The Media and Democracy #1

Democracy is in peril all around the world.
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After the 2020 US presidential elections,
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supporters of Donald Trump stormed and occupied the Capitol,
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claiming that the election had been rigged.
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Democrats and Republicans could not agree on even the result of the elections
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and could hardly hold a civil conversation without appealing to violence.
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Not only in the US but also in other democracies

L TAY ARG TR, oREREER T

such as the United Kingdom, France, and Germany,
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political views have been polarized,

ORI RURE L L

partisan conflict has intensified,
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and civil dialogue has become difficult.
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Perhaps democracy, by its very nature, is not something that is easily
established.
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Democracy is not a modern invention;
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as early as the 6th century BC,
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small city-states like Athens were known for their democratic governance.
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However, it was only after the modern era that we could witness democracy in
large nations,
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and we may not continue to do so in the 21st century.
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For democracy to thrive,
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there must be adequate mass-communication technology,
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the media has to fulfill its role,
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and each citizen must possess sound information literacy skills.
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As technology advances and the nature of the media changes,
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how can we sustain a healthy democratic society?
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Democracy is not only a matter of ideology but also technology.
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For democracy to thrive,
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citizens must be able to engage in public debate on important issues.
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Obviously, it requires the attitude and ability to talk with humility and respect,
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but they are not enough.
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People need to be within hearing range of one another,
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and have at least a basic understanding of what they are talking about.
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This is increasingly difficult as the scale of community grows.
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For example, ancient Rome, which started as a tiny city-state, had long been
governed with a democratic ideal,
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but it shifted toward imperial rule during the 1st Century BC.
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As the territory expanded and the members increased and diversified,
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people could not make their voice heard to each other,
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and citizens in each region could not share the basic understanding of all issues
across the empire.
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People in the Iberian Peninsula and Sicily could not have dialogue across the
Mediterranean,
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nor could they learn their political issues from one another.
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The rise of imperial rule is not because Caesar and Augustus personally wanted
to be a dictator;
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it is because they lacked mass-communication technology to enable democracy
in a large society.
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This was already acknowledged by ancient Greek philosophers like Plato and
Aristotle,
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arguing that democracy is only possible in small-scale city-states.
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In the modern era, many countries adopted democracy partly because it was DERICECT, S OEAREFERZRA L0, B2 NBTTREIC 57205 L0
technically possible. LIS B B

The rise of mass media, such as newspapers, the radio and TV, allows us to Fl, 74, TLEL WO ZYRAATATORBICL T, HEFROHKRELMS &3]
know issues across the nation. L HgIC T o 7

When Florida is hit by a hurricane, people in California can learn the damage 71 Y #25Y & — v icBb AU, 1) 74 A =T DAL bk L HHOT 2 M5 C &5
and reconstruction. L TE R

When a newly elected President deli i 1 iti listen': . e
o realvtjiy clected President delivers an inaugural address, citizens can listen: y. oo o oo irinma (5212, HIRIEZ A Y 705 4 ACHIC 2 2T E
me, :

and the press responds with a wide range of opinions, representing the public. WoEB XL AR A TG L., HERE KT 2

Through the media as a gatekeeper, CPE L LCOATA TRIBLT
people can learn and share their views on various issues. PANAEEEIEAMEICOWTHY, BRELET S L0TES
Without this technology, how can we choose whom to vote for? L0 X5 AR T RIE, R BHICRETRE AR L3R THIITE 2105 0 ?
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The media is responsible for democracy in three ways.
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First, they set the agenda.
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Since our time and mental capacity are limited,
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we cannot be aware of everything happening within the community.
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The media coverage effectively decides which topic is to be informed and
discussed.
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When the newspapers report an earthquake on the front page instead of a
celebrity scandal,
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people are directed to learn about the disaster and ignore the scandal.
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Secondly, the media represents the public opinions.
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For example, when the Prime Minister makes a speech,
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media outlets carry various views, including both praise and criticism.
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Since it is impossible for millions of residents to gather in a place and exchange BT DR A ) T E A% b g © & R RARECH 2 7=
: A PTWC SR JSE TR G < NAJHETT z

their opinions,

the media speak for their political stances on behalf of the public,
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by which people can indirectly engage in political discussions.
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Thirdly, they provide us with opportunities for incidental political learning.
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When you turn on the TV for whatever the purpose—
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be it the sports news or the weather forecast,
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you end up watching the news for politics and the economy.
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Those who reach for the paper to check the TV schedule
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end up being exposed to the main topics featured on the front page.
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Scholars argue that this has helped sustain the basic level of political interest andg FHEELER, ThUBTTROBIE~DRAKROB.O L R 2 MR 2B 0 L o TE 12
understanding among the public. PEEL TS
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We will refrain from discussing
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whether the media have fulfilled these roles sincerely and effectively.
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At least, however, modern information technology has enabled the mass media, Lo LA b, BROEIMENMiS~ZA AT 4 THRAMGEIC L2 C & 3D TH Y

and democracy in large nations has been impossible without the media.
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With the spread of the Internet and the development of IT technology,
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the media gradually shifted to the Web,
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and the way we get news and handle information have changed.
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Modern democracy has been enabled by information and mass-communication
technology.
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Ironically, will democracy be impossible
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because information technology is becoming too sophisticated?
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In democratic nations, the media are mostly for-profit private companies.
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It allows their independence from the government,
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but it also brings the media a dilemma inherent in the commercial sector.
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Any private business must earn profit to survive and grow,

LB 5w BRI, PR REO 20 1Icflls 2 LFR T IER D

which requires their service and products to be purchased and used.

