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Conversation with Amy Goodman
By Suemedha Sood, WireTap. Posted April 14, 2006.

One of the world’s leading investigative
journalists talks about her career, Iran, the
immigration debate and what we can do to
support free and independent media.
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Journalist Amy Goodman has been called everything from a hero
to a threat to national security. The founder and host of
Democracy Now!, she has won numerous awards for her courage
and perseverance. From getting exclusive interviews with figures
like Jean-Bertrand Aristide and Hugo Chavez to relentlessly
reporting on Hurricane Katrina and 9/11, Amy Goodman is
respected worldwide for her journalism and activism. Her fierce
commitment to investigative journalism has put her life at risk
on a number of occasions. In 1991, Amy and fellow journalist
and activist Allan Nairn were shooting a documentary depicting
the genocide in East Timor, then occupied by the Indonesian
military. In the midst of a massacre of a huge group of
Timorese, she and Allan were brutally beaten and almost killed
by Indonesian soldiers.

With her book, The Exception to the Rulers: Exposing Oily
Politicians, War Profiteers, and the Media that Love Them, she
challenges the policies of the Bush Administration, holding the
corporate media accountable for reproducing the lies of those in
power. WireTap Magazine spoke with Amy Goodman about her
career, her thoughts on U.S. foreign policy, and what we can do to support free and
independent media.

WireTap: What inspired you to pursue a career in journalism?

Amy Goodman: In high school I saw it as a way of documenting what was around me
and holding those in power accountable -- at the time it was my school principal. And
so, it was just something I always did. I was editor of my high school newspaper and it
was a way to try to improve the situation; it was my way of dealing with issues by
exposing injustice, and trying to improve things.

WT: Who were your sources of inspiration in your twenties?

AG: My parents, who were peace activists. My grandparents, who were immigrants to
this country, fleeing persecution.

WT: What did you do before your work with Pacifica Radio?

AG: I was lucky enough to find what most journalists look for their whole lives at the
beginning of my career at Pacifica (then WBAI), and that is independence. I was always
involved with newspapers from when I was a kid. But on WBAI I heard all of the
rawness and realness of New York by just tuning in. It was all the various accents and
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rawness and realness of New York by just tuning in. It was all the various accents and
experiences of New York and hearing all of that in people's voices and it just amazed me
and mesmerized me.

WT: In The Exception to the Rulers you talk about the responsibility that journalists
have to "go where the silence is." Why is it more difficult for the mainstream reporters
to carry out this responsibility?

AG: It's not more difficult to do it, they just don't do it. I think the obstacle is media
consolidation. The fewer the owners, the more similar the points of views expressed.
And I think the media was at an all-time low when leading up to the invasion [of Iraq].
All the cheerleading for war and singing the praises of those in power -- it was a
tremendous disservice to the people of this country.

I definitely don't have unlimited access, but if you can't get information one way, you
pursue it another way. But I think it's very important that we not partake in the "access
of evil" -- we talk about it in the book -- the trading of truths for access. It happens
when journalists go to press conferences and ask soft questions just to get access, just
to get a quote. But we can't trade truth for access. Because politicians need journalists
more than journalists need politicians.

WT: You talk about mainstream journalists contributing to the "access of evil." But what
about reports that came out about the Abu Graib scandal or Hurricane Katrina where it
would seem the mainstream media has been somewhat critical of the government?

AG: I say that journalists indulge in the "access of evil" in that they trade truth for
access to these politicians so that they can get a direct quote. I think what counts is the
repetition -- how often the story is told. It's very important that the Abu Graib prison
story was broken -- it was broken by CBS and by Seymour Hersh at The New Yorker. At
CBS, they held on to it for a few weeks, but they did break it.

But it can't just be broken once -- the story has to keep on being told, and those in
charge have to be questioned, and it has to be investigated. And the investigation can't
be limited to one place because we now know that these things have been happening in
many places. And we should see the same level of investigation as we see with celebrity
journalism. When celebrities are covered, we see every minute detail of their lives and
each day something new happens. We hear that Tom Cruise walked outside today, and
his girlfriend Katie walked out on the street, or they got on a plane and on and on. And
we have to take the same approach to stories that matter, to issues of life and death;
because I think people would deeply care -- more than they care about celebrities -- if
they really knew what was going on. And that's the trick, that's our responsibility

WT: What are your thoughts on the use of political satire as a means for reaching out to
young people? For example, many have praised The Daily Show with Jon Stewart for
representing dissent through comedy.

AG: It's extremely important to break the sound barrier every way we can because the
more TV channels there are, the more illusion there is that we're getting diversity of
opinion, but what really matters is who owns the media and how many media moguls
there are and how they operate.

WT: On your book tour, you've been meeting with groups of people all over the
country. What are some of the concerns echoed across state lines?

