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INTRODUCTION


No one would disagree with the fact that Native people are an oppressed group, subject to the dominant Euro-American cultural practices that have harmful material, psychological and spiritual effects.
   For generations, the U.S. media have systematically annihilated Native society using its cultural resources to make the Native people feel inferior and separate.
  The entertainment media such as movies and television westerns are the main culprits imputing traits and characteristics that either denigrate Native people or represent them as cultural curiosities.
  Most white Americans or Anglos hold stereotyped views about the Native people derived from what they were stereotypically understood to be in the 18th and 19th centuries.
  Thus, an ideology based on negative beliefs about this ethnic group has been internalized over a period of generations.


The U.S. news media set the agenda for their viewers when they concentrate on Native affairs as primarily conflict, poverty and other social ills, and thereby stereotyping them as a troubled race.  For the most part, however, the nonnative news media ignore Native activities related to the kind of common happenings that one would find in any community.   Without media coverage, Native people are lost in the general population, an invisible race (Murphy, p. vii).


Media treatment has kept Native perspectives on the margin.  This marginalization meant they were denied the opportunity to contribute to Euro-American mainstream ideology, values, norms and discussion.  In recent years, Native groups have been fighting back culturally by establishing Native news media, often under extreme financial hardship.


The Native press is important to Native communities.  Native news provides the Native people with an understanding of their culture, their community and themselves.  However, during the current transition to a mass mediated culture, Native news media are still too few in numbers to bring Native perspectives substantially in from the margins.  Without a range of Native news media, the society relies largely on word-of-mouth for news and information, and these are riddled with inaccuracies as messages pass from one individual to another.  In addition, Native activities are rarely perceived by Anglo journalists as making a significant contribution to the Euro-American mainstream.  Anglo journalists just simply do not have enough knowledge about and insight into Native history and culture to provide accurate context and information about the population's activities.


When the media is operated by Native instead of Anglo journalists, however, Native journalists are in control of their society's public imagery which places them in a powerful position to overturn the negative media imagery. Whatever their limitations in numbers, though, the Native media still offer relief for Native audiences from the dominant practices in the Anglo news media by providing at least some Native news and cultural programming.
  Thus, Native media give Natives the opportunity to define themselves -- to establish their own identities, if not to the broader American public, at least to themselves.  


This is the situation on the Wind River Indian Reservation in Northwestern Wyoming with approximately 8,000 Arapaho and Shoshone members.  One-hundred miles long and 50 miles wide, the reservation spans three Wyoming counties.  


A committee, comprised of Native as well as nonnative organizers, is currently working to establish a radio station on the reservation.  As part of this effort, the committee took a survey into the field in 1993 to find out what Native people say about the Anglo news media.  The results of the survey are presented in this chapter.

News media


The dominant print and broadcast news media available to reservation residents are Anglo operated and owned, coming from communities bordering the reservation.  Anglo broadcasting with its reach to the Native population on and near the reservation consists of local and regional radio stations.  Reservation television reception is primarily national, consisting of satellite and over-the-air reception.  Cable television is not available to the majority of reservation residents, severely limiting the amount of television reception there.  


Anglo print media are prominent as well.  Two local nonnative newspapers from nearby towns and a state-wide Wyoming newspaper are available on the reservation.  


In contrast to the prevalence of Anglo media, Native publications owned and operated by the Wind River Reservation residents are not available.  However, several Native newspapers from neighboring states circulate on the reservation.  One is the popular nationwide Indian Country Today, produced by Tim Giago, a Lakota Sioux originally from the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota.  The newspaper offers Native American news and perspective across the country. A small weekly newspaper bordering the reservation, which is produced by a nonnative publisher, has hired Native reporters to provide a modicum of Native news.  It however, does not offer significant analyses or point of view by the Arapaho and Shoshone people.