L ZORwIiE, BT AR — E X oA - FIT B BB D 2

The media cannot carry on their business unless their contents are viewed or
subscribed.
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The problem is that the more sensational and tailored to public interest the
content is,

D, WA Y = 3 F AT, RROBOICDIAT 2 b0 THBIEY

the more likely it is to sell.

This fact often conflicts with the mission of the media to deliver accurate and
high-quality information.
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The Spanish-American war in 1898 was triggered by an intense competition
among mass media that lacked commercial ethics.
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At the time, The New York Journal and The New York World were fiercely
competing to increase their circulation.
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Even before the war, the two papers were spreading intriguing exaggerations
and sensational lies.

DI E BRI O, WM EIR 2 2 Z 2 55R PRI R ERHE 2 IR D Twiz

As the momentum for independence was growing in Cuba,
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which was then a Spanish colony,
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both newspapers exaggerated the brutality of the Spanish military with
fabricated stories and dramatic imagery.
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Many citizens were stimulated by their sense of justice and driven to buy their
papers.
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When the US battleship Maine sank in Havana Harbor by an unexplained
explosion, killing 268 sailors,
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The New York Journal accused Spain of this incident
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before any inquiry was completed,
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and further intensified the public outrage.
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The US government gave in to the public sentiment and reluctantly decided to
g0 to war.
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After the outbreak, these papers reporting the war sold like hot cakes.
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Business has to be what brings benefit to society and profit is just a means to
continue and develop.
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and profit is just a means to continue and develop.
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If the mission and ethics are neglected and profit becomes the end in itself,
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business could rather harm society.
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This dilemma is particularly the case with the media.
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On the flip side, problems of the media are, in turn,
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problems of the general audience as well.
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The media outlets provide sensational content
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precisely because there is a public that consumes it.
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Being a citizen of democracy is not easy. I REERMLONRTS S 2 L RAHTRAL
It requires various skills and attitudes, P XIS E XX I RN L EBARD LD
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such as having an interest and understanding in public issues,

listening humbly to different opinions, PR ERICHEICHRET S C L

and being able to talk with respect. ZLTEE b o THahcE 52 L

These are becoming even more difficult since the spread of the Internet and THLAEZEE A VE—RY PRV =V XA ATATOHERICE 2T, WoZ 3L ko
social media services. P Tw3

Unlike TV and newspapers, which offer a limited selection at a given time, ZOLELEZCRBMINTVREHDEEZ LT L eoHilL 11840

online platforms like Facebook and YouTube let you consume only the content FacebookYoutube D & 5 24 v 74 v 77 v b 74— LT, BHAOFGa Yy 7y Y 720 %H
you like. CETES

Even more seriously, the business model of Internet media is usually ELICHEH RO, AV EZ =2y FATATOEYARETAREHE [Ty 7= 2 v PRI
engagement-based advertising; P THBEVIRTHS

the longer users stay on the platform and the more views and likes they TSy b7 FICE L. %< OIS [onh] &4 Al E
generate, :

the more profitable it becomes. LG 254 2 B AIC R o T W B

Therefore, the algorithms of social media are designed to learn the preference of ZDRD, V=YX NATATOTATY AL BFEL—F - DRI FEH L, ifhavrvy
each user and only show the content they prefer. R ERRRT S L) KHIIATHS

Also, social media tends to be flooded with intense, sensational opinions for two Eh Vs AT T A CEI A E ELI B L 01 1 o D FE 2D 2
reasons; :

people with strong and polarized views are usually more motivated to post LS, B, B2V RERAT R EHO ML LRET 5 C L~ 0BT C

content,
and emotionally provocative content are more likely to go viral. L2, SRR B NA DT B IEE e T L Th B
As aresult, one’s newsfeed is filled with extreme and agreeable opinions. L Z O, BHO=2—R7 4 — FRiicO L ER Tz SN LItk D

Those spoiled with such comfortable and stimulating information environments T D &) RE TR e B H e A T 7z Al

often find it difficult to listen calmly to opposing views or to treat everyone with :

CRAZERICHTICHEET A, hFICELHEER Do THET I HLL AV BB
love and respect :

regardless of their backgrounds and political beliefs. ZONOHERPHBBNERCrrbo S (BLBEEFoTETS L)
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Essentially, democracy is about making compromises by listening patiently to REIIC, REERL . Al A HA M. A RS C b T

each other, :

so a certain degree of discomfort and frustration is not a flaw in democracy, L7ehoT, & BREDAPESLH L FREERDO N7 TREL
but a feature by design. REFF AR

Winston Churchill famously said, VAVALY - Fr—FAOHEHREERD D

“Democracy is the worst form of Government [REFRIIRBEOBUREETH 2

except for all those other forms that have been tried.” InF TN MD D S 2 BURTEEZ IR T IX)

In a sense, we avoid the harm of dictatorship and totalitarianism HHEWRT, RAELC LR TEROEELZRNE#L T2

in exchange for the discomfort of listening and effort of dialogue. HWICH % 2 A & xaGo s ) &5l &z c

As an individual, we might only see what we want and associate with only those AL LT, REwEREZTE BT, BbY 2wEBROANED EEFHEbATE IO 2D
we can agree, Pl

but then democracy will inevitably fail, LHL, 253280 7% < 8 d REERIIBEEALZICHY

:);ct Zl:(:ln democracy will inevitably fail, and consequently, we all would suffer in Chmm b Ll RIS B

As information technology and the media are constantly changing, BB & 2 74 7THAMATE S 20T

how can we maintain robust democracy? Trizeric LOBEZREEREHMERF T2 203 CE 5725957
How should each citizen approach information? —ANDE Y OHRIF, HHELDLICHEARZITINESL I 2 ?
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