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Preface

This version is an updating and consolidation of the last edition, building with more confidence
on the proposition that mass communication is evolving and becoming more complex rather
than withering away. The earlier expectation of demise was based on the belief that the ‘new
media’ of public communication that were appearing in the latter part of the 20th century would
ultimately prove to be superior in all respects to the relatively crude forms of traditional ‘mass
media’ (especially newspaper and television broadcasting). This supposition was itself out of
step with the lessons of media history that has already demonstrated the power of different
media forms to adapt and survive in new environments. It is now the turn of the traditional mass
media to adapt to new technology under changing social, economic and cultural conditions.
The persistence of mass communication as a process and the continued relevance of much of
the accumulated theory and research stem, even so, from continuity in the kind and direction of
dominant social forces, especially those that fall under the headings of globalization and
modernization/development. In the same way that media of all kinds are converging, so also
are theories of the new and old media converging.

Despite the expectation that mass communication will evolve and survive, the changes
taking place to, and within, the spectrum of public communication media are fundamental,
accelerating and open for all to see. They outpace the capacity of a book of this kind to keep
pace with what is happening on the ground. But the purpose, as before, is not to chart media
change, but to provide some relatively firm theoretical islands or platforms from which to
observe and understand what is happening around us. The evidence for all this comes
primarily from the continuing stream of findings of academic research in media and
communication, which is itself always anchored in and directed by theory, but also rather slow
to appear. The main changes made in this edition have been motivated by the aims of testing
the continued relevance of old theory and of adding, where possible, to the stock of theory.
Often it is reports about the effects and significance of new media that are most fruitful for the
second purpose.

A process of revision of this kind depends not only on scanning and evaluating newly
published theory and new empirical evidence. It also calls for continuing contact with others
engaged in more active ways with the field of inquiry. | have been fortunate in having continued
opportunities for exchange of ideas and for learning new things from colleagues, friends and
students. | cannot repay all debts, but | would like to mention here some of the people, places
and events that have been of particular help on the journey. | have been much helped, thanks
to Karin Raeymackers, by ready access to the communication library of the University of Ghent,
with its now rare collection of current and recent international journals. | have also appreciated
regular contact with my co-editors and others associated with the European Journal of
Communication, especially Els de Bens, Peter Golding and Liesbet van Zoonen. The periodic
seminars organized by the EJC have been an important learning experience. A continuing link
with the Euromedia Research Group, by participation in meetings and publication, has been
another source of stimulation (too many names to name). Another recurring source of
stimulation has been the chance to participate in the annual doctoral Summer School
organized by the European Communication Research Association (ECREA) and held for the
last five years at the University of Tartu, Estonia. | have benefited also from invitations to teach
or give lectures at a number universities. Particular thanks are due in this respect to Prof.
Takesato Watanabe at Doshisha University, Kyoto. | have similar debts to Helena Sousa, at the
University of Minho, Potugal; Josef Trappel at the University of Zurich, Elena Vartanova at
Moscow University Faculty of Journalism; Miquel de Moragas Spa at the Autonomous



University of Barcelona; Miroljub Radoikovich, University of Belgrade; Konca Yumlu at Ege
University, Izmir; Vita ZelCe and Inta BrikSe at the University of Latvia. Naming names is always
a bit invidious and | have to omit many, but | will just mention my appreciation of renewed
contact with my comrade-colleague of old, Jay Blumler, and last but not least my association
with the self styled Soul Brothers, Cliff Christians, Ted Glasser, Bob White and Kaarle
Nordenstreng, especially as our ‘eternal’ book on normative media theory has at last appeared.
It is more than mere convention to say that the present book would not have appeared without
the initiative, persistence and enthusiasm of Mila Steele, of Sage Publications. | hope it lives up
to her high hopes. It is probably the last edition of this book, at my hand at least, but if mass
communication endures so also will mass communication theory.

This Preface was written during a visit from young grandchildren who are already forming
the future audience for mass media. For this reason | have dedicated the book to them all,
borrowing an idea from Hanno Hardt. My last words of thanks are to my wife, Rosemary, for
making so much possible.

Eastleigh, Hampshire, UK, November 2009

mohammadjafarnodeh.blogfa.com



How to Use this Book

The text can best be used by readers as a resource for learning about a particular topic. There
are several ways this can be approached. The table of contents provide an initial orientation, or
map, to the book, and each chapter begins with a list of the main headings to help you orient
yourself in the book. The subject index at the end of the book includes all key words and topics
and can also be used for an initial search.

Each chapter contains boxes to help you explore the background, relevance and research
on the themes and theories discussed in the book. Symbols beside the boxes help you
navigate so you can quickly find summaries; review; name-check; and take it further with key
quotes and additional information.
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Theories: These boxes give a bullet-point outline to key theoretical propositions,
helping consolidate your understanding of the essential themes and theories.

Information: These boxes supplement the discussion with essential addition
information. Tables and lists give you extra information to help ground theory with
empirical data.

Summaries: Use these as an easy reference to summarize many key themes and
principles as you go along.
Quotations: Quotes from major thinkers and texts clarify and emphasize important

principles and will help familiarize you with the some of the research literature on
mass communication theory.

Questions: Key questions reflect in summary form the main divisions and points of
debate in major issues of theory.

Research: Research examples will help you understand some of the ways in which
theoretical questions can be answered empirically.

Further readings: An important aim of the book is to provide a guide to follow-up
study. Each chapter ends with an annotated list of further readings to where the
ground covered can be explored in more detail.

Online readings: all readings marked with a mouse can be accessed for free on the
companion website (www.sagepub.co.uk/mcquail6). These articles examine issues
and theories in detail and provide valuable links to other relevant sources.

Glossary: At the end of the book you will find a detailed glossary of all the key
concepts defined in the book. Glossary terms are indicated in bold and with a starin
the margin to help quick cross-referencing.


http://www.sagepub.co.uk/mcquail6
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1
Introduction to the Book

Qur object of study

The structure of the book

Themes and issues in mass communication

Manner of treatment

How to use the book

Limitations of coverage and perspective

Different kinds of theory

Communication science and the study of mass communication Alternative traditions of
analysis: structural, behavioural and cultural

Conclusion

Our Object of Study

The term ‘mass communication’ was coined, along with that of ‘mass media’, early in the
twentieth century to describe what was then a new social phenomenon and a key feature of the
emerging modern world that was being built on the foundations of industrialism and popular
democracy. It was an age of migration into cities and across frontiers and also of struggle
between forces of change and repression and of conflict between empires and nation states.
The mass media (a plural form) refer to the organized means of communicating openly, at a
distance, and to many in a short space of time. They were born into the context and conflicts of
this age of transition and have continued to be deeply implicated in the trends and changes of
society and culture, as experienced at the personal level as well as that of society and the
‘world system’.

The early mass media (newspapers, magazines, phonogram, cinema and radio)
developed rapidly to reach formats that are still largely recognizable today, with changes
mainly of scale and diversification as well as the addition of television in the mid-twentieth
century. Similarly, what were regarded as the key features of mass communication seventy or
more years ago are still foremost in our minds today: their capacity to reach the entire
population rapidly and with much the same information, opinions and entertainment; the
universal fascination they hold; their stimulation of hopes and fears in equal measure; the
presumed relation to sources of power in society; the assumption of great impact and influence.
There are, of course, many and continuing changes in the spectrum of available media and in
many aspects of their content and form, and one purpose of this book is to chart and assess
these changes.

At the outset, we need to recognize that mass communication as described is no longer the
only means of society-wide (and global) communication. New technologies have been
developed and taken up that constitute an alternative potential network of communication.
Mass communication, in the sense of a large-scale, one-way flow of public content, continues
unabated, but it is no longer carried only by the ‘traditional’ mass media. These have been
supplemented by new media (especially the Internet and mobile technology) and new types of
content and flow are carried at the same time. These differ mainly in being more extensive, less
structured, often interactive as well as private and individualized.

Whatever changes are under way there is no doubting the continuing significance of mass
media in contemporary society, in the spheres of politics, culture, everyday social life and



economics. In respect of politics, the mass media provide an arena of debate and a set of
channels for making policies, candidates, relevant facts and ideas more widely known as well
as providing politicians, interest groups and agents of government with a means of publicity
and influence. In the realm of culture, the mass media are for most people the main channel of
cultural representation and expression, and the primary source of images of social reality and
materials for forming and maintaining social identity. Everyday social life is strongly patterned
by the routines of media use and infused by its contents through the way leisure time is spent,
lifestyles are influenced, conversation is given its topics and models of behaviour are offered for
all contingencies. Gradually, the media have grown in economic value, with ever larger and
more international media corporations dominating the media market, with influence extending
through sport, travel, leisure, food and clothing industries, and with interconnections with
telecommunications and all information-based economic sectors.

