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Kerstan B. Cohen AZIEEE)EED

<A Few Thoughts on the Virtues of Doing Radio and Not Being Heard >

“| believe that the subject of how the media are controlled, structured, and
subsidized should be at the center of democratic debate. Instead, this subject is
nowhere to be found.”

-—Robert McChesney, in the intro to his book, Rich Media, Poor Democracy:

Communication Politics in Dubious Times, U of lllinois P, 2000.

IM start off by saying that | have no idea why | was asked to contribute to a Kobe
College publication—on the subject of my research interests or teaching methods
—when | no longer work at the school full-time, nor have been encouraged to do
so. | can only suspect that the idea is to have a retrospective look at the shadow
of an ex-faculty member who has now moved on; and this guasi-nostalgic
glimpse toward the past might yield a spectral projection into the future... of what

| might have taught were | to have continued at this institution.

But these qualms correspond nicely to the overall theme of this very short essay,
namely the virtues of making public statements—whether they be in the form of
a community radio show, an Internet homepasge, or a small article in a privately
distributed newsletter——-that very few people, if anyone at all, may read or heed.
And I conclude, as the title suggests, that yes, indeed, there is virtue in the
production of such texts, not necessarily attributable to any meaning inherent in
the texts themselves, but to the process of making them, of getting involved in
the information process itself. Such participation, | maintain, is an act of
constructive subversion that undermines the dichotomy of media as produced by

pros and read/consumed by the rest of us.

Specifically, my interests lie in the challenge of “democratizing” media
production. As Robert McChesney suggests in the pithy epigraph above, there
seems to be a general complacency about media agency and control. And such
complacency, | would argue, manifests itself in the all-too-common objectification
of “the media.” They [the media, that is] misrepresent truth, they feed “us”



so-called false information, they skew reality, they say anything in order to make a
profit... money, that is, off “us.” Well, who are “we” ? Who, exactly, comprises

this elusive audience that is so battered by “them,” the media?

One effective way to get the public involved in the crucial-—and crucially
neglected--debate that McChesney describes, is to get the public involved in the
media production process. This is why I've taken my monthly radio show—
produced for Kobe-based 77.8 FM YY—and have tried various means of making
it more community-based. Specifically, | attempt to become an  “invisible hand”
as DJ/Producer and have the show focus on people in the community: their
voices, their music or musical selections, and, increasingly, their own sound bytes
that they themselves record. Perhaps the most memorable attempt at this, for me,
was the January 2005 show which was made by the students in my Community
Radio Production class at Kobe College. The show commemorated the 10th
anniversary of the Great Hanshin Awaji Quake and the students looked into
relief-related volunteer groups in the Kobe area, while folding in the music from a
locally produced, fund-raising CD called Kaze Ga Haranda Uta (produced by a
Kitano-ku based NGO that started as a quake-relief effort). The show was
rough, to say the least, as students attempted recordings, interviews, intros and
outros, chat.. with little experience, in a language not their own, and using
non-professional equipment (MD players and cheap microphones available in the
KC English Department). But the show was a great success, from my point of
view, as it enabled all 40 students to participate in making a “real show” and
instilled in each one an intuitive understanding that the “audience” needn’t be

passive, that the “airwaves” are—or at least SHOULD BE—public domain.

FM YY broadcasts from a 10 watt tower, and the terrestrial signal does not
reach beyond Nagata-ku, Kobe. Admittedly, a Kobe-born employee of Miscrosoft
Corporation in Seattle took a liking to the station and worked out sponsorship of
free Internet, Livestream broadcasting.. so that the “audience” is potentially
global. Realistically, however, the January 2005 show reached fewer than 100
listeners (including the members of the class that made it).

Dennis McQuiail, the much-guoted media theorist (who, in other words, has a
large “audience” for his work), has pointed out that “the term audience has an
abstract and debatable character..” (77). Arguably, the January 2005 FM YY



show produced by Kobe College students had no “audience” whatsoever, in
the commonly understood sense. Adapting McQuiail's logic, however, the class
had itself as “audience.” Making a radio show for oneself, however, is different
from talking to oneself; radio production involves a process of mediation that

highlights the power of the medium carrying the “text” in question.

The strength of that student show, then, was precisely in its minuscule

“audience” . it became, by necessity, a self-reflective act that, by definition,
personalized the medium in question and, | would hope, invested those students
with a desire to contribute further to that medium at large (one student, since
then, has informed me that she landed a job in professional radio for Hiroshima
City).

But, of course, a critical reader might simply write off all this optimism as
insincere, syllogistic argumentation, e.g. the January 2005 FM YY show had no
audience; having no audience is a virtue in a way, the show, therefore, was
virtuous! That reader might add that we should calla “dudd” a “dudd,” and

admit that a radio show with essentially no listeners is a failure.

Very possibly so, according to return on capital... but freedom to experiment, to

yield “air space” to amateurs, according to me, is anything but failure.

Sources:

McChesney, Robert. Rich Media, Poor Democracy: Communication Politics in
Dubious Times. Chicago: U of | P, 1999, 7.

McQuall, D. Audience Analysis. Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1997 .
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