We began the research on the premise that having been consistently exposed to inimical treatment by the nonnative media, Native Arapaho and Shoshone respondents would convey a clear and consistent attitude about the news media.  Thus, we anticipated their uniformly negative view of the dominant Anglo news media.  The results support this main assumption so we turn to specfic interpretations and feelings:  1)  How Native respondents specifically interpret the imagery related to their society that is presented by the Anglo news media and 2) how these images make them feel.  

METHODOLOGY
Sampling

Taking a 12-page survey questionnaire with them
, 14 Arapaho and Shoshone college students interviewed 215 Native respondents in person.  They took the survey questionnaires to the homes and business located on and near the Wind River Indian Reservation, rather than using mail or telephone surveys, because we believed that the personal interview format would create a more comfortable environment for the respondents.  


The reservation, located in north-central Wyoming and comprising ???? square miles, is comprised of rural areas and several small communities of less than 2,000 residents.  Two small towns of less than 25,000 population border the reservation.  The interviews were conducted on November 26, 27 and 28, 1993, after a short training session.  


We used two types of questions in constructing the questionnaire:  close-ended items and open-ended items.  The open-ended items allowed Native respondents an opportunity to express their ideas in their own words, and to allow for maximum Native voice, the paper uses these responses for the analysis.  Responses to each open-ended question were categorized, and several themes were developed.  It must be kept in mind however that while great care was employed in the design, execution and analysis of this survey, the results can be interpreted only as representing the views of Native people on and near the Wind River Indian Reservation.

RESULTS
Demographics

Of the 215 respondents who participated in the study, females were slightly more prominent (55%) than males (41%).  The average age of the respondents was 36 years.  The largest group was comprised of Arapahos (n=133) with Shoshones comprising a smaller number (n=36).   Marriage among Native groups is commonplace and there were a number of respondents of mixed ethnicity (n=80).  They represented the following tribes: Arapaho, Shoshone, Sioux, Cheyenne, Crow, Navajo, Kiowa, Apache, Seneca, Cheyenne, Ute and Piute.


The largest employers of Native respoindents in this study were the federal govern ment, education and agriculture.  Yet Unemployment on the reservation is prevalent, far outweighing employment.  Thusm, Native respondents’ socio-economic status fell primarily in the lower-middle to lower income groups.  Of the Natives who listed specific employment, blue collar was the largest category (23%), followed by homemaker (18%), college student (10%) and clerical or aid (9%).  Almost one-half (40%) of the respondents classified their occupation as “other” but did not specify what "other" meant.  Family wages ranged from $0 to $4,500 a month.  In education attainment, high school was the largest grouping (45%) with college second, comprising about one-third of the subjects (30%).  


The respondents live primarily in rural areas on the reservation (45%).  However, one-third (36%) live in towns located near the reservation.  The remaining respondents live in smaller towns on the reservation (6%) or rural areas off the reservation (10%).  Almost all of the respondents (99.5%) have lived on a reservation at one time or another during their life-time, ranging from one to 75 years of residence.
Mainstream/Anglo media portrayals 

As expected, the responses -- as to how respondents perceive Anglo media portrayals of Native people and their society -- were overwhelmingly negative.  (See Table 1 for specific comments.)  The 215 respondents listed a total of 288?? negative and 13 positive comments.  The breakdown was negative imagery (n=161), negative traits (n=46), negative actions (n=64), negative conditions (n=11).  Only a few respondents pointed to positive media actions (n=13) and several did not supply an answer (n=15). Most of the respondents offered their opinions in short sentences and phrases, without elaboration.  Their comments presented several themes relating to stereotypes and to media news values.


Making general references to the dominant Anglo mass media, respondents did not specify whether their opinions refer to local, state or national news media.  It is likely that their perceptions of Anglo news media were intermingled with their recollections of personal discriminatory experiences, major conflicts involving their society, as well as years of reception relating to entertainment media stereotypes. 