For the reasons given, our focus on mass communication is not confined to the mass
media, but relates to any aspect of that original process, irrespective of the technology or
network involved, thus to all types and processes of communication that are extensive, public
and technically mediated. Here the word ‘public’ means not only open to all receivers and to a
recognized set of senders, but also relating to matters of information and culture that are of wide
interest and concern in a society, without being addressed to any particular individual. There is
no absolute line between what is private and public, but a broad distinction can usually be
made. This book is designed to contribute to public scrutiny and understanding of mass
communication in all its forms and to provide an overview of ideas and research, guided by the
themes and issues summarized below.

The Structure of the Book

The contents are divided into twenty chapters, grouped according to eight headings. The first
substantive part, ‘Theories’ (ll), provides a grounding in the most basic and also the most
general ideas about mass communication, with particular reference to the many relations that
exist between media and social and cultural life. It starts with a brief historical review of the rise
of mass media and follows with an explanation of alternative approaches to the study of mass
media and society. The differences stem from varying perspectives on the media, the diversity
of topics addressed, and the different ways of defining the issues and problems depending on
the values of the observer. A subject of this kind cannot simply be studied ‘objectively’ by a
single set of methods.

There are different kinds of theory, as explained later in this chapter, but most basically a
theory is a general proposition, itself based on observation and logical argument, that states the
relationship between observed phenomena and seeks either to explain or to predict the
relation, in so far as this is possible. The main purpose of theory is to make sense of an
observed reality and guide the collection and evaluation of evidence. A concept (see Chapter
3) is a core term in a theory that summarizes an important aspect of the problem under study
and can be used in collecting and interpreting evidence. It requires careful definition. A model
is a selective representation in verbal or diagrammatic form of some aspect of the dynamic
process of mass communication. It can also describe the spatial and temporal relation between
elements in a process.

The ‘Theories’ part deals separately with ‘society’ and ‘culture’, although the separation is
artificial since one cannot exist without the other. But by convention, ‘society’ refers primarily to
social relationships of all kinds, ranging from those of power and authority (government) to
friendship and family relations as well as all material aspects of life. ‘Culture’ refers to ideas,



beliefs, identity, symbolic expression of all kinds, including language, art, information and
entertainment, plus customs and rituals. There are two other components. One relates to the
norms and values that apply to the conduct of media organizations. Here theory deals with what
media ought to be doing or not doing, rather than simply with why they do what they do. Not
surprisingly, there are divergent views on this matter, especially given the strong claims that
media make to freedom from regulation and control in the name of free speech and artistic
expression and the strong public feelings that also exist about their responsibilities.

Secondly, this part deals with the consequences of media change for theory, especially
because of the rise of new, interactive media, such as the Internet, that are ‘mass media’ in the
sense of their availability, but are not really engaged in ‘mass communication’ as it has been
earlier defined. Here the issue faced is whether ‘new media’ require new and different theory
from that applying to ‘mass communication’ and whether mass communication is in decline.

The part entitled ‘Structures’ (lll) deals with three main topics. First, it deals with the overall
media system and the way it is typically organized at a national level. The central concept is
that of a media ‘institution’ which applies to media both as a branch of industry subject to
economic laws, and as a social institution meeting needs in society and subject to some
requirements of law and regulation, guided in some degree by public policy. The media are
unusual in being a business ‘invested with a public interest’ and yet free, for the most part, from
any positive obligations. The second topic dealt with is a detailed inquiry into the normative
expectations from media on the part of the public, government and audiences, with particular
references to the principles and standards of their performance. What are the standards that
should apply, how can media performance be assessed, and by what means can the media be
made accountable? Thirdly, this part looks at the growing phenomenon of global media and the
‘world system’ of media that has its origins both in the new computer-based technologies of
production and transmission and in larger globalizing trends of society.

The part headed ‘Organizations’ (IV) focuses on the locus of media production, whether a
firm or a department within a larger firm, and deals with the numerous influences that shape
production. These include pressures and demands from outside the boundaries of the
organization, the requirements of routine ‘mass production’ of news and culture, and the
personal and professional tendencies of the ‘mass communicators’. There are several theories
and models that seek to explain observed regularities in the process of selection and internal
shaping of ‘content’ before it is transmitted.

The ‘Content’ part (V) is divided into two chapters, the first of which deals primarily with
approaches to, and methods for, the analysis of content. Aside from simple description of media
output according to internally given labels, it is not at all easy to describe content in a more
illuminating manner, since there is no agreement on where the ‘true meaning’ is to be found, as
between its producers, its recipients and the text of the ‘message’ itself. Secondly, theory and
evidence are assembled to account for some of the observed regularities in content, with
particular reference to the news genre.

In the next part, ‘Audiences’ (VI), the ‘audience’ refers to all the many sets of readers,
listeners and viewers that receive media content or are the targets for media transmission.
Without the audience there would be no mass communication, and it plays a dynamic role in
shaping the flow and effects of media. Again, audience analysis has numerous tasks and can
be carried out for many different purposes. It is far more than audience ‘measurement’ on behalf
of the media industry and it has evolved along several theoretically distinct paths. Audience
theory deals not only with the ‘why’ of media use, but also with its determinants and correlates
in social and cultural life. Media ‘use’ has become so intertwined with other activities that we
can no longer treat it in isolation from other factors of our experience. A key question to be



answered is whether the media have evolved so far beyond the stage of mass communication
that a concept based on the image of a passive recipient is still adequate.

Questions of media ‘Effects’ (Part VII) stand at the start and at the conclusion of the book
and are at the centre of social and cultural concern about mass media. They continue to give
rise to different theories and much disagreement. Alternative paths towards the goal of
assessing effects are outlined. Differences of type of effect are explained, especially the
difference between intended and unintended effect and between short-term impact on
individuals and longer-term influence on culture and society. The main areas of media effects
theory and research still tend to focus, on the one hand, on the potentially harmful social and
cultural effects of the most popular forms of content, especially those that involve
representations of sex and violence, and on the other hand, on media influence on public
knowledge and opinion. The chapters are organized accordingly.

Themes and Issues in Mass Communication

The contents of the book are cross-cut by a number of general themes that recur in discussions
of the social origins, significance and effects of communication, whether at the personal level or
that of a whole society. At this point we can identify the main themes as follows:

Time. Communication takes place in time and it matters when it occurs and how long it
takes. Communication technology has steadily increased the speed at which a given
volume of information can be transmitted from point to point. It also stores information for
recovery at a later point in historic time. Mass media content in particular serves as a store
of memory for a society and for groups within it, and this can be selectively recovered or
lost.

e Place. Communication is produced in a given location and reflects features of that
context. It serves to define a place for its inhabitants and to establish an identity. It
connects places, reducing the distance that separates individuals, countries and cultures.
Major trends in mass communication are said to have a delocalizing effect, or to establish
a new global ‘place’, which increasingly people recognize as familiar.

e Power. Social relationships are structured and driven by power, where the will of one
party is imposed on another, whether legitimately or not, or by influence, where the
wishes of another are sought out or followed. Communication as such has no power of
compulsion but it is an invariable component and a frequent means of the exercise of
power, whether effectively or not. Despite the voluntary character of attention to mass
media, the question of their power over audiences is never far away.

e Social reality. The assumption behind much theory of mass communication is that we
inhabit a ‘real’ world of material circumstances and events that can be known. The media
provide us with reports or reflections of this reality, with varying degrees of accuracy,
completeness or dependability. The notion of ‘truth’ is often applied as a standard to the
contents of news and fiction, however difficult to define and assess.

e Meaning. A related theme that continually arises concerns the interpretation of the

‘message’, or content, of mass media. Most theories of mass media depend on some

assumption being made about the meaning of what they carry, whether viewed from the

point of view of the sender, the receiver or the neutral observer. As noted above, there is
no unique source of meaning and no way of saying for certain what is meant, providing an
endless potential for dispute and uncertainty.



e Causation and determinism. It is in the nature of theory to try to solve questions of cause
and effect, whether by proposing some overall explanation that links observations or by
directing inquiry to determine whether one factor caused another. Questions of cause
arise not only in relation to the consequences of media messages on individuals, but also
in relation to historical questions of the rise of media institutions in the first place and the
reasons why they have certain typical characteristics of content and appeal. Do the media
cause effects in society, or are they themselves more the outcome and reflection of prior
and deeper social forces?

e Mediation. As an alternative to the idea of cause and effect, we can consider the media to
provide occasions, links, channels, arenas and platforms for information and ideas to
circulate. By way of the media, meanings are formed and social and cultural forces
operate freely according to various logics and with no predictable outcome. The process
of mediation inevitably influences or changes the meaning received and there is an
increasing tendency for ‘reality’ to be adapted to demands of media presentation rather
than vice versa.

e [dentity. This refers to a shared sense of belonging to a culture, society, place or social
grouping and involves many factors, including nationality, language, work, ethnicity,
religion, belief, lifestyle, etc. The mass media are associated with many different aspects
of identity formation, maintenance and dissolution. They can drive as well as reflect social
change and lead to either more or less integration.

e Cultural difference. At almost every turn, the study of media-related issues reminds us
how much the working of mass communications and media institutions, despite their
apparent similarities across the globe, are affected by differences of culture at the level of
individual, subgroup, nation, etc. The production and use of mass media are cultural
practices that resist the universalizing tendencies of the technology and the mass-
produced content.

e Governance. This refers to all the means by which the various media are regulated and
controlled by laws, rules, customs and codes as well as by market management. There is
a continuing evolution in these matters in response to changes in technology and society.

