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The corporate control of media is well explored (Thomas and Nain, 2004). 
Through direct advertising and strategic programming of content, traditional and 
new media play key roles in creating, expanding and consolidating corporate 
markets and in maintaining a consumer mentality that serves corporate goals. To 
these media, the poor are simply class D and E consumers, whose low/zero 
disposable incomes make them the least priority strata in the consumer pyramid. 
As a topic, they are occasionally used to attract more readers, listeners and 
viewers and therefore more advertisers.

This of course does not stop the poor, anti-poverty advocates, and well-
intentioned media persons from tapping media for their own goals. These goals 
may involve calling public attention to specific cases of poverty, raising public 
awareness and understanding of poverty's root causes, or actually getting people 
and decision-makers to act towards presumed solutions. 

Before the role of media in creating or eradicating poverty can be further 
explored, it is essential to gain better understanding of poverty itself.

Low incomes despite resource endowments

A tragic irony of our time is how so many people have remained poor 
amidst so much potential and actual abundance. A study of the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations notes, “The negative 
correlation between resource endowments and GDP growth remains one of the 
most robust findings in the empirical growth literature.” (Bulte et.al., 2004) In 
short, the more abundant a nation's natural wealth, the less income its people 
make to get themselves out of poverty.

This endowment of wealth can be found not only in nature but in 
agriculture too. In both, abundance is built right into the processes of Life itself, 
because every living thing has the urge to reproduce its own kind. Each seed may 
create a hundred or more of its own kind after one growing season, a 10,000% 
growth rate that is hard to match in the industrial or the financial sector. As the 
Internet becomes more available, a new type of abundance is emerging – the 
abundance of human ideas, experiences and knowledge – one that is fuelled by 
the human urge to share and to communicate.

Yet, despite the abundance, poverty persists.
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I suggest several explanations for this seeming paradox:

1. Some people who are deemed poor are not actually so. 
2. To create a market for substitute products, commercial interests undermine 

the abundant resources which are freely available.
3. Laws criminalize access to abundance and help ensure monopoly by 

private interests or the government over resources and productive assets.
4. Some do not see how much abundance actually exists around them or, if 

they do, lack or have lost the knowledge to harness that abundance.
5. Communities have lost the traditional institutions and mindsets that 

enabled them to avoid poverty by sharing resources that are becoming or 
have become truly scarce.

Some people who are deemed poor are not actually poor

Gross domestic product (GDP) and gross national product (GNP) are bad 
indicators of national wealth. Because they are so grossly aggregated, GDP/GNP 
can hide a mass of poverty behind statistics of affluence. In 2006 in the United 
States, for instance, a Department of Agriculture study found that 10% of adults 
and 17% of children were so poor that they occasionally went hungry for lack of 
food (FRAC, 2007). Also, if  “bads” are monetized (e.g., toxic products), this 
increases GDP/GNP too, making a country seem better off than it really is.

The distortion can go the other way too. Goods which are not monetized 
will not enter the national accounting system. Clean air, for instance, is not 
counted as national wealth, because it is not sold in markets. Likewise, fertile soil, 
potable water from springs and clean rivers and lakes, mothers' milk, heirloom 
seeds, and similar goods which are freely available are not monetized and 
therefore not considered part of the domestic/national product.

The encounter between a development expert and a fisherman (Sivaraksa, 
2001), told in many versions, illustrates this point:

A fisherman who has caught enough for his family is lying 
leisurely on the beach. Comes a development expert, who 
urges him to fish for more, so he can buy a bigger net, to 
catch more fish, to buy his boat a motor, to catch even more 
fish, to buy another boat, to hire more people to fish for 
him. Asks the fisherman, “What for?” and the expert says, 
“So you can have more time for rest and leisure.” Says the 
fisherman: “That's exactly what I'm now doing!”
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It is in the interest of some, it seems, to make fisherfolk and others appear 
or feel poor, even if they are not or do not feel so. Governments may exaggerate 
their poverty statistics to attract more grants and loans. The development expert 
may insist on calling the fisherman poor to justify his trip; the more fisherfolk are 
poor, the better for his job security. Commercial interests may try to make 
consumers feel that some things are lacking in their lives, that they are not 
complete, to keep them buying new products. 

The intrusive non-stop bombardment by media of the public psyche 
through advertising and content programming that glorify wasteful consumerist 
Western lifestyles is designed to create and expand markets by making people feel 
poor when they are not or poorer than they really are.

Even well-intentioned media must take care that their poverty and wealth 
pieces do not create in people, like the fisherman in the story, a longing for 
affluent lifestyles, the pursuit of which may take them on paths that will make 
many even poorer.