Typical comments were harsh.  For example, respondents said that Anglo media represented Natives as alcoholics, stupid, violent, and second class citizens.  These are harsh evaluations of the mediated Native personalities, and negative statements of this type comprised the largest category of comments.  The following categories reveal a highly critical population of media audiences.

Racism


A 36-year-old female specified media treatment as “Always the bad, assumptions, one-sided.  Like we’re dumb, lazy, and almost always the bad guy.”  References like this to personality traits comprised a significant portion of the stereotypes listed by respondents.  “Bad” was articulated 78 times.  


Expressing additional bitter comments, a 44-year-old male said, “They (Anglo media) are racist or biased.  They make us look bad.  Never portray anything positive about us.”  


A 41-year-old female did not express this sentiment as strongly but racism was on  her mind, too,  when she said, “Whites are prejudiced.  Not blatant racism but they downplay good things about Indians yet over exaggerate bad stories.”  


Taking the criticism a step further, a 36-year-old female described media coverage of Natives as “ugliness” while a 47-year-old female said” I think the white people only see Indians as stereotyped Indian.  They don’t see Indians' good side or the richness in cultural beliefs.”  


A 23-year-old female was able to separate the media coverage conceptually:  “Television thinks we’re a low minority, violent, alcoholics.  Newspapers think we’re dumb.” 


The overall number of negative points and the obvious alienation represented by the comments far exceed the few positive comments about the news media.  The Native respondents were sending a strong message, albeit indirectly, that Native cultural identification and self-esteem are tied to Anglo media treatment of the Native culture and people and that these negative images have serious negative consequences for them both personally and societal.

Violent imagery


A second main stereotype pointed out by respondents is the portrayal of Natives as violent people and a violent society.  Representation of an anti-social community was implicit in the focus on crime and other problems involving Native people -- an obvious irritant to many of the respondents. A young male, 22 years old, pointedly described the imagery:  crime plague, police corruption, non-social community.”

Primitive society


Another negative personality trait -- primitive people -- is a common portrayal according to several respondents.  “The media portray Natives as “savages,” a 23-year-old female said, “They look down on them as ‘low-lifers’.”  A 29-year-old female said the media treat Natives as “bad people who have no feeling . . .”  Movie depictions came to mind for a 33-year-old female who said, “They portray us like we are still living in teepees and riding horses.  Like we don’t even have any knowledge about the modern world, that we are thieves and drunks.” The popular "Lone Ranger" series, first on radio and then on television, shaped the stereotyped views of a generation of nonnatives.  Cognizant of this, an elderly Native respondent said that the nonnative media "think we're still like Tonto, mass produced into one culture." A “joke” is how a 25-year-old male summed up media representation of Natives people.

Native accomplishments ignored


Native accomplishments were ignored by the Anglo media, according to a 36-year-old male who said, “There is little attention given to the accomplishments of Indians, unless there is a non-Indian involved.  Then the Indian is given a supporting role only.”  Another male, 51 years old, echoed these remarks, saying “They announce any wrong doing when an Indian does something but not when a white person does it.”  According to a 24-year-old female, “They never portray anybody just as a person -- like they do the white guy.”

Misinterpretations


Respondents also pointed to misinterpretations and lack of understanding on the part of the Anglo media.  One female Native respondent said she scolded a radio station because they misinterpreted some news.  A 28-year-old female said the media have “no idea about the Indian’s viewpoint,” and a 59-year-old male said “Nonnative don’t know about Indian life.  What ever they say is not all there.”  

Lack of media access


Lack of access to the media was a criticism of a 44-year-old female who said the media was not open to Native people, “We are beneath them yet.”  Invisibility of Native people and their culture was a criticism of a 50-year-old female who said, “We are always at the bottom of everything.  They don’t seem to realize that we are here too.”