When we speak of the issues that will be dealt with in the book, we are referring to more
specific matters that are problematic or in dispute in the public arena. They relate to questions
on which public opinion often forms, on which governments may be expected to have policies
for prevention or improvement, or on which the media themselves might have some
responsibility. Not all issues are problematic in the negative sense, but they involve questions
of current and future trends that are significant for good or ill. No list of issues can be complete,
but the following comprise the main headings that come to mind, most of them already familiar
to the reader. They serve not only as a foretaste of the content of the book but as a reminder of
the significance of the topic of media in society and the potential relevance of theory to handling
such questions. The issues are divided according to the terrain they occupy.

Relations with politics and the state

e Political campaigns and propaganda.
e Citizen participation and democracy.
e Media role in relation to war and terrorism.



¢ Influence on the making of foreign policy.
e Serving or resisting sources of power.

Cultural issues

e Globalization of content and flow.
e Promoting the quality of cultural life and cultural production.
e Effects on cultural and social identity.

Social concerns

e The definition of reality and mediation of social experience.
¢ Links to crime, violence, pornography and deviance.

e Relation to social order and disorder.

e Promotion of an information society.

e The use and quality of leisure time.

e Social and cultural inequality.

Normative questions

Freedom of speech and expression.

Social and cultural inequality: class, ethnicity, gender and sexuality.
Media norms, ethics and professionalism.

Media accountability and social responsibility.

Economic concerns

e Degree of concentration.
e Commercialization of content. Global imperialism and dependency.

Manner of Treatment

The book has been written as a continuous narrative, following a certain logic. It begins with a
brief history of the media, followed by a general overview of the main concepts and theories
that deal with the relation between mass communication on the one hand and society and
culture on the other. Subsequently, the sequence of content follows a line from the ‘source’, in
the form of mass media organizations, to the content they produce and disseminate, to
reception by audiences and to a range of possible effects. This does seem to imply in advance
a view of how we should approach the subject, although that is not the intention.



Because of the wide-ranging character of the issues outlined above and the complexity of
many of them, it is only possible to give quite brief accounts. Each chapter begins with an
introduction giving an overview of the main topics to be covered. Within chapters, the
substance of the book is dealt with in headed sections. The topics are not defined according to
the themes and issues just outlined, but they reflect the varying focus of theory and the research
that has been carried out to test theories. In general, the reader will find a definition of relevant
concepts, an explanation of the topic, a short review of relevant evidence from research and an
overall assessment of matters of dispute. Each chapter ends with a brief overview of what has
been concluded. Key points are summarized in the text in ‘boxes’ to provide a focus and to aid
recall.

Limitations of Coverage and Perspective

Although the book is wide-ranging in its coverage and is intended to have an application to the
mass communication phenomenon in general, rather than to any particular country, the viability
of this aim is limited in various ways. First, the author has a location, a nationality and a cultural
background that shape his experience, knowledge and outlook. There is much scope for
subjective judgement and it is impossible to avoid it, even when trying to be objective.
Secondly, the ‘mass communication phenomenon’ is itself not independent of the cultural
context in which it is observed, despite similarities of technology and tendencies to uniformity of
media organizational form and conduct as well as content. Although some histories of the mass
media institution portray it as a ‘western invention’ that has been diffused as part of a process of
‘modernization’ from America and Europe to the rest of the world, there are alternative histories
and the diffusion is far from a one-way or deterministic process. In short, this account of theory
has an inevitable ‘western’ bias. Its body of theory derives to a large extent from western
sources, especially in Europe and North America and written in English, and the research
reported to test the ideas is mainly from the same locations. This does not mean it is invalid for
other settings, but it means that conclusions are provisional and that alternative ideas may
need to be formulated and tested.

The nature of the relation between media and society depends on circumstances of time
and place. As noted above, this book largely deals with mass media and mass communication
in modern, ‘developed’ nation states, mainly elective democracies with free-market (or mixed)
economies which are integrated into a wider international set of economic and political
relations of exchange, competition and also domination or conflict. It is most probable that mass
media are experienced differently in societies with ‘non-western’ characteristics, especially
those that are less individualistic and more communal in character, less secular and more
religious. There are other traditions of media theory and media practice, even if western media
theory has become part of the hegemonic global media project. The differences are not just a
matter of more or less economic development, since profound differences of culture and long
historical experience are involved. The problem goes deeper than an inevitable element of
authorial ethnocentrism, since it also lies in the mainstream social scientific tradition that has its
roots in western thought. The alternatives to social science offered by cultural studies are in
other ways no less western in character.

Although the aim is to provide as ‘objective’ an account as possible of theory and
evidence, the study of mass communication cannot avoid dealing with questions of values and
of political and social conflict. All societies have latent or open tensions and contradictions that
often extend to the international arena. The media are inevitably involved in these disputed
areas as producers and disseminators of meaning about the events and contexts of social life,



private as well as public. It follows from these remarks that we cannot expect the study of mass
communication to provide theoretically neutral, scientifically verified information about the
‘effects” or the significance of something that is an immensely complex as well as
intersubjective set of processes. For the same reasons, it is often difficult to formulate theories
about mass communication in ways that are open to empirical testing.

Not surprisingly, the field of media theory is also characterized by widely divergent
perspectives. A difference of approach between left (progressive or liberal) and right
(conservative) tendencies can sometimes be discerned. Leftist theory is, for instance, critical of
the power exercised by media in the hands of the state or large global corporations, while
conservative theorists point to the ‘liberal bias’ of the news or the damage done by media to
traditional values. There has also been a difference between a critical and a more applied
approach to theory that does not necessarily correspond to the political axis. Lazarsfeld (1941)
referred to this as a critical versus administrative orientation. Critical theory seeks to expose
underlying problems and faults of media practice and to relate them in a comprehensive way to
social issues, guided by certain values. Applied theory aims to harness an understanding of
communication processes to solving practical problems of using mass communication more
effectively (Windahl and Signitzer, 2007). However, we can also distinguish two other axes of
theoretical variation.

Media-centric
Media-culturalist Media-materialist
Culturalist Materialist
Social-culturalist Social-materialist

Society-centric

Figure 1.1 Dimensions and types of media theory. Four main approaches can be identified
according to two dimensions: media-centric versus society-centric; and culturalist versus
materialist

One of these separates ‘media-centric’ from ‘society-centric’ (or ‘socio-centric’)
approaches. The former approach attributes much more autonomy and influence to
communication and concentrates on the media’s own sphere of activity. Media-centric theory
sees mass media as a primary mover in social change, driven forward by irresistible
developments in communication technology. It also pays much more attention to the specific
content of media and the potential consequences of the different kinds of media (print,
audiovisual, interactive, etc.). Socio-centric theory mainly views the media as a reflection of
political and economic forces. Theory for the media is a special application of broader social
theory (Golding and Murdock, 1978). Whether or not society is driven by the media, it is
certainly true that mass communication theory itself is so driven, tending to respond to each
major shift of media technology and structure.

The second, horizontal, dividing line is between those theorists whose interest (and



conviction) lies in the realm of culture and ideas and those who emphasize material forces and
factors. This divide corresponds approximately with certain other dimensions: humanistic
versus scientific; qualitative versus quantitative; and subjective versus objective. While these
differences partly reflect the necessity for some division of labour in a wide territory and the
multidisciplinary character of media study, they also often involve competing and contradictory
ideas about how to pose questions, conduct research and provide explanations. These two
alternatives are independent of each other, and between them they identify four different
perspectives on media and society (Figure 1.1).
The four types of perspective can be summarized as follows:

1. A media-culturalist perspective. This approach takes the perspective of the audience
member in relation to some specific genre or example of media culture (e.g. reality TV or
social networking) and explores the subjective meaning of the experience in a given
context.

