws, Beijing used Diana’s death
to defend strict governmental control of the
press. This interesting interpretation of free-
dom of the press coincided with two other
ominous events.

In mid August, China’s State Council
strengthened its ban on foreign investment
in the tightly controlled television and radio
industries, which serve as censored organs
of government propaganda. The Council
released new regulations governing the
establishment of mainland TV and radio
stations as well as the language and content
of their programs and advertisements.

“The Government prohibits the establish-
ment of television and radio stations in such
forms as wholly foreign-owned enterprises,
Sino-foreign joint ventures or Sino-foreign
co-operative businesses,” Xinhua (the New
China News Agency) quoted an official of
the Ministry of Radio, Television and Film as
saying. The announcement, coming as the
U.S. Congress-funded Radio Free Asia
reported China had blocked its transmis-
sions to the mainland, showed China was
determined to minimize increasing “infiltra-
tion” of Western media.
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ter Li Peng, give new regulatory

strength to the Ministry of Radio, Film
and Television. In June, the Ministry banned
a Japanese satellite station from being
received on the mainland, and the manage-
ments of all hotels and apartments for
foreigners were ordered to surrender
decoders used for receiving its programs.

On August 24th, a 90-minute documen-
tary on the Dalai Lama that dismissed the
exiled leader of Tibet as an ungrateful, weak-
willed figure was aired on China Central
Television (CCTV), which also produced it.
Two weeks later Hong Kong's ATV aired the
tape, first in English, and then in Cantonese.
Editorial writer Andy Ho noted in The South
China Moming Post, “the move by ATV to air
a portrayal last week of the Dalai Lama
produced by the Chinese publicity machine
has fueled local worries that the local elec-
tronic media are in danger of being degraded
into a propaganda tool for Beijing.”

Had the one-sided documentary been
accompanicd by a panel discussion, it might
have served a useful purpose, Ho suggested,
adding that Hong Kong media generally
avoid coverage of Tibet, so anyone depen-
dent on local media would be unable to
reach an informed position on the conflict
there based on the CCTV program.

1 watched The Dalai Lama and was struck
by how effectively the director had borrowed
a Western TV documentary style to produce
persuasive propaganda that demonized the
spiritual and temporal leader of Tibet as a
sclf-absorbed weakling, easily manipulated
hy the CIA. The tape, masquerading as jour-
nalism, was biased, but slickly, and capable
of misleading viewers without any other
knowledge of the situation.

According to Ho, there is growing fear in
Hong Kong that the sphere of public debate
will shrink even further in a year or two
when local laws supplementing Article 273
of the Basic Law prohibit subversion, seces-
sion and other crimes against national secu-
rity. Audiences already have good reason to

Tw regulations, signed by Prime Minis-
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be skeptical of the two free-to-air stations
when it comes to sensitive topics.

Six veteran ATV journalists resigned in
June, 1994, over confrontation with the
management on its handling of a documen-
tary on the military crackdown at Tianan:
men Square. And TVB was accused of being
obsequious to Beijing, withdrawing a docu-
mentary on Mao Zedong in 1993 because
officials were offended by descriptions of his
sexual proclivities. The station claimed they

were shelving the film because of a glut of

other titles on Mao, but four years later, the
fitm has yet to be released.

China’s attitudes toward press freedom
and Western media in mainland China are
clear. But what about Hong Kong? Will
China honor its promise not to interfere

with Hong Kong’s internal affairs, including
its media? Does the above decision by one of
the two free-to-air channels to broadcast
Chinese government propaganda suggest
mainland China’s influence is growing and
unopposed by television channels eager to
please the political powers in Beijing? Will
the Special Autonomous Region of Hong
Kong come to resemble that other SAR,
Tibet? Tune in next week. ..

Deirdre Boyle is the anthor of Subject to Change:
Guerrilla Television Revisited, recently published by
Oxford, and senior faculty member in the Graduate
Media Studies Program at The New School for Social
Research in New York. She is grateful to the Asian
Cultural Council for a rescarch grant to study
independent media in Hong Kong and Korea.

Postscript:

returned to the United States in mid-September and, badly jet-lagged, sat staring at

my TV one night surfing the channels for something to put me to sleep. I happened

upon a program curiously familiar: The Dalai Lama, aired in Mandarin with subtitles
for Cantonese speakers. 1 watched it for a while, taking in the fact that Chinese govern-
ment propaganda was being cablecast in New York City.

Should I declare it a victory for public access, or shudder at the invasive presence of
foreign government propaganda right under my nose? There would be no public outcry
in the English-lanuage press—who would even notice it was on?—but would there be
any debate in the Chinese press here? If it were not for our deregulated, free-market
approach to cable television and those dangerous ideas of freedom of speech and of
press, stich a program could not be cablecast in the United States. Yet a reciprocal
arrangement is inconceivable on CCTV in China.

A government that takes this much trouble to influence overseas Chinese will not
casily be stopped. I felt fatigue that had little to do with jet lag. In the war for the minds
and hearts of the people, the media are of paramount strategic importance, something
The People’s Republic of China knows well. Who will win the war for the hearts and
minds of Hong Kong? The millennium may see more reruns of Charlie’s Angels for weary
‘business travelers in Hong Kong hotels, but what will be available in Mandarin and
Cantonese for a new generation no longer educated in English? Something tells me it
will not be a dubbed version of Seven Years in Tibet. — D. B. B

TELEVISION QUARTERLY

19