Freely available abundance is undermined by commercial interests

Commercial interests do not just make people feel incomplete and 
therefore insecure to open markets for their products. They actually sabotage 
abundance to cause artificial scarcity.

Examples: Soil fertility – a free good made possible by all the earthworms, 
bugs, fungi, bacteria and a rich variety of soil organisms – is being undermined 
worldwide through chemical treatments, forcing farmers to buy even more 
synthetic fertilizers. Organic farmers, whose products command premium prices 
because these are safer and healthier than their chemically-treated counterparts, 
are losing their organic certification due to genetic contamination from engineered 
crops. Our abundant sources of freely-available clean water are being undermined 
by industry, which now sells us expensive bottled water instead. Mothers who 
have just given birth are deceived by hospitals and advertising to try formula 
milk, leading to a premature decrease and eventual halt in the mother's production 
of breast milk, which then makes the mother and her baby completely dependent 
on formula milk.

People do not change habits so easily, especially if this means buying what 
used to be free. It takes massive propaganda effort to get people to acquiesce to 
these technological substitutions that take away freely available resources. That 
they managed to pull it off is evidence not only of the political power of business 
but also of the cultural and psychological power of media.
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This callous sabotage of freely available abundance to force the public to 
buy their products leads not just to poverty but impoverishment, when people who 
used to enjoy an abundant resource for free become unable to meet their basic 
needs if they lack the money to buy the commercial substitutes.

Prevented by law from accessing the abundance around them

If such abundance cannot be so easily undermined, they can simply be 
banned or criminalized. For instance, the trend among countries to ban farmers 
from selling their seeds unless these are certified by the government is becoming 
more widespread. Genes modified through genetic engineering are being 
patented, and by extension the seeds that contain these genes. This criminalizes 
not only the sale, but the simple exchange and sharing among farmers of these 
seeds. If a traditional variety is genetically contaminated by an engineered variety, 
then that makes any unauthorized use of the contaminated variety illegal too. 
Copyrights are similar mechanism for criminalizing free exchange and sharing 
among music lovers, video fans and software users. Recent trends in copyrights 
enforcement are also criminalizing the photocopying of  books and other 
publications.

In media, a good example is the criminalization of low-power radio 
stations. Even where they have been allowed after years of lobbying by social 
movements, bureaucratic requirements and delays maintain a de facto ban on low-
power broadcasting. Among various media options, low-power broadcasting 
provides what is perhaps the best opportunity for the poor to run their own 
medium (Verzola, 2004). A low-power transmitter now costs only about as much 
as one laptop. The technology matches the oral tradition of rural society. The 
limited range of the station makes the use of local language and a focus on local 
issues essential, Even the poorest of the poor can have access by buying one 
transistor radio and few batteries every few months. 

Illegalizing processes that lead to abundance is becoming a major cause of 
poverty and impoverishment worldwide.

In a few cases – the caste system, for instance – the bias that creates 
poverty becomes deeply embedded not just in law but in the culture itself, making 
it a greater challenge.

Taking abundance for granted or lacking in knowledge to harness it

In many countries, indigenous food sources continue to grow wild in 
untended corners of farms and fields and in thickets, meadows and nearby forests. 
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Domesticated but self-seeding food and medicinal plants still grow like weeds in 
many areas, containing enough nutritive value to keep people healthy and well. 
Many have unfortunately forgotten about this wide variety of food sources. Or 
their food tastes have been so modified by advertising and Hollywood movies that 
they have lost their taste for native salads, ingredients and cookery. Worse, they 
might have developed a distaste for “last-resort” foods like root crops that remain 
available during scarcities of regular cereals like rice or wheat, even if these root 
crops are actually more easily grown and nutritious.

If media were themselves aware of these freely available resources, they 
could help by raising popular consciousness about these unappreciated wealth.

People oblivious of such wealth will exchange these for more frivolous 
trappings of wealth. 

A common sight in rural areas is a farmer who carries a sack of root crops 
to the market and then brings home plastic packets of fried potatoes, or a mother 
who sells a sack of coconuts for a pittance and then comes home with a few 
bottles of Coca-cola for her kids. 

In many areas, the poor could not harness seasonal abundance in cereals, 
vegetables, fruits and other crops simply because they lack the processing 
knowledge to add value to these potential raw materials. Hence, they suffer the 
“natural resource curse” described earlier, where wealth in natural endowments 
could not help them raise their income levels. 