2. A media-materialist approach. Research in this tradition emphasizes the shaping of
media content and therefore of potential effects, by the nature of the medium in respect of
the technology and the social relations of reception and production that are implicated by
this. It also attributes influence to the specific organizational contexts and dynamics or
production.

3. A social-culturalist perspective. Essentially this view subordinates media and media
experience to deeper and more powerful forces affecting society and individuals. Social
and cultural issues also predominate over political and economic ones.

4. A social-materialist perspective. This approach has usually been linked to a critical view
of media ownership and control, that ultimately are held to shape the dominant ideology
transmitted or endorsed by the media.

While these differences of approach can still be discerned in the structure of the field of
inquiry, there has been a trend to convergence between the different schools. Even so, the
various topics and approaches outlined involve important differences of philosophy and
methodology and cannot simply be ignored.

Different Kinds of Theory

If theory is understood not only as a system of law-like propositions, but as any systematic set
of ideas that can help make sense of a phenomenon, guide action or predict a consequence,
then one can distinguish at least five kinds of theory which are relevant to mass
communication. These can be described as: social scientific, cultural, normative, operational
and everyday theory.

Social scientific theory offers general statements about the nature, working and effects of
mass communication, based on systematic and objective observation of media and other
relevant sources, which can in turn be put to the test and validated or rejected by similar
methods. There is now a large body of such theory and it provides much of the content of this
book. However, it is loosely organized and not very clearly formulated or even very consistent.
It also covers a very wide spectrum, from broad questions of society to detailed aspects of
individual information sending and receiving. It also derives from different disciplines,
especially sociology, psychology and politics. Some ‘scientific’ theory is concerned with



understanding what is going on, some with developing a critigue and some with practical
applications in processes of public information or persuasion.

Cultural theory is much more diverse in character. In some forms it is evaluative, seeking to
differentiate cultural artefacts according to some criteria of quality. Sometimes its goal is almost
the opposite, seeking to challenge hierarchical classification as irrelevant to the true
significance of culture. Different spheres of cultural production have generated their corpus of
cultural theory, sometimes along aesthetic or ethical lines, sometimes with a social-critical
purpose. This applies to film, literature, television, graphic art and many other media forms.
While cultural theory demands clear argument and articulation, coherence and consistency, its
core component is often itself imaginative and ideational. It resists the demand for testing or
validation by observation. Nevertheless, there are opportunities for combined cultural and
scientific approaches and the many problematics of the media call for both.

A third kind of theory can be described as normative since it is concerned with examining
or prescribing how media ought to operate if certain social values are to be observed or
attained. Such theory usually stems from the broader social philosophy or ideology of a given
society. This kind of theory is important because it plays a part in shaping and legitimating
media institutions and has considerable influence on the expectations concerning the media
that are held by other social agencies and by the media’s own audiences. A good deal of
research into mass media has been stimulated by the wish to apply norms of social and cultural
performance. A society’s normative theories concerning its own media are usually to be found
in laws, regulations, media policies, codes of ethics and the substance of public debate. While
normative media theory is not in itself ‘objective’, it can be studied by the ‘objective’ methods of
the social sciences (McQuail, 1992).

A fourth kind of knowledge about the media can best be described as operational theory
since it refers to the practical ideas assembled and applied by media practitioners in the
conduct of their own media work. Similar bodies of accumulated practical wisdom are to be
found in most organizational and professional settings. In the case of the media, operational
theory serves to guide solutions to fundamental tasks, including how to select news, please
audiences, design effective advertising, keep within the limits of what society permits, and
relate effectively to sources and society. At some points it may overlap with normative theory,
for instance in matters of journalistic ethics and codes of practice.

Such knowledge merits the name of theory because it is usually patterned and persistent,
even if rarely codified, and it is influential in respect of behaviour. It comes to light in the study of
communicators and their organizations (e.g. Elliott, 1972; Tuchman, 1978; Tunstall, 1993). Katz
(1977) compared the role of the researcher in relation to media production to that of the theorist
of music or philosopher of science who can see regularities which a musician or scientist does
not even need to be aware of.

Finally, there is everyday or common-sense theory of media use, referring to the
knowledge we all have from our own personal experience with media. This enables us to make
sense of what is going on, allows us to fit a medium into our daily lives, to understand how its
content is intended to be ‘read’ as well as how we like to read it, to know what the differences
are between different media and media genres, and much more. On the basis of such ‘theory’ is
grounded the ability to make consistent choices, develop patterns of taste, construct lifestyles
and identities as media consumers. It also supports the ability to make critical judgements. All
this, in turn, shapes what the media actually offer to their audiences and sets both directions
and limits to media influence. For instance, it enables us to distinguish between ‘reality’ and
‘fiction’, to ‘read between the lines’ or to see through the persuasive aims and techniques of
advertising and other kinds of propaganda, to resist many of the potentially harmful impulses



that the media are said to provoke. The working of common-sense theory can be seen in the
norms for use of media which many people recognize and follow (see Chapter 16). The social
definitions that mass media acquire are not established by media theorists or legislators, or
even the media producers themselves, but emerge from the experience and practices of
audiences over time. The history of media and their future prospects depends more on this very
uncertain branch of theory than on anything else.

Communication Science and the Study of Mass Communication

Mass communication is one topic among many for the social sciences and only one part of a
wider field of enquiry into human communication. Under the name ‘communication science’,
the field has been defined by Berger and Chaffee (1987:17) as a science which ‘seeks to
understand the production, processing and effects of symbol and signal systems by developing
testable theories, containing lawful generalizations, that explain phenomena associated with
production, processing and effects’. While this was presented as a ‘mainstream’ definition to
apply to most communication research, in fact it is very much biased towards one model of
enquiry — the quantitative study of communicative behaviour and its causes and effects. It is
especially inadequate to deal with the nature of ‘symbol systems’ and signification, the process
by which meaning is given and taken in varied social and cultural contexts. The main
alternative approaches to the study of mass communication are outlined in the conclusion to
this chapter.

Difficulties in defining the field have also arisen because of developments of technology
that have blurred the line between public and private communication and between mass and
interpersonal communication. It is now impossible to find any single agreed definition of a
‘science of communication’, for a number of circumstantial reasons, but most fundamentally
because there has never been an agreed definition of the central concept of ‘communication’.
The term can refer to very diverse things, especially: the act or process of information
transmission; the giving or taking of meaning; the sharing of information, ideas, impressions or
emotions; the process of reception, perception and response; the exertion of influence; any form
of interaction. To complicate matters further, communication can be either intentional or
involuntary and the variety of potential channels and content is unlimited.

In addition, no ‘science of communication’ can be independent and self-sufficient, given
the origins of the study of communication in many disciplines and the wide-ranging nature of
the issues that arise, including matters of economics, law, politics and ethics as well as culture.
The study of communication has to be interdisciplinary and must adopt varied approaches and
methods (see McQuail, 2003b).

A less problematic way of locating the topic of mass communication in a wider field of
communication inquiry is according to the different levels of social organization at which
communication takes place. According to this criterion, mass communication can then be seen
as one of several society-wide communication processes, at the apex of a pyramidal
distribution of other communication networks according to this criterion (Eigure 1.2). A
communication network refers to any set of interconnected points (persons or places) that
enable the transmission and exchange of information between them. For the most part, mass
communication is a network that connects very many receivers to one source, while new media
technologies usually provide interactive connections of several different kinds.

At each descending level of the pyramid indicated there is an increasing number of cases
to be found, and each level presents its own particular set of problems for research and
theorizing. In an integrated modern society there will often be one large public communication



network, usually depending on the mass media, which can reach and involve all citizens to
varying degrees, although the media system is also itself often fragmented according to
regional and other social or demographic factors.

Mass media are not the only possible basis for an effective communication network that
extends throughout a society. Alternative (non-mass-media) technologies for supporting
society-wide networks do now exist (especially the network of physical transportation, the
telecommunications infrastructure and the postal system), but these usually lack the society-
wide social elements and public roles which mass communication has. In the past (and in
some places still today) society-wide public networks were provided by the church or state or
by political organizations, based on shared beliefs and usually a hierarchical chain of contact.
This extended from the ‘top’ to the ‘base’ and employed diverse means of communication,
ranging from formal publications to personal contacts.

Alternative communication networks can be activated under unusual circumstances to
replace mass media, for instance in the case of a natural disaster, major accident or outbreak of
war, or other emergency. In the past, direct word of mouth was the only possibility, while today
mobile telephones and the Internet can be effectively employed for interconnecting a large
population. In fact the original motive for designing the Internet in the USA in the 1970s was
precisely to provide an alternative communication system in the event of a nuclear attack.