Media credibility


A culmination of themes expressed by the respondents point to the issue concerning the credibility of the news media.  A 20-year-old female criticized the media for its performance:  “Not enough coverage and when there is coverage it’s not important.  When the topic is white related, it’s portrayed as the Indian’s fault.  Coverage is just awful and not factual most of the time.” A 24-year-old male claims that the media do not portray a “real version of what Indians are really like.”  Referring to reporting practices, of the Anglo, a 36-year-old female said, “They talk and report from the outside looking in, creating negative and stereotyped images.”

Emotions


One 26-year-old female respondent expressed how the media makes her feel:  “They make us look bad like renegades in the olden days.  They (local radio and newspaper) make me feel like not listening to them and they make me mad.”  A 31-year-old female also expressed her feelings:  “I have bad flashes about how they portray Indians."


Another Native respondent summarized the overall feelings toward nonnative media, "To me, nonnative media portrays Indians in . . . the blue light of the hopeless, homeless alcoholic in the inner cities.  Always their favorite is that of the people in our Native finery, moving to the ancient heartbeat of our drums.  As if we could dance away the inequity, the suicides and despair."

One respondent simply said,  "To me, we need help, we are losing our culture."


DISCUSSION


In the November 1993 survey, Native respondents put the nonnative media on trial and indicted them for a wide range of grievances involving negative representations of themselves and their community in the local, regional and national media.  The aggregate media messages, they claim, show a lack of coverage concerning their interests and affairs.  Many of the Native respondents believe this situation emanates from and results in substantial misunderstanding and lack of empathy toward Native people.
  


Without their own news media, Native people receive minimal amounts of news relating to their affairs and interests, and much of this, they argue, is negative.  Local Native commentary, necessary to orient Natives about many important issues, is virtually missing.  


The media is personal to Native people.  In the small communities on the reservation, everyone knows everyone else.  Thus, despite media's negative representations of a collapsed Native society, the Naive sense of community is strong and its society is coherent.  



Yet the media are powerful psychological agents. The results of this study reveal deep feelings of animosity that Native people have toward nonnative media's negative portrayals.  Native radio, they contend, would present them realistically, as people with public and personal accomplishments and as people who have the desire and capability to improve their personal lives as well as economic and social conditions on the reservation.  


The media not only serve an information role as a "window on the world" but also as a “looking glass” in assessing oneself.   The negative imagery and messages Native people see, hear and read in the mass media about their racial group, their community and their culture is reflected back to shape their views of themselves, individually and as a group.  But most of the time, when they look in the mirror, it is vacant.  


While many Natives refuse to accept the media messages and imagery as representative of their culture, others, because they have no alternative media representations, unfortunately adopt them.  “We tend to stereotype ourselves so we end up falling into what the nonnative portray us" was a comment by a Native respondent.  In a media environment that provides very little content on Natives’ normal social activities and views, it is hardly surprising that Native respondents would experience diminishment and marginalization.. 


Respondents were keenly aware of Anglo news values and the problems they represent in coverage of Native culture.  It appears that the criteria for news (crime, etc.) based on news values in the white journalism community (impact, timeliness, etc.) resulting in the over-coverage of crime and violence are read by Native respondents as exaggerations of troubles in the Native community.  The lack of coverage of normal social activities is perceived as prejudicial and biased.  From their perspective, news coverage of their affairs is not credible.  Obviously, objectivity in the Anglo news media is not achieved either from the Native viewpoint.  


Respondents are convinced nonnative media do not have the necessary understanding and appreciation of Native culture to provide informative coverage of Native affairs.  The result is a lack of coverage concerning Native, cultural and social events; and their educational, artistic, and business accomplishments, among numerous other regular and special activities.  A Native radio station (the initial focus of this research), they said, would turn negative imagery around.  It would provide information and a role model for Natives on the reservation and in the surrounding area -- a voice that speaks to the accomplishments and aspirations of the Native people.


Native respondents' articulations in this study offer powerful evidence that the media influence, shape and create low-self esteem and low aspirations in the Native psyche.  The coupling of stereotyped media imagery with real socioeconomic hardships compounds the problems of daily life for Native people.   

