
A  Q U E S T I O N  T H A T  C H A N G E D
E V E R Y T H I N G

In 1978, during my first year as
 a student at Montclair State

University, an instructor made a
statement that would quietly

shape the next three decades of
my life:“

The role of the media is to divide
us along the lines of race, class,

and sex, while promoting 
the myth of the upwardly mobile

American ensuring that those who
control the wealth remain in

power.”

At nineteen, I had never heard an
idea that so directly challenged
my assumptions about American

culture. 

At the time, television felt
entertaining, and music felt

liberating. 

The question that lingered—one I
did not yet know how to ask—was

simple but profound: How does
media actually do this?  

That question became the
foundation of my lifelong inquiry
into the psychological, cultural,
and political power of images.

.

Several years later, while working
as a public school teacher, I

encountered an early music video
that clarified what my professor

had only suggested.

Private Dancer ,  directed by
Brian Gant and featuring Tina
Turner, used camera angles,

movement, and visual
symbolism to convey a powerful
narrative about gender, power,

and commodification—
without ever explicitly stating its

message.

In just over four minutes, the
video demonstrated how images

bypass rational analysis and
speak directly to emotion and

identity. 

Women were portrayed as
mechanized performers—objects
of desire, exchange, and control.
The message was not delivered
through dialogue, but through

visual language.

That experience crystallized a
realization that would guide my

work: media does not merely
reflect reality—it actively

constructs meaning .

THE PARADOX



INDIVIDUALISM OVER COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY

CONSUMERISM
OVER

 COMMUNITY
Over time, my research revealed
 a troubling pattern .

A small number of powerful
corporations—often six to ten
conglomerates—exercise
disproportionate control over
what Americans read, see, hear,
and consume. 

These entities do not merely
distribute information; they shape
values.

The dominant narratives promoted
through mass media increasingly
reinforce:

• Consumerism over community

• Competition over cooperation

• Individualism over collective
responsibility

The objective is not cultural
enrichment or democratic
participation, but profit
preservation and power
maintenance.

Educational Reformer ,  John Dewey
warned more than a century ago
that democracy loses meaning
when corporate control the
means of communication.

His warning is more relevant
today than ever.

WHY FILM IS THE MOST
POWERFUL MEDIUM WE KNOW

Film and visual media are 
uniquely powerful because 
they engage the subconscious.

Images influence emotion,
behavior, and even physical
responses before critical thought
has time to intervene.

Filmmakers and advertisers
deliberately use:

• Camera angles to convey
dominance or vulnerability

• Color psychology to trigger
emotional responses

• Shapes ,  symbols, and familiar
imagery to create subconscious
associations

These techniques are not neutral .
They are designed to persuade. 

When combined with sound,
pacing, narrative framing, and
repetition, images become tools
capable of shaping belief
systems at scale.



Social  media platforms  have
ref ined these techniques
further .  

Former  technology
execut ives have openly
acknowledged that  many
platforms were engineered to
exploit  dopamine responses—
short  bursts  of  pleasure
tr iggered by l ikes ,  shares ,  and
engagement metr ics .

What  replaces d ialogue,  cr i t ical
th ink ing,  and c iv ic  d iscourse are
emotional  react ions
masquerading  as  truth.  

As recent  h istory  has shown,
these systems have inf luenced
elect ions ,  ampl i f ied
misinformation ,  and deepened
soc ial  div is ion—not by acc ident ,
but  by design .

Democrat izat ion of  Media—
and Its  L imits
The introduct ion of  cameras into
mobi le  phones fundamental ly
changed media  product ion.

For  the f i rst  t ime in  h istory ,
bi l l ions of  people gained the
abi l i ty  to  document,  share,  and
circulate their  own stor ies .

Th is  sh i f t  democrat ized access
to media tools  and al lowed
communit ies  to  see themselves
ref lected in  publ ic  narrat ives .  

Youth movements ,  grassroots
organiz ing,  and c i t izen
journal ism f lour ished .

IMAGES AS 
PERSUASION

THE DIGITAL AGE: DOPAMINE, DISTRACTION, AND DIVISION

However ,  corporate interests
have adapted  qu ickly—using
the same platforms to  re inforce
div is ion,  monet ize attent ion,  
and maintain control .

Access  a lone is  not  enough.
Understanding how f i lm media 
works  i s  essent ial .

Why Fi lm Media L iteracy
Matters
Fi lm Media  L i teracy Educat ion
does not  teach people what  to
th ink .

I t  teaches how meaning is
constructed ,  why images
persuade,  and how  narrat ives
shape ident ity ,  behavior ,  and
bel ief .

At i ts  core ,  media  l i teracy bui lds :
•  Crit ical  th inking
• Collaborat ion
• Communicat ion
• Creat ive problem-solving

These are  the very  sk i l ls
demanded  by  today’s  workforce
and required for  a  healthy
democracy.

In  countr ies  across Europe,  f i lm
media  l i teracy is  recognized as  a
publ ic  good .

Community-based  media
in i t iat ives around the world—
from New Orleans to  India—
demonstrate  how storytel l ing
can rebui ld c iv ic  trust ,  generate
economic  opportuni ty ,  and
strengthen social  cohesion .



REBUILDING THE
PUBLIC SQUARE

A CALL TO REIMAGINE DEMOCRACY

T his  is  not  theoret ical ;  
i t  is  proven.  

F i lm Media  L i teracy al lows
communit ies  to  c irculate ideas ,
facts ,  and perspect ives  in  ways
that  help people understand
how they f i t  into  a  shared
narrat ive.

A Call  to Reimagine
Democracy
We do not  see with our  eyes—
we see with our  brains .  W hat
we are  taught ,  what  we
consume ,  and what  we
repeatedly witness  shapes
how we interpret  real i ty .

Media has always shaped
publ ic  opinion.  W hen
used responsibly,  i t  can
also strengthen
community.

Research has shown that
embedding posit ive social
messages into popular
enter tainment—such as
publ ic  safety narrat ives—
can measurably change
behavior  at  scale .  

I f  Amer ican democracy  i s  to
endure ,  we must  move beyond
pass ive media  consumpt ion and
toward act ive ,  informed
par t ic ipat ion .

T hat  requires  educat ion that
recognizes the  power of  images
and equips  people—especial ly
youth—to use media  ethical ly,
creat ively,  and  col lect ively.

A mind stretched  by  f i lm media
l i teracy educat ion never returns
to  i ts  former  l imits .  

America  must  re imagine  i tself
not  as  a  col lect ion of  div ided
ident it ies ,  but  as  a  connected
community—capable  of  te l l ing
i ts  own stor ies ,  confront ing i ts
chal lenges,  and shaping i ts
future together.
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