At a level below that of the whole society, there are several different kinds of
communication network. One type duplicates the social relations of larger society at the level of
region, city or town and may have a corresponding media system of its own (local press, radio,
etc.). Another is represented by the firm, work organization or profession, which may not have a
single location but is usually very integrated within its own organizational boundaries, within
which much communication flow takes place. A third type is that represented by the ‘institution’
— for instance, that of government, or education, or justice, or religion, or social security. The
activities of a social institution are always diverse and also require correlation and much
communication, following patterned routes and forms. The networks involved in this case are
limitedto achieving certain limited ends (e.g. education, maintaining order, circulating
economic information, etc.) and they are not open to participation by all.

Below this level, there are even more and more varied types of communication network,
based on some shared feature of daily life: an environment (such as a neigh-bourhood), an
interest (such as music), a need (such as the care of small children) or an activity (such as
sport). At this level, the key questions concern attachment and identity, co-operation and norm
formation. At the intragroup (e.g. family) and interpersonal levels, attention has usually been
given to forms of conversation and patterns of interaction, influence, affiliation (degrees of
attachment) and normative control. At the intrapersonal level, communication research
concentrates on the processing of information (e.g. attention, perception, attitude formation,
comprehension, recall and learning), the giving of meaning and possible effects (e.g. on
knowledge, opinion, self-identity and attitude).

This seemingly neat pattern has been complicated by the growing ‘globalization’ of social
life, in which mass communication has played some part. There is a yet higher ‘level’ of
communication and exchange to consider — that crossing and even ignoring national frontiers,
in relation to an increasing range of activities (economic, political, scientific, publicity, sport,
entertainment, etc). Organizations and institutions are less confined within national frontiers,
and individuals can also satisfy communication needs outside their own society and their
immediate social environments. The once strong correspondence between patterns of personal
social interaction in shared space and time on the one hand, and systems of communication on
the other, has been much weakened, and our cultural and informational choices have become



much wider.

This is one reason why the idea of an emerging ‘network society’ has been advanced (see
Castells, 1996; van Dijk, 1999; also Chapter 6 in this book). Such developments also mean that
networks are to an increasing degree not confined to any one ‘level’ of society, as implied by
Figure 1.2. New hybrid (both public and private) means of communication allow communication
networks to form more easily without the usual ‘cement’ of shared space or personal
acquaintance. In the past, it was possible to match a particular communication technology
approximately with a given ‘level’ of social organization as described, with television at the
highest level, the press and radio at the regional or city level, internal systems, telephone and
mail at the institutional level, and so forth. Advances in communication technology and their
widespread adoption mean that this is no longer possible. The Internet, for instance, now
supports communication at virtually all levels. It also sustains chains or networks that connect
the social ‘top’ with the ‘base’ and are vertical (in both directions) or diagonal, not just
horizontal. For instance, a political website can provide access to political leaders and elites as
well as to citizens at grass-roots level, allowing a wide range of patterns of flow. For the time
being, however, the society-wide communicative function of the ‘traditional’ core mass media of
newspapers, television and radio has not greatly changed in itself, although their near
monopoly of public communication is increasingly being challenged.

Despite the growing complexity of the network society, each level indicates a range of
similar questions for communication theory and research. These are posed in Box 1.1.
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Figure 1.2 The pyramid of communication networks: mass communication is one amongst
several processes of social communication
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1.1 Questions for theory and research about communication networks and processes

Who is connected to whom in a given network and for what purpose?
What is the pattern and direction of flow?

How does communication take place? (channels, languages, codes)
What types of content are observed?

What are the outcomes of communication, intended or unintended?

Alternative Traditions of Analysis: Structural, Behavioural and Cultural

While the questions raised at different levels are similar in very general terms, in practice very
different concepts are involved, and the reality of communication differs greatly from level to
level. (For instance, a conversation between two family members takes place according to
different ‘rules’ from those governing a news broadcast to a large audience, a television quiz
show or a chain of command in a work organization.) For this reason, among others, any
‘communication science’ has, necessarily, to be constructed from several different bodies of
theory and evidence, drawn from several of the traditional ‘disciplines’ (especially sociology
and psychology in the earlier days, but now also economics, history and literary and film
studies and more besides). In this respect, the deepest and most enduring divisions separate
interpersonal from mass communication, cultural from behavioural concerns, and institutional
and historical perspectives from those that are cultural or behavioural. Putting the matter simply,
there are essentially three main alternative approaches: the structural, the behavioural and the
cultural.

The structural approach derives mainly from sociology but includes perspectives from
history, politics, law and economics. Its starting point is ‘socio-centric’ rather than ‘media-
centric’ (as shown in Figure 1.1), and its primary object of attention is likely to be media
systems and organizations and their relationship to the wider society. In so far as questions of
media content arise, the focus is likely to be on the effect of social structure and media systems
on patterns of news and entertainment. For instance, commercial media systems tend to
concentrate more on entertainment, while public service media provide relatively more
information and traditional culture. In so far as questions of media use and effect are concerned,
the approach emphasizes the consequences of mass communication for other social
institutions. This includes, for instance, the influence of political marketing on the conduct of
elections or the role of news management and PR in government policy. The fundamental
dynamics of media phenomena are located in the exercise of power, in the economy and the
socially organized application of technology. The structural approach to media analysis is more
linked to the needs of management and also of media policy formation.

The behavioural approach has its principal roots in psychology and social psychology but
it also has a sociological variant. In general, the primary object of interest is individual human
behaviour, especially in matters to do with choosing, processing and responding to
communication messages. Mass media use is generally treated as a form of rational, motivated



action that has a certain function or use for the individual and also some objective
consequences. Psychological approaches are more likely to use experimental methods of
research based on individual subjects. The sociological variant focuses on the behaviour of
members of socially defined populations and favours the multivariate analysis of representative
survey data collected in natural conditions. Individuals are classified according to relevant
variables of social position, disposition and behaviour, and the variables can be statistically
manipulated. In the study of organizations, participant observation is commonly adopted. This
approach is mainly found in relation to the study of persuasion, propaganda and advertising.
Communication is primarily understood in the sense of transmission.

The cultural approach has its roots in the humanities, in anthropology and in linguistics.
While very broad in potential, it has been mainly applied to questions of meaning and
language, to the minutiae of particular social contexts and cultural experiences. The study of
media is part of a wider field of cultural studies. It is more likely to be ‘media-centric’ (although
not exclusively), sensitive to differences between media and settings of media transmission
and reception, more interested in the in-depth understanding of particular contents and
situations than in generalization. Its methods favour the qualitative and in-depth analysis of
social and human signifying practices and the analysis and interpretation of ‘texts’. The cultural
approach draws on a much wider range of theory, including feminist, philosophical, semiotic,
psychoanalytic, film and literary theories. Typically, there is no direct application for the cultural
approach, although it can yield many important insights for media producers and planners. It
helps in a fuller understanding of the audience and in accounting for success and failure in
qualitative ways.

Conclusion

This chapter has been intended to provide a brief sketch of the overall field of inquiry within
which the humanistic and social scientific study of mass communication is located. It should be
clear that the boundaries around the various topics are not clearly fixed, but change according
to shifts of technology and society. Nevertheless there is a community of scholarship that
shares a set of concerns, concepts and tools of analysis that will be explored in the chapters
that follow.
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Conclusion

The aim of this chapter is to set out the approximate sequence of development of the present-
day set of mass media. It is also to indicate major turning points and to tell briefly something of
the circumstances of time and place in which different media acquired their public definitions in
the sense of their perceived utility for audiences and their role in society. These definitions
have tended to form early in the history of any given medium and to have been subsequently
adapted in the light of newer media and changed conditions. This is a continuing process. The
chapter concludes with some reflections on the two main dimensions of variation between
media: one relates to the degree of freedom and the other to the conditions of use.

From the Beginning to Mass Media

We have distinguished already between a process of mass communication and the actual
media that make it possible. The occurrence of human communication over time and at a
distance is much older than are the mass media now in use. This process was integral to the
organization of early societies, which persisted for long periods and extended over large areas.
Even the element of large-scale (mass) dissemination of ideas was present at an early point in
time, in the propagation of political and religious awareness and obligations. By the early
Middle Ages, the church in Europe had elaborate and effective means in place to ensure
transmission to everyone without exception. This could be called mass communication,
although it was largely independent of any ‘media’ in the contemporary sense, aside from the
sacred texts. When independent media arrived in the form of printing, authorities of church and
state reacted with alarm at the potential loss of control that this represented and at the
opportunities opened up for disseminating new and deviant ideas. The bitter propaganda
struggles of the religious wars during the sixteenth century are evidence enough. It was the
historical moment when a technology for mass communication — the printing press —
irrevocably acquired a particular social and cultural definition.

