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Bias of simple arithmetic
Small Voices and Great Trumpets:
Minorities and the Media edited by
Bernard Rubin. New York: Praeger,
1980.295 pages.
H. L. Mencken maintained that the job of
the journalist is to “afflict the comfortable
and comfort the afflicted.” The authors of
Small Voices and Great Trumpets share
Mencken’s commitment. But they find that
the great trumpets of U.S. media are structured in ways that systematically frustrate
its realization. Indeed, they suggest that for
the most part “the afflicted” have been
rendered invisible by the class, race, and
sex bias of mainstream media-bias that
skews the phenomenology of news and
entertainment values as well as the organizational arrangements of the U.S. culture
industry.
The authors do not invoke Machiavellian
plots to explain this bias. Rather, they see it
as a matter of simple arithmetic. In the
United States today, the primary purpose
of popular culture is to move goods. The
business of newspapers, radio, and television is to sell advertising, not content. And,
the working assumption of the “comfortable” people who manage this business is
that “affliction,” cum minority concerns,
will not sell in suburbia where the money
is. Thus good business practices mean bad
news for minorities: neglect, negative stereotyping, tokenism, relegation to the
women’s page or to ghettoized predawn
time-slots, assignment to the cop house or
cooking show rather than to prestigious
national reportorial beats, etc.
The 10 essays that make up this collection explore such topics as historical and
contemporary media stereotyping of
blacks, the anticity bias of U.S. popular
culture, the class bias of the news business,
ageism, sexism, distortions of Indian life in
contemporary media, the history of the
immigrant press, the legal basis of press

freedom, access issues, and tactics for organized media advocacy. Rubin et al. subscribe to the dramaturgy of objectivity.
They rely heavily on statistical evidence.
Indeed, only one essay draws primarily
upon personal experience.
The authors do not break new ground.
But they do not shy away from complex
issues either. Thus, for example, Rubin
draws a compelling analogy between the
treatment of minorities by U S . media and
neo-colonialism in the contemporary international media market. Rivers raises hard
questions about the “not-so-benign neglect” built into the routine practices of
news organizations. Williams’s review of
access litigation leads him to conclude that
“strangely, it is the First Amendment that
represents the greatest obstacle to minority
access.” And Henry offers convincing arguments in support of the thesis that the
elderly-in the categories of media marketing, anyone over 50-are the minority most
discriminated against in U.S. media.
In sum, there is plenty of meat here.
Small Voices and Great Trumpets is comprehensive and readable. It should prove a
valuable medium for provoking critical dialogues.
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