CONCLUSION


This study was based on qualitative research in order to allow Arapaho and Shoshone respondents an opportunity (the first time for this group) to express their thoughts and feelings in their own words about nonnative media treatment of Native culture.  A rich variety of responses was the result.  Their comments, however, produced a steady and uniform view of media degradation suggesting that the thoughts and feelings expressed by the 215 Native respondents give a fairly good representation of the thoughts and feelings of the population of Native people on and near the Wind River Indian Reservation. 


Their strong negative views toward the Anglo news media does not, of course, mean that Native people ignore the news and entertainment media.  Media use is as prevalent on the reservation and in Native communities as it is elsewhere in the nation an around the world.  This study addressed the media negative stereotypes as well as Native absence from the Anglo news media.  The news media in the Native respondents' opinions have fallen drastically short of any balanced, objective, sensitive, and informative portrayals.  


While respondents in this study were terse in their comments, they actually spoke volumes about the annihilation of their culture by the Anglo news media.  The important message the Native respondents leave with the reader is that the mass media are powerful agents in shaping world views of the general audiences and in influencing the Native audiences' self-assessment.  They also comment in the study that media treatment results in actualized diminishment of the Native people and culture.  Finally, the Wind River Reservation respondents forcefully argued that the nonnative mass media have failed miserably (in their responsibility as the public mediator) to offer an accurate, fair and realistic representation of the Native people and their culture.  

Table 1.  Native respondents’ views of nonnative media.

General negative imagery (n=161, 75%)

Negative personality traits (n=46, 21%)

   Bad things/negative/nothing good (75)

   Stupid/illiterate/dumb (13)

   No positive things/images (18)


   Savages/violent (9)

   Second class citizens/lower class (11) 

   Degenerates/dysfunctional/bums/worthless (6)

   Minority/racism/prejudice/discrim (10)

   Thieves (3)

   Biased about Natives (9) 


   Pitiful/sad/pathetic (2)

   Stereotypes of Natives (8)


   Lazy (2)





  Natives not real/unreal (8)


   Unproud (1)

   Put Natives down (6)



   Have no values (1)

   Neg portrayals before positive portrayals (5)
   Inferior to whites (1)

   Jokes about Nat/portrayed as joke (3)



   Bad image related to tribal laws/treaties (2)
Violent actions (n=29, 15%)








   Drunk, drinking, alcoholics (20)   



Media actions -- negative (n=35, 16%)

   Breaking the law/jail/court/crime (7)
   Don't understand Native/culture (15)

   Shootings/killings/suicides/deaths  (1)
   Media exaggerate negatives (5)


   Wrecks (1)
   Talk about Native but not white problems (5)
   Always doing wrong (1)

   In terms of white values & class (4)

   Glorify Natives in entertainment sense (3)

Native social conditions (n=11, 5%)



   Insulting to Natives /no respect(2)

   Poverty stricken/welfare recipients (6) 

   Media don't care/no interest (2)


   Not modernized/pre-historic (5)

   Not enough coverage (3)


  
   Homeless/unkempt (3)

   Created fear of Natives (1)


   Unemployment (2)

   Don't give inside story (1)


   Unemployment (2)

   Resentment toward Natives (1)


   Wards of government (2)


   Little attention to Native accomplishments (1)
   Needing help (1)

Media actions -- positive (n=13, 6%)

40   Other (n=9, 4%)



   Fair, representation (4)

   

   Mixed, sometimes good/sometimes bad (5)

   Getting better (3)



   Natives lack appreciation toward gov't (1)

   Pretty good (3)







   Not rude (1)




90  Don't Know (n=15, 6%)
   Chance for Natives to express their views (1)

   Good in sports (1)

Total n=299?? negative comments.  Positive comments in contrast are a mere 13, and it is not clear as to which media they are referring.  Only 15 of the 215 respondents did not offer comments.
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