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Marc Fisher from the Washington Post, author of Something in the Air: Radio, Rock, and the Revolution that Shaped a Generation:


”…I think radio is the most intimate of the mass media.  It is the one that we’re – you’re being spoken to one-on-one.  It feels like a personal relationship even as it’s a mass form of communication.  That’s unique. It’s not a performance necessarily the way television or the movies are.  It’s really something – it’s a single voice, and that’s just the most elemental kind of communication there is.  The secret behind successful talk hosts or DJs is that they are bearing a bit of their soul.  They’re making a personal connection, because all of radio takes place in your head, in kind of the imagination space.” 
     -- an excerpt from an interview with Marc Fisher and Neal Conan, NPR.  Talk of the Nation 3:00 PM EST, Wednesday, January 31, 2007.  
The story is the message
Activists who don’t distribute food.  Music Television with no music.  Narrative to stop genocide.  Film that invokes a response.  A story that narrates itself from radio to television.  All these have a story format in common, all are effective forms of outreach for their producers, and all are cutting edge media.

Our first story is about Caroline Baron and Anthony Weintraub, the founders of FilmAid International.  Their mission, to use film to enrich the disrupted lives of displaced people, was born of Caroline’s desperate desire to do something when she heard a radio report about the relentless boredom and despair Kosovar refugees faced after losing their way of life to violence.  Since then, FilmAid has brought movies to refugees in Afghanistan, Louisiana, and East Africa.  Some western films are shown, but most are produced in Africa with plots that reflect local issues like HIV/AIDS awareness, domestic violence, and conflict resolution.  
The goal is education in addition to entertainment and it appears to be working according to a study by the Boston University Center for International Health and Development in 2006.  The study indicates that 96% of residents in the Kenyan village of Kakuma found FilmAid helpful in reducing conflict and building community.  When asked about food as a central need, the refugees say that the film is food for them – that if their minds are not well - the food doesn’t help.  
“We realized we could be the loudspeaker”, says Ian Rowe from MTV, our second study in the power of story.  He is head of the Choose or Lose campaign which helped motivate nearly 22 million youth to vote in the last presidential election.  Following this success, he launched Think MTV to be the loudspeaker to motivate their viewers to continue to take action.    

Think MTV aired The Diary of Angelina Jolie and Dr. Jeffrey Sachs in Africa, featuring a Kenyan village working its way out of poverty.  An overwhelming response from their viewers fueled the development of Millennium Promise, an organization to help poverty-stricken villages in Africa.  Think MTV’s airing of HIV/AIDS awareness programs have given rise to testing for the virus among viewers.  This is response-invoking programming.  Their viewers are not only listening, but also applying what they learn to their lives and making a difference.  The stories being told on Think MTV – controversial and non – are invoking a response.  The variety of programming even stands in contradiction to itself at times.  “Our audience isn’t monolithic,” says Rowe.  “Today’s youth will watch a hip hop video, and still go to church on Sunday.”  
Our third story, a would-be lawyer turned author is using the most effective tool – the power of the narrative – to turn our eyes toward genocide in Cambodia, Rwanda, Kosovo, and Darfur.  Samantha Power, the founder of Harvard’s Carr Center for Human Rights, has been in the middle of war-torn villages and seen the devastation for herself.  

Now, the Pulitzer Prize winning author is writing her second book.  Her focus is Sergio Vieira de Mello, the UN envoy to Iraq who was killed in the 2003 bombing of the UN compound in Baghdad.  The book will be followed by a documentary and then a feature film with Terry George, the director of Hotel Rwanda.  The narrative will help get people to examine the truth about what is happening around the world and compel global change.  
Our fourth focus is a movie with a message so compelling, it invoked a response by a government that affected 80,000 retired soldiers.  The film is from French director Rachid Bouchareb.  

Days of Glory follows the true story of four North African soldiers fighting for French liberation during World War II.  Despite significant contributions to victory – stunningly depicted in the film – these soldiers and their countrymen were treated as second-class citizens.  After the war, they received pensions worth a fraction of those awarded to French soldiers.  

Though motivated by this injustice, Bouchareb says he had to get beyond history and focus on connecting with the audience:  In the end, it’s our emotions that make us care about these men, not any abstract sense of justice.  Clearly, it worked.  Upon seeing Days of Glory when it was released in France last fall, President Jacques Chirac felt compelled to equalize the pensions of the roughly 80,000 still-living foreign soldiers who had served with the French Army.


The story was enough; the movie was the message.  It compelled a response and invoked action on the part of the viewer.  Emotions were tugged and an entire government made a difference.  

Our fifth and final look at the story format is of a unique radio program that has had significant success on National Public Radio and is migrating to television.  The important point in this summary is the format of the program, however, not the media on which it is delivered.  Ira Glass, an NPR tape cutter/reporter found a specific pattern in some of the raw footage of the shows he was editing.  “Somebody would be telling a real story and then periodically they’d sort of jump out of the action and say, ‘Here’s some thought I have about this.’”  It caught his attention every time – and his chance at a show is now a Peabody Award-winning radio program called This American Life.  It is an eclectic show; the listener may hear monologue one week and fiction or interviews the next.  http://www.thislife.org/Radio_Favorites.aspx 

The characters in the show are everyday folks who tell a story or recount an event in their lives.  Glass contends that “Our mission is a mission of understanding.  Our ministry is a ministry of love.”  Glass’ account of the style of the show is this, “There are characters and a plot and things happen and people have feelings about them and, you know, fade to black.”  

The basis of story according to Donald Miller, author of Blue Like Jazz, begins with the protagonist who wants something, he or she has a dream to fulfill, and he or she runs into conflict in the process of reaching for the dream. Conflict is what opposes the ambition of the protagonist; it is the antagonist.  If there is no tension, the story doesn’t work - it’s boring - conflict helps us appreciate things.  In scripture we are told to consider joy over trials; it happens often – once we’ve set our ambition – the difficulty sets in.  Be ready, because the testing of our faith produces endurance.  The resolution, then, how the story ends, is what the protagonist has overcome.  He or she can then hear, “Well done, good and faithful servant.” 
References:

Livingston, C., (2007), Refugee All-Stars.  Good Magazine.  Issue 003, Mar/Apr 2007.
Lee, K., (2007), Channel Changer. Good Magazine.  Issue 003, Mar/Apr 2007.
Woods, A., (2007), Pulitzer Prize Fighter.  Good Magazine.  Issue 003, Mar/Apr 2007.

Frechette, Z., (2007), The Movie is the Message.  Good Magazine.  Issue 003, Mar/Apr 2007.

Bright, A.M., (2007), Mr. Personality.  Good Magazine.  Issue 003, Mar/Apr 2007.