AG: They are all concerned with the state of this country -- with poverty, with the state
of dissent, with the minority elite, consolidated power, and what's happening in Iraq.
They're concerned about the number of soldiers dying, the number of Iraqis being hurt,
the thousands of people unjustly detained whether at Guantanamo or Abu Graib. I think
people are very scared that it's undermining the basic principles of this country; and it's
crossing the whole political spectrum. I think conservative Republicans are concerned
about the violation of privacy and corporate control the same way they are about U.S.
soldiers coming home in body bags.
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WT: What would you say about claims regarding so-called "liberal bias" in the
mainstream commercial media?

AG: I don't know where it is. It's an illusion that right-wing pundits use to pressure the
media to become even more in line with them, and it's not true. The problem with the
corporate media is that it ices out dissent. It should be a sanctuary for dissent, that's
what makes this country healthy.

WT: How could independent media like Pacifica and AlterNet reach out to a more
conservative audience?

AG: I think all sorts of people are turning to independent media. I think the audience is
increasing in all sorts of ways because the issue of Weapons of Mass Destruction not
being found exposed the Bush Administration, it exposed the media that reproduced
these false claims. People are starting to look for something else. And the mainstream
media -- it shouldn't even be called mainstream. It's extreme media.

WT: What are some examples of corporate media outside the U.S. that could call
themselves democratic? Specifically, where can we find a media system that isn't
plagued by the problems of concentrated ownership, influence of advertisers, uniformity
of content, etc.?

AG: I think in a lot of countries there is a lot more media. What matters is just having a
diversity of media. I spent time in Nigeria, and there is a very vibrant media there. In
other countries I think what matters for all people is to reach outside of the media in
your own country so you can find a diversity of perspectives. It's really essential to seek
out a lot of different media to seek out different perspectives and different angles on
what is happening. As for Americans, the decisions that the president of this country
makes have far-reaching effects on people all over the world.

WT: What are some specific matters of foreign or domestic policy that are currently
being overlooked by the corporate media?

AG: Torture. Poverty. Health care in this country. What I mean by saying that these are
overlooked is that what matters is repetition. It's not enough to just tell the story once,
no matter how big the expose. But what gets pulled on the front pages of the
newspapers on a daily basis, day after day, that's what sinks into people's
consciousness. Hurricane Katrina, for one, has very much put into perspective the fact
that poverty and the racial divide are important problems that need this kind of
repeated coverage in the media.

WT: Democracy Now! recently reported on Seymour Hersh's article in The New Yorker
regarding the possibility of a U.S. military attack on Iran. The Bush Administration has
denounced such claims as has Iran's top nuclear negotiator who says Hersh's report is
part of a U.S. psychological warfare campaign. What's your take on this?

AG: As for Iran and Seymour Hersh's very important expose, what we're seeing the
Administration saying is a replay of Iraq. Before the invasion of Iraq, Bush was saying
there were reports that Iraq was months away from getting a nuclear weapon and it
turned out there was no such report. And they're citing the same type of information in
talking about Iran. The difference is that we have Iraq behind us and people no longer
trust what the government is telling us.

WT: For the past few weeks, DemocracyNow! has been covering the immigration
debate, which some are likening to a second Civil Rights movement. Can you comment
on this incredible display of democracy?

AG: The issue of immigration -- it's just astounding what has happened in the last
month or so. We have never seen this level of protest in this country on any issue. And
it's coming from people who have been marginalized more than any other -- who have
been targeted, victimized and here they are marching in the streets of Chicago, Florida,
Texas, everywhere. In Dallas, Chicago, Los Angeles, and many others, these are the
largest protests in these cities' history. Tens of thousands -- even millions of people
have taken to the streets, spreading the message that, 'Yes we can, it's possible.' And
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have taken to the streets, spreading the message that, 'Yes we can, it's possible.' And
these are the people that have the most to lose -- and yet if they don't speak up, they
lose everything. And to see this demonstration of solidarity and anger, it's changing
policy in America. It proves that grassroots action makes a tremendous difference. It is
extremely inspiring.

WT: You often report on issues that expose the darkest sides of humanity. Where do
you find the strength to keep going? What inspires you today?

AG: I think I find the strength and I am inspired by the people I cover. The people I
cover and work with have hope and continue to believe that the world can be better --
that has always inspired me. From people in Timor, people in Haiti, people in Nigeria,
and people right here in the United States. And that's what gives me hope.

WT: What can students and young people do to support progressive, independent
media?

AG: Get involved with it. Make media. Use Public Access TV, get involved with
independent radio and independent media in this country and around the world. There's
no better way to understand independent media or support it than by doing it. There's
no better way to understand how it works than by making your own. Build independent
media and challenge corporate media because they control the airwaves. Whatever
we're involved with we need to recognize that the media are the most powerful
institutions in the world. They really determine so much about what people understand
about the world and about what the rest of the world understands about us.

Suemedha Sood is a frequent contributor to WireTap. She studies politics and religious
studies at the University of Virginia.
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