In telling the history of mass media, we deal with four main elements that are of
significance in the wider life of society. These are:

e certain communicative purposes, needs, or uses;
e technologies for communicating publicly to many at a distance;



e forms of social organization that provide the skills and frameworks for organizing
production and distribution;
e forms of regulation and control.

These elements do not have a fixed relationship to each other and depend very much on the
circumstances of time and place. Sometimes a technology of communication is applied to a
pre-existing need or use, as when printing replaced copying by hand or the telegraph replaced
the physical transport of key messages. But sometimes a technology, such as film or broadcast
radio, precedes any clear evidence of need. The combinations of the above elements that
actually occur are usually dependent both on material factors and on features of the social and
cultural climate that are not easy to pin down. Even so, it seems probable that a certain degree
of freedom of thought, expression and action has been the single most necessary condition for
the development of print and other media, although not for the initial invention. The techniques
of printing and even the use of movable type were known and applied in China and Korea long
before Gutenberg, who is credited as the (European) inventor in the mid-fifteenth century
(Gunaratne, 2001).

In general, the more open the society, the more inclination there has been to develop
communication technology to its fullest potential, especially in the sense of being universally
available and widely used. More closed or repressive regimes either limit development or set
strict boundaries to the ways in which technology can be used. Printing was not introduced into
Russia until the early seventeenth century and not in the Ottoman Empire until 1726. In the
following summary of the history and characteristics of different media, a ‘western’ perspective
and set of values are being applied, since the institutional frameworks of mass media were
initially mainly western (European or North American) and most other parts of the world have
taken up and applied the same technologies in a similar way. Even so, there is no reason why
mass media need follow only one path in the future, always converging on the western model.
There are diverse possibilities, and it is quite possible that cultural differences will trump
technological imperatives. The history of media already shows up certain important differences
between societies, for instance the large variation in the read-ership of books and newspapers
or in the rates and pace of Internet diffusion.

In the following pages, each of the main mass media is identified in respect of its
technology and material form, typical formats and genres, perceived uses and institutional
setting.

Print Media: the Book

The history of modern media begins with the printed book — certainly a kind of revolution, yet
initially only a technical device for reproducing a range of texts the same as, or similar to, what
was already being extensively copied by hand. Only gradually does printing lead to a change
in content — more secular, practical and popular works (especially in the vernacular languages)
as well as political and religious pamphlets and tracts — which played a part in the
transformation of the medieval world. At an early date, laws and proclamations were also
printed by royal and other authorities. Thus, there occurred a revolution of society in which
printing played an inseparable part (Eisenstein, 1978).

The antecedents of the book lie in classical times when there were numerous established
authors and when works of many kinds, both fictional and non-fictional, were copied and
circulated for reading or verbal transmission. In the west, at least, the culture of the book largely
disappeared after the end of the Roman Empire until revived by monastic activities, although



some key texts were preserved for reasons of learning or religion.

In the early medieval period, the book was not regarded primarily as a means of
communication. Rather, it was a store or repository of wisdom, and especially of sacred writings
and religious texts that had to be kept in uncorrupted form. Around the central core of religious
and philosophical texts there accumulated also works of science and practical information. The
main material form of the book at this time was of bound volumes of separate pages within
strong covers (known as the codex), reflecting the requirements for safe storage and reading
aloud from a lectern plus the demands of travel and transportation. Books were meant both to
last and to be disseminated within limited circles. The modern book is a direct descendant of
this model, and similar uses are embedded within it. The alternative form of rolls of paper or
parchment was discontinued, especially when the printing press replaced writing by hand and
required the pressing of flat sheets. This ensured the triumph of the medieval manuscript book
format, even when miniaturized.

Another important element of continuity between writing and printing is the library, a store
or collection of books. This remained similar in concept and physical arrangement, at least until
the advent of digital libraries. It also reflected and confirmed the idea of a book as a record or
permanent work of reference. The character of the library did not change much with printing,
although printing stimulated the acquisition of private libraries. The later development of the
library has given it some claim to be considered not only as a medium but even as a mass
medium. It is certainly often organized as a means of public information and was envisaged
from the mid-nineteenth century onwards as an important tool of mass enlightenment.

The successful application of print technology to the reproduction of texts in place of
handwriting, about the mid-fifteenth century, was only the first step in the emergence of what we
now call a ‘media institution’ (see p. 59) — an organized set of interrelated activities and roles,
directed towards certain goals and governed by a set of rules and procedures. Printing
gradually became a new craft and a significant branch of commerce (Febvre and Martin, 1984).
Printers were later transformed from tradespeople into publishers, and the two functions
gradually became distinct. Equally important was the emergence of the idea and role of the
‘author’ since earlier manuscript texts were not typically authored by living individuals.

A natural further development was the role of professional author, as early as the late
sixteenth century, typically supported by wealthy patrons. Each of these developments reflects
the emergence of a market and the transformation of the book into a commodity. Although print
runs were small by modern standards, cumulative sales over time could be large. Febvre and
Martin (1984) estimate that by 1,500 up to 15,000 titles had been published, and during the
sixteenth century more than a million copies of Luther's translation of the Bible had been
printed. There was a thriving book trade, with much export and import between those countries
with printing industries, especially France, England, the German states and ltaly. In fact many of
the basic features of modern media are already embodied in book publishing by the end of the
sixteenth century, including the earliest form of reading public. There was the beginning of
copyright in the form of privileges granted to printers in respect of certain texts. Various forms of
monopoly practice were appearing, for instance the Stationers’ Company in London, which was
convenient for purposes of censorship, but also offered some protection to authors and
maintained standards (Johns, 1998).

The later history of the book is one of steady expansion in volume and range of content
and also of struggle for freedom of the press and the rights of authors. Nearly everywhere from
the early sixteenth century onwards, government and church authorities applied advance
censorship to printed matter, even if not with the effectiveness of a modern totalitarian state.
The most famous early and eloquent claim for freedom from government licensing was made



by the English poet John Milton in a tract published in 1644 (Areopagitica). Freedom of the
press went hand in hand with democratic political freedoms and the former was only achieved
where democracy had triumphed. This close association remains.

The key features of the book both as a medium and as an institution are summarized in
Box 2.1. These typical features are interrelated in the idea of the book as it has been known
since the sixteenth century. The ‘medium’ features relate to technology, form and manner of use
and the wider institution of production and distribution.

The book as a medium and institution: key features 2.1
Medium aspects

Technology of movable type
Bound pages, codex form
Multiple copies

For personal reading
Individual authorship

Institutional aspects

Commodity form

Market distribution

Diversity of content and form
Claim to freedom of publication
Subject to some legal limits

Print Media: the Newspaper

It was almost two hundred years after the invention of printing before what we now recognize as
a prototypical newspaper could be distinguished from the handbills, pamphlets and newsletters
of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Its chief precursor seems, in fact, to have
been the letter rather than the book — newsletters circulating via the rudimentary postal service,
concerned especially with transmitting news of events relevant to international trade and
commerce (Raymond, 1999). It was thus an extension into the public domain of an activity that
had long taken place for governmental, diplomatic or commercial as well as for private
purposes. The early newspaper was marked by its regular appearance, commercial basis
(openly for sale) and public character. Thus, it was used for information, record, advertising,
diversion and gossip.

The seventeenth-century commercial newspaper was not identified with any single source
but was a compilation made by a printer-publisher. The official variety (as published by Crown
or government) showed some of the same characteristics but was also a voice of authority and



an instrument of state. The commercial newspaper was the form which has given most shape to
the newspaper institution, and its development can be seen in retrospect as a major turning
point in communication history — offering first of all a service to its anonymous readers rather
than an instrument to propagandists or authorities.

In a sense the newspaper was more of an innovation than the printed book — the invention
of a new literary, social and cultural form — even if it might not have been so perceived at the
time. Its distinctiveness, compared with other forms of cultural communication, lies in its
orientation to the individual reader and to reality, its utility and disposability, and its secularity
and suitability for the needs of a new class: town-based business and professional people. Its
novelty consisted not in its technology or manner of distribution, but in its functions for a distinct
class in a changing and more liberal social-political climate.

The later history of the newspaper can be told either as a series of struggles, advances
and reverses in the cause of liberty or as a more continuous history of economic and
technological progress. The most important phases in press history that enter into the modern
definition of the newspaper are described in the following paragraphs. While separate national
histories differ too much to tell a single story, the elements mentioned, often intermingling and
interacting, have all played a part in the development of the press institution. The principal
features of the newspaper are summarized in Box 2.2.

