Chapter One Opener
The Imus Scandal

Few have fallen so far so quickly.  On April 4, 2007, Don Imus’s popular radio program, ``Imus in the Morning,'' was carried on 61 stations across the United States and simulcast on television via MSNBC.   Imus commanded a salary of $10 million a year, and had once been named one of Time magazine’s 25 Most Influential People in America.

But on April 4th, Imus referred to the Rutgers University women’s basketball team as “nappy-headed ho’s.”  It was meant as a backhanded compliment:  The Rutgers underdogs had made it to the NCAA finals, and Imus was commenting on their toughness.  But the racist implications of his comment reached a tipping point in America’s battle over who can say what.
In the next few days a fury took hold.  New York Times columnist Bob Herbert summarized the case against Imus:

When Don Imus, a very powerful radio personality, dropped his disgusting verbal bomb on the members of the Rutgers women’s basketball team, he sent a powerful message across the airwaves: that the young women on the team (the black ones, at least) were crude, ugly and genetically inferior, and that all of the women were whores.

CBS and NBC announced a two-week suspension for Mr. Imus, but the protests increased as the week went on.  A few days later MSNBC discontinued its morning simulcast.  The next day, CBS cancelled his radio program.  

To those who study media, the Imus scandal was more than a simple case of a bigoted commentator going too far and getting fired for it.  Media scholars found the Imus case to be significant on several levels:

The effects of the 24-hour news cycle:  It was a slow news week, and Imus was the top story on TV, radio, online and print news every day.  Industry observers believed that Imus would not have been such a big story if the April 16th Virginia Tech shooting had occurred a week earlier.

The power of the Web:  Media Matters for America, a watchdog group, put the offending clip and transcript on its Web site, where reporters and audience members could access it on demand.  This stark evidence fed the controversy.

Fairness in an age of political correctness:  Some people argued that if Imus was to be fired for his language, there should be more punishment of the misogynistic language and imagery that appears in other areas of popular culture, most notably rap music.

The power of advertisers:  In the days before Imus was fired, his ratings had increased by 50%, but a number of major advertisers had dropped his show, including General Motors and Procter & Gamble.  Most industry observers believed that the loss of advertisers was the real reason Imus was fired.

The effects of the concentration of media ownership:  One of Imus’s critics explained, 

Most of our TV and radio stations are owned by giant corporate conglomerates. They don't represent the views of most Americans.  What we need are more diverse, independent and local media owners. The best way to stop this race to the bottom is to change who's sitting at the top - and making the decisions about who's behind the mic.
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