This is a simple access-to-knowledge issue that could be solved by local 
media sensitive to these problems. Much of the knowledge may also be available 
on the Internet, which the poor can tap through their Internet-capable partners.

The loss of commons

Where a resource shows precarious abundance or has actually become 
scarce, communities could still ensure their members availability of the resource 
by creating a common pool – a commons. Human societies have accumulated a 
rich heritage of managing commons that have served them well for many 
generations – be it hunting grounds, fishing grounds, forests, sources of drinking 
water, knowledge about plants and animals, insights about human disease and 
wellness, and similar resources (Ostrom, 1990). Through this heritage, 
communities facing scarcity have avoided poverty by assuring every member of 
minimum access that met their basic requirements. 

Managing the commons entailed the enforcement of a behavioral ruleset 
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and eventually became a mindset. Features of this mindset included: awareness of 
abundance, focus on the community, concern for the common good, willingness 
to cooperate, a sense of dynamic balance, and a risk-averse strategy towards 
uncertainty. 

Unfortunately, the dominant mindset today undermines the commons 
approach to resource management. It does so by ignoring abundance and seeing 
only scarcity, focusing on corporate profit-seeking, elevating individual self-
interest to the apex of human values, glorifying competition, giving more weight 
to unlimited growth than to dynamic balance, and adopting a gain-maximizing 
strategy regardless of health, social and environmental uncertainties. As these new 
values undermined the old value-system which had made commons management 
successful for many generations, they resulted in a tragic breakdown of the 
commons. This tragedy was then used to further justify government or corporate 
takeover of common pool resources. The subsequent nationalization or 
privatization of common pool resources ended in even worse impoverishment, as 
the commons broke down and corruption and greed took over.

Gandhi's insight about abundance and scarcity, that “there is enough in the 
world for everyone's need, but not for everyone's greed”, is a cogent summary of 
both the problem and the implied solution. We can live in abundance if we take 
only what we need. But if we let greed take over, a few will have much and still 
not be satiated, while many will have none at all. It is a choice between 
sufficiency for all, or excess for some but lack for many.

There is no simple reason why people become – or think themselves as – 
poor. That poverty can be so widespread amidst abundance is probably due to a 
complex mix of these five reasons, or perhaps additional reasons as well.

One cannot help but think that if economics were a science of both 
abundance and scarcity, then the goals of social justice, sustainability and 
ecological balance would be better served.

New media, the Internet and the poor

Much as been written about the possibilities of new media and the Internet 
to accomplish for the poor what traditional media have failed to do.

These new technologies do hold a promise of new abundance in human 
ideas, experience, knowledge, and interaction, driven by our inherent urge to 
share and communicate. That information goods are neither diminished nor used 
up when they are shared is now well understood.
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But a few issues remain to be settled, before technologies like the Internet 
can truly be of use to the poor (Verzola, 2004). The cost of access remains a major 
obstacle that keeps the majority excluded from the technology. Aside from the 
cost and access considerations, other issues revolve around the deeply embedded 
biases built into the technology itself, which favor those who designed the 
technology. These biases include:

1. The dominance of the English language. English dominates not only 
the Web and its contents but also behind the scenes, in the mark-up language 
(HTML), in the programming languages (Java, PHP, Perl, C, etc.) and even the 
microcode embedded in the CPUs at the heart of every machine on the Internet. 
One must learn English to master the technology. It will be hard to learn the 
Anglo-Saxon tongue without acquiring its taste too.

2. The logic of automation. This logic dictates that machines replace 
people. This may sound logical to countries rich in capital or to machine suppliers 
and vendors. But to countries rich in labor but poor in capital, automation only 
worsens internal problems in both factors of production. It is often argued that 
automation creates new demand for skilled high-tech labor. Temporarily perhaps, 
but they too will eventually become targets of the automation paradigm.

3. Built-in subsidy for globalization. The Internet charges the same 
whether bytes are sent/received locally or internationally. Yet, bytes that travel 
internationally incur higher network costs because they use more network 
resources such as communication lines and routers. This means local players are 
being charged higher per unit cost than global players. In effect, local players are 
forced to subsidize global players, a bias that is built into the technology.

4. Hidden centralism. Central control of the Internet is exerted through 
gradual consolidation of ownership of the hardware and communications 
infrastructure, the assignment of Internet numbers and domain names, and the 
setting of standards and formats. These may be used to create competitive 
advantage or make life difficult for unwanted players.

Whether the poor can overcome these inherent biases (which, by the way, 
are absent from low-power radio stations) to tap the abundance which is inherent 
in the new medium remains to be seen. 
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