
 

 

What Do I Know, Who 
Do I Blame, and Why? 
A comparative search for “truth” in media 
messages 
 
It is well agreed that media is all permeating. It is no longer just a radio jingle, television spot, 
print ad, website, text message or even a smart phone but e-books, library catalogues, every 
click of the computer online and offline, pictures, videos, social media and so much more. We 
do not imagine media to be objective but the search for coherent objective relativity remains. 
Looking at some iconic media messages coming out of India and United States, this paper 
explores the idea of “truth” in media messages. By comparing Indian and American messages – 
the paper will be comparing messages coming out of a developing and developed economy. 
Specifically, it will compare popular media messages with reference to comparable products 
for the young adults and young professional age bracket. What is the knowledge imparted to 
the individual? What do these target audiences understand as real? What is the consequence 
of media desensitization? Ultimately, the paper seeks to address a basic question of knowledge 
– will we, the audience, ever believe what we see/hear/read/know? Or, have we simply 
changed or redefined the meaning of the word knowledge? 
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Outline for Conference Paper: 

 

Introduction 

Why is media relevant? What is the relationship between media messages and our idea of 

reality? Are they even connected?  

Statistics on use of media by different age groups 

  Consumption in America  

   Versus India 

Popular Culture  

What is American popular culture? Is it the product of media messages? Definition of popular 

culture in America 

 What is the impact of this culture on youth / young professional population (3000 

commercials a day?)    

  Specifically, does this affect an individual‟s priorities? 

   Versus India 

Comparable Products 

Comment on globalization and global media campaigns – glocalization 

HSBC Campaign – airports, billboards 

 Goals and objectives of these kinds of media campaigns  

How does this interplay with 

Commercials directed at youth / young professionals 

 American Commercial 1  

 American Commercial 2  

  Comparable commercials in India  

Analysis 

Who are the producers – what does that mean for the media consumer?  

 Hierarchy in information keepers/producers and consumers 

Do the ends justify the means?  

Example: MediaTalk101 is produced by a religious organization?  

Conclusions 

What are the take-aways?  

Is our understanding of what we „know‟ different because of media? 

 



 Reflection Essay 1: 

It is generally understood that on average individuals spend approximately 8 hours per 

day in front of a screen (computer, television, etc).
1
 For the millennials

2
, an average day (24 

hours) could look something like the pie chart in Fig. 1.0. With work and/or school being 

dominated by electronic and media based tools there is literally no time for an average individual 

to be without media messages. Besides sleep, every waking minute could potentially be, and may 

already be, a media minute.  

 Figure 1.0 

This constant media stimulation has already redefined key concepts in our daily life such 

as, communication, employment/work, education, transportation, entertainment, primary needs, 

health, and so much more. Guy Debord comments in Chapter 9 of Media and Cultural Studies, 

“The spectacle cannot be understood as an abuse of the world of vision, as a 

product of the techniques of mass dissemination of images. It is, rather, a 

Weltanschauung which has become actual, materially translated. It is a world 

vision which has become objectified.”  

                                                           
1
 Kaiser Family Foundation, Generation M2: Media in the lives of 8 to 18 year olds  

2
 Millennials are profiled and described as those born between 1981-2001 



Reality for this millennial generation or M2 generation is a construct of media messages, 

images and ideologies of what Marx calls the ruling class
3
. It is constructed through the 

commercials on billboards, internet and print ads, programs on television, music and musical 

lyrics. Reality becomes the material translation of media messages. Therefore, the idea of what is 

real, what is true, can only be actualized by consumption.  

Communication used to not just be face to face conversation but instead the interplay of 

body language, tone of voice and hand gestures to make a message spoken and understood. 

Today communication is understood as email, Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, blogs, chats, text 

messages and pictures. The same applies for what used to be considered work, education, 

entertainment which is redefined in light of media messages we receive.  

According to United States Census Bureau, the average American spent 3,518 hours 

consuming media in year 2007. This number was projected to rise in the coming years as media 

consumption becomes more seamless. In 2010, we can safely say media is everywhere and 

media consumption is not a real choice. So work can be blackberry meeting schedules and 

education may be virtual classroom and entertainment, a Wii game match between strangers.  

In Media Studies: Ideas, we understood the above phenomenon, spearheaded by media 

and therefore communications, as glocalization. But before glocal, McLuhan called the world a 

“global village.” Electronic technology and speed of information connected the globe and human 

experience almost instantaneously. Micklethwait and Wooldridge in the Introduction to A Future 

Perfect: The Challenge and Promise of Globalization comments that, “Globalization is not an 

inevitable process but an all-too-human one, in which success has to be fought for rather than 

                                                           
3
 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Ruling Class and Ruling Ideas, Media and Cultural Studies (2006) Pg. 9 “The 

class which has the means of material production at its disposal, consequently also controls the means of mental 

production, so that the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are on the whole subject to it.”  



simply assumed.” Neil Postman, perhaps said this first by arguing that globalization does not 

lead to unification, something McLuhan‟s global village would / should have resulted in. “We 

seem to be experiencing the opposite…all over the world, we see a kind of reversion to 

tribalism.” Postman in an interview to PBS in 1995 asks, “What is it about all this globalization 

of communication that is making people return to smaller units of identity?” 
4
  

Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC) launched “The World‟s Local 

Bank” campaign in 2002. The press release dated 11 March 2002 writes “The concept was 

developed following worldwide consumer research which found that, while people appreciate the 

value of international organizations and services, they question the prevailing 'one size fits all' 

global model. Consumers want to be treated as individuals, and to feel that companies care about 

them, recognize their needs and understand what makes their community unique.” Further, the 

press release states, “HSBC's advertisements will demonstrate the importance of local 

knowledge by exploring distinctive national customs and practices.” Bleeding into what Postman 

argued above, identity is still a community affair and glocalization seeks to achieve this balance. 