——
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2.2 The newspaper as medium and institution: key features

Medium aspects

Regular and frequent appearance
Print technology

Topicality of contents and reference
Individual or group reading

Institutional aspects

Urban, secular audience

Relative freedom, but self-censored
In public domain

Commodity form

Commercial basis

From its early days, the newspaper was an actual or potential adversary of established
power, especially in its own self-perception. Potent images in press history refer to violence
done to printers, editors and journalists. The struggle for freedom to publish, often within a
broader movement for freedom, democracy and citizen rights, is emphasized in journalism’s



own mythology. The part played by underground presses under foreign occupation or
dictatorial rule has also been celebrated. Established authority has often confirmed this self-
perception of the press by finding it irritating and inconvenient (although also often malleable
and, in the last resort, very vulnerable to power). However, early newspapers did not generally
seek to offend authorities and were sometimes produced on their behalf (Schroeder, 2001).
Then, as now, the newspaper was likely to identify most with its intended readers.

There has been a steady progression towards more press freedom, despite major setbacks
from time to time. This progress has sometimes taken the form of greater sophistication in the
means of control applied to the press. Legal restraint replaced violence, then fiscal burdens
were imposed (and later reversed). Now institutionalization of the press within a market system
serves as a form of control, and the modern newspaper, as a large business enterprise, is
vulnerable to more kinds of pressure or intervention than its simpler forerunners were. The
newspaper did not really become a true ‘mass’ medium until the twentieth century, in the sense
of directly reaching a majority of the population on a regular basis, and there are still quite large
inter-country differences in the extent of newspaper reading (see Box 2.3). There has been a
gradual worldwide decline in newspaper reading over the last decade, despite the increase in
literacy, with the rise of the Internet probably playing some part (King et al., 2008). It has been
customary and it is still useful to distinguish between certain types or genres of newspaper (and
of journalism), although there is no single typology to suit all epochs and countries. The
following passages describe the main variants.

Percentage of non-readers in the adult
population of some European countries 2.3
(2004/5) (Elvestad and Blekesaune, 2008:432)

Norway 4

Switzerland 9

Estonia 17
Germany 19
United Kingdom 26
Poland 30
France 39
Spain 49
Greece 66

The party-political press

One common early form of the newspaper was the party-political paper dedicated to the task of
activation, information and organization. The party newspaper (published by or for the party)
has lost ground to commercial press forms, both as an idea and as a viable business
enterprise. The idea of a party press, even so, still has its place as a component in democratic



politics. Where it does survive in Europe (and there are examples elsewhere), it is typically
independent from the state (though possibly subsidized), professionally produced, serious and
opinion-forming in purpose. lts uniqueness lies in the attachment of its readers by way of
shared party allegiance, its sectionalism and its mobilizing function for party objectives.
Examples include the ‘vanguard press’ of the Russian revolutionary movement, the party-
political newspapers (especially social democratic) of several Scandinavian countries and the
official party press of former communist regimes.

The prestige press

The late-nineteenth-century bourgeois newspaper was a high point in press history and
contributed much to our modern understanding of what a newspaper is or should be. The ‘high-
bourgeois’ phase of press history, from about 1850 to the turn of the century, was the product of
several events and circumstances. These included: the triumph of liberalism and the absence
or ending of direct censorship or fiscal constraint; the forging of a business-professional
establishment; plus many social and technological changes favouring the rise of a national or
regional press of high information quality.

The new prestige or ‘elite’ press was independent from the state and from vested interests
and was often recognized as a major institution of political and social life (especially as a self-
appointed former of opinion and voice of the ‘national interest’). It tended to show a highly
developed sense of social and ethical responsibility (in practice fundamentally conformist) and
it fostered the rise of a journalistic profession dedicated to the objective reporting of events.
Many countries still have one or more newspapers that try to maintain this tradition. By wide
consensus, the newspapers still recognized as having an ‘elite’ status are likely to include the
New York Times, The Times (London),Le Monde, El Pais, NRC Handelsblad (The
Netherlands). Current expectations about what is a ‘quality’ newspaper still reflect the
professional ideals of the prestige press and provide the basis for criticisms of newspapers
which deviate from the ideal by being either too partisan or too ‘sensational’, or just too
‘commercial’. The prestige press currently seems better placed than most to survive the current
pressure on newspapers, by virtue of their importance to a political and economic elite,
although to do so it may need to accelerate its transition to online forms.

The popular press

The last main type of newspaper has been with us for a century or so without much change of
essential character. This is the truly ‘mass’ newspaper that was created for sale to the urban
industrial masses and designed to be read by almost everyone. It was a fundamentally
commercial enterprise (rather than a political or professional project) and was made possible
by advances in technologies of scale, concentrations of population, the spread of literacy, low
cost to the reader and large amounts of advertising revenue. In general, the popular press has
always specialized in ‘human interest’ stories (Hughes, 1940), in dramatic and sensational
styles of reporting and presentation, in the coverage of crime, disasters, crises, scandals, war
and celebrities. Although not primarily interested in politics, it has often played a political role at
key moments in national societies. Because of its typical smaller page format, the term ‘tabloid’
has been widely applied to this type of newspaper and its contents, as in the term
‘tabloidization’ (Connell, 1998). This means a process of becoming more sensational, trivial
and irresponsible.

The local and regional press



In many countries, the most important newspaper sectors have been and remain the local and
regional press. The forms are too varied to be described as a single type. They can be serious
or popular, daily or weekly, urban or rural, with large as well as small circulations. The main
features they have in common are: a set of news values relevant to a local readership; a
typically consensual and bipartisan approach (although there are exceptions); and a
dependence on support from local advertisers. Some local papers are free, others are paid for
and they have generally been most threatened by online news and advertising. The status as
newspapers or free sheets, often largely devoted to advertising, and now a rapidly rising
category, is questionable, although they are regarded as such by readers and some may define
themselves as such.

Other Print Media

The printing press gave rise to other forms of publication than book and newspaper. These
include plays, songs, tracts, serial stories, poems, pamphlets, comics, reports, prospectuses,
maps, posters, music, handbills, wall newspapers and much more. The single most significant
is probably the periodical (weekly or monthly) magazine that appeared in great diversity and
with wide circulations from the early eighteenth century onwards. Initially aimed at the domestic
and cultural interests of the gentry, it eventually developed into a mass market of high
commercial value and enormous breadth of coverage. The periodical magazine still belongs
largely to the domestic and personal sphere and supports a wide range of interests, activities
and markets. In the early twentieth century it was more like a mass medium than it is today, and
its diffuseness and uncertain impact have led to a general neglect by communication research.

These comments apply to the commercial periodical. In many countries there has been
and remains a significant opinion-forming or political periodical press, often with an influence
beyond its circulation size. At key moments in some societies particular magazines have
played important social, cultural or political roles. In conditions of political oppression or
commercial domination, the ‘alternative’ periodical has often been an essential instrument of
resistance and expression for minority movements (see Downing, 2000; Huesca, 20083;
Gumucio-Dagron, 2004).

Film as a Mass Medium

Film began at the end of the nineteenth century as a technological novelty, but what it offered
was scarcely new in content or function. It transferred to a new means of presentation and
distribution of an older tradition of entertainment, offering stories, spectacles, music, drama,
humour and technical tricks for popular consumption. It was also almost instantly a true mass
medium in the sense that it quite quickly reached a very large proportion of populations, even in
rural areas. As a mass medium, film was partly a response to the ‘invention’ of leisure — time
out of work — and an answer to the demand for affordable and (usually) respectable ways of
enjoying free time for the whole family. Thus it provided for the working class some of the
cultural benefits already enjoyed by their social ‘betters’. To judge from its phenomenal growth,
the latent demand met by film was enormous. Of the main formative elements named above, it
would not be the technology or the social climate but the needs met by the film for individuals
that mattered most. The most apparent are those for escape from humdrum reality into a more
glamorous world, the wish for strong narratives to be caught up in, the search for role models
and heroes, the need to fill leisure time in safe, affordable and sociable ways. In these respects,
not much has changed.

The characterization of the film as ‘show business’ in a new form for an expanded market



is not the whole story. There have been three other significant strands in film history. First, the
use of film for propaganda is noteworthy, especially when applied to national or societal
purposes, based on its great reach, supposed realism, emotional impact and popularity. The
two other strands in film history were the emergence of several schools of film art (Huaco, 1963)
and the rise of the social documentary film movement. These were different from the
mainstream in having either a minority appeal or a strong element of realism (or both). Both
have a link, partly fortuitous, with film as propaganda in that both tended to develop at times of
social crisis.