This world view however raises important questions about priorities – both individual 

and of the society. At home in America, our priorities, like reality, are defined almost entirely by 

the media messages we receive. On “googling” American popular culture, some subheadings are 

recurrent viz. sports, food, fashion, theater, television, music, film, dance, not necessarily in that 

order. I decided to look at two commercials: One funded by the Corn Refiners Association 

(Corn.org) telling us the “truth” about corn syrup and the second looking at stereotypes presented 

about women in the beer industry. In both instances, “truth” is what the ruling class ordains it to 

be so. Objectifying women by stereotyping them in to an archaic gender role is acceptable as 

                                                           
4
 Neil Postman in an interview to PBS on July 25, 1995 “Visions of Cyberspace” 



long as there is an element of humor. In the case of high fructose corn syrup it is only as bad as 

sugar, so by all means consume it. Whatever the global question, the commercials address our 

local needs directly and create a truth and identity for the consumers.  

To battle the negative image of high fructose corn syrup and re-brand America‟s biggest 

health concern – Corn.org launched a year and a half long campaign. These commercials look 

something like this: one mother pours bright red punch while another mother comments that 

giving that punch to children is bad parenting because of high fructose corn syrup. Or, a woman 

offers her boyfriend a red colored popsicle and her boyfriend comments that she must not love 

him. In both commercials, the women reiterate that high fructose corn syrup is made from corn, 

has no artificial ingredients, has the same calories as sugar and is fine to consume in moderate 

quantities. On April 23, 2009 Corn.org titled their press release, “Landmark NBC News 

Nutrition Report: There is Indeed Little Difference between High Fructose Corn Syrup and Table 

Sugar. Harvard Obesity Researcher: High fructose corn syrup “misunderstood.”” With the 

launch of sweetsurprise.com, images of healthy colorful families, pleasant eco-friendly colors fill 

the screen telling us to get the “fact” on corn syrup.
5
 On the other hand, Mayo Clinic discusses 

the health concerns of this high fructose corn syrup. 
6
 Lobby groups protest and Fast Food 

Nation
7
 followers prepare us for the dark scheming American conspiracy.  

                                                           
5
 http://www.sweetsurprise.com/ 

6
 http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/high-fructose-corn-syrup/AN01588 

7
 Summary of Fast Food Nation on Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fast_Food_Nation 

http://www.sweetsurprise.com/
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/high-fructose-corn-syrup/AN01588
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fast_Food_Nation


As a consumer, the reality of whether high fructose corn 

syrup is in fact bad for you will depend on which argument one 

follows which in turn are affected by which medium-message the 

individual subscribes to. Let us apply Gramsci‟s idea of cultural 

hegemony to the messages coming from 

Corn.org. Let us assume that corn, being 

America‟s cash crop, has huge financial and political pull in our 

government‟s finances. Let us also assume that Corn.org is the association 

of these investors and they benefit from the sale and use of this corn syrup 

and therefore want the public at large to keep on 

consuming it. Corn.org is, by way of financial and 

political pull, the ruling class (therefore their ideas 

the „norm‟) and if the ruling class allows the production of this syrup, 

consumption of this syrup is also approved. This hierarchy is understood as 

a universal ideology “perceived to benefit everyone whilst only benefiting 

the ruling class.” 
8
  

In 2010 contemporary America, the ruling class 

ought not to be a boys club and yet, capitalist giants are 

very rarely headed by women. Look at some of these images of women over 

the years but specially the beer ones. Be smart drink smart features Jessica 

Simpson – It is light beer after all, so I suppose the manly-men are still 

allowed their strong Guinness! 

                                                           
8
 Cultural Hegemony – Antonio Gramsci 



The red and blue Budweiser print ad, the curvaceous light 

bulb selling „lite‟ beer and so many similar images amusing men 

and women and at the same time defining our understanding of 

gender roles. American media messages are pretty clear: women – 

lite, helpless, and supportive of “manly” things as the men play 

and become strong.  

These images may seem archaic but HSBC commercials remind us that globalization 

does not mean unified thoughts or unified cultures. It certainly does not mean similar “truths” 

and our media messages can be and are being manipulated. We, the 

consumers, do not have a universal truth, but instead truths that are 

governed and delineated by producers of media and perceived popularity. 

Recently, on reading a blog titled “adrants” where the author 

exclaimed, “For every woman with a walk-

in closet, a man out there needs a big-ass 

fridge”
9
 in reference to a Heineken 

commercial - my idea of truth is starting to turn a lesser shade of 

white. We may be a sum of our experiences, but our experiences 

are really only limited choices defined by norms and media messages. Without even scratching 

the surface of what it means to experience, I am left with a nagging feeling that every word, 

every thought is inadequately structured and defined and the effortlessness of truth is fiction. 

Perhaps dramatically, I end with Leonard Cohen‟s, “The Land of Plenty”.
10

                                                           
9
 http://www.adrants.com/2009/01/for-every-woman-with-a-walkin-closet-a.php Embedded video of Walk-In 

Closet Heineken commercial. 

10
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wHMxKgNbATo Link to Leonard Cohen’s The Land of Plenty 

http://www.adrants.com/2009/01/for-every-woman-with-a-walkin-closet-a.php
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wHMxKgNbATo
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