There continue to be thinly concealed ideological and implicitly propagandist elements in
many popular entertainment films, even in politically ‘free’ societies. This reflects a mixture of
forces: deliberate attempts at social control; unthinking adoption of populist or conservative
values; various marketing and PR infiltrations into entertainment; and the pursuit of mass
appeal. Despite the dominance of the entertainment function in film history, films have often
displayed didactic, propagandistic tendencies. Film is certainly more vulnerable than other
media to outside interference and may be more subject to conformist pressures because so
much capital is at risk. It is a reflection of this situation that, in the aftermath of the 9/11 attack on
the Twin Towers, US government leaders sought a meeting with leaders of the film industry to
discuss ways in which film could make a contribution to the newly announced ‘war on terror’.

The main turning points in film history have been: the ‘Americanization’ of the film industry
and film culture in the years after the First World War (Tunstall, 1977); the coming of television
and the separation of film from the cinema. The relative decline of nascent, but flourishing,
European film industries at that time (hastened by the Second World War) probably contributed
to a homogenization of film culture and a convergence of ideas about the definition of film as a
medium, with Hollywood as a dominant model. Television took away a large part of the film-
viewing public, especially the general family audience, leaving a much smaller and younger
film audience. It also took away or diverted the social documentary stream of film development
and gave it a more congenial home in television, where it appeared in journalistic magazines,
special reports and ‘public affairs’ programming. However, it did not have similar effects on the
art film or for film aesthetics, although the art film may have benefited from the ‘demassification’
and greater specialization of the film/cinema medium. For the first two generations of filmgoers,
the film experience was inseparable from having an evening out, usually with friends and
usually in venues that were far grander than the home. In addition, the darkened cinema offered
a mixture of privacy and sociability that gave another dimension to the experience. Just as with
television later, ‘going to the pictures’ was as important as seeing any particular film.

The ‘separation of film and cinema’ refers to the many ways in which films can be seen,
after initial showing in a film theatre. These include television broadcasting, cable transmission,
videotape and DVD sale or hire, satellite TV and now digital broadband Internet and mobile
phone reception. These developments have several potential consequences. They make film
less typically a shared public experience and more a private one. They reduce the initial
‘impact’ of mass exposure to a given film. They shift control of selection in the direction of the
audience and allow new patterns of repeat viewing and collection. They make it possible to
serve many specialist markets and easier to cater for the demand for violent, horrific or
pornographic content. They also prolong the life of films. Despite the liberation entailed in
becoming a less ‘mass’ medium, the film has not been able to claim full rights to political and
artistic self-expression, and most countries retain an apparatus of licensing, censorship and
powers of control.

Although the film/cinema medium has been subordinated to television in many respects, it
has also become more integrated with other media, especially book publishing, popular music



and television itself. It has acquired a greater centrality (Jowett and Linton, 1980), despite the
reduction of its immediate audience, as a showcase for other media and as a cultural source,
out of which come books, strip cartoons, songs, and television ‘stars’ and series. Thus, film is
as much as ever a mass culture creator. Even the decline of the cinema audience has been
more than compensated by a new domestic film audience reached by television, digital
recordings, cable and satellite channels. Key features are summarized in Box 2.4.
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i
2.4 The film medium and institution: key features

Medium aspects

Audiovisual channels of reception
Private experience of public content
Extensive (universal) appeal
Predominantly narrative fiction
International in genre and format

Institutional aspects

Subjection to social control

Complex organization of and distribution
High cost of production

Multiple platforms of distribution

Broadcasting

Radio and television have, respectively, a ninety and a sixty-plus-year history as mass media,
and both grew out of pre-existing technologies — telephone, telegraph, moving and still
photography, and sound recording. Despite their obvious differences in content and use, radio
and television can be treated together in terms of their history. Radio seems to have been a
technology looking for a use, rather than a response to a demand for a new kind of service or
content, and much the same is true of television. According to Williams (1975:25), ‘Unlike all
previous communications technologies, radio and television were systems primarily designed
for transmission and reception as abstract processes, with little or no definition of preceding
content.” Both came to borrow from existing media, and most of the popular content forms of
both are derivative from film, music, stories, theatre, news and sport.

A distinctive feature of radio and television has been their high degree of regulation,
control or licensing by public authority — initially out of technical necessity, later from a mixture
of democratic choice, state self-interest, economic convenience and sheer institutional custom.
A second and related feature of radio and television media has been their centralized pattern of



distribution, with supply radiating out from metropolitan centres, with little or no return flow.
Perhaps because of their closeness to power, radio and television have hardly anywhere
acquired, as of right, the same freedom that the press enjoys, to express views and act with
political independence. Broadcasting was thought too powerful as an influence to fall into the
hands of any single interest without clear limitations to protect the public from potential harm or
manipulation.

Television has been continuously evolving, and it would be risky to try to summarize its
features in terms of communicative purposes and effects. Initially, the main genre innovation of
television stemmed from its capacity to transmit many pictures and sound live, and thus act as a
‘window on the world’ in real time. Even studio productions were live broadcasts before the
days of efficient video recording. This capacity of simultaneity has been retained for some kinds
of content, including sporting events, some newscasting, and certain kinds of entertainment
show. What Dayan and Katz (1992) characterize as ‘media events’ (such as state visits, the
Olympic Games, coronations, large political demonstrations) are often likely to have significant
live coverage. Most TV content is not live, although it often aims to create an illusion of ongoing
reality. A second important feature of television is the sense of intimacy and personal
involvement that it seems able to cultivate between the spectator and presenter or the actors
and participants on screen.

The status of television as the most ‘massive’ of the media in terms of reach, time spent
and popularity has barely changed over thirty years and it adds all the time to its global
audience. Even so, there is now some evidence of gradual decline in total audiences, although
significant inter-country differences in its dominance of free time remain, as indicated in a
summary way in Box 2.5.

Differences in time spent with television, 2000 and 2007 2.5

Couniry Viewing minutes per day
2000 2007

United Stafes 29 297
United Kingdom 234 233
Italy 238 239
France 219 214
Netherands 166 194
Norway 163 154
Czech Republic 19 194
Germany 233 203
Ireland 185 185

(Source: International Television Expert Group, www.ip-network.com)

Despite the fact that television has been largely denied an autonomous political role and is
primarily considered a medium of entertainment, it plays a vital role in modern politics. It is
considered to be the main source of news and information for most people and the main
channel of communication between politicians and citizens, especially at election times. In this
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informally allocated role of public informer, television has generally remained credible and
trusted. Another role is that of educator — for children at school and adults at home. It is also the
largest single channel of advertising in nearly all countries, and this has helped to confirm its
mass entertainment functions. In terms of its distribution, broadcast television has fragmented in
most countries into many separate channels. Even so, the typical pattern that remains is one in
which a few (national) channels are very dominant in audience and financial terms. An
enduring feature of the appeal of television seems to lie in the very fact that it is a medium that
brings people together to share the same experiences in an otherwise fragmented and
individuated society and not only in the circle of the family.

The main features of broadcast television and radio are summarized in Box 2.6.

—
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2.0 Television as medium and institution: key features

Medium aspects

Very diverse types of content

Audiovisual channels

Close, personal and domestic association
Low intensity and involvement experience

Institutional aspects

Complex technology and organization
Subject to legal and social control
National andinternational character
High public visibility

Radio notably refused to die in the face of the rise of television and it has prospered on the
basis of several distinctive features. Competition with television led to a degree of deliberate
differentiation. The close supervision of national radio systems relaxed after the rise of
television and there was a ‘pirate’ phase, in which amateurs and independent entrepreneurs
set up competing illegal stations. Radio ceased to be a highly regulated national ‘voice’ and
became more free to experiment and to express new, minority and even deviant sounds in
voice and music. As a medium, it has much more channel capacity and therefore much greater
and more diverse access. It is much cheaper and more flexible in production than television
and also cheap and flexible in use for its audience. There are no longer limitations on the place
where radio can be listened to or the time of reception, since listening can be combined with
other routine activities. It has possibilities for interaction with its audience by way of the
telephone and can accommodate many different genres. In fact, radio has flourished since the
coming of television, even if it can no longer claim the mass audience of its glory days in the



1940s. The main features discussed are outlined in Box 2.7.

Radio as medium and institution: key features 2.7

Medium aspects

e Sound appeal only

e Portable and flexible in use

e Multiple types of content, but more music
e Participative (two-way) potential

¢ Individual and intimate in use

Institutional aspects

e Relative freedom
e Local and decentralized
e Economical to produce

Recorded Music

Relatively little attention has been given to music as a mass medium in theory and research,
perhaps because the implications for society have never been clear, and neither have there
been sharp discontinuities in the possibilities offered by successive technologies of recording
and reproduction/transmission. Recorded and replayed music has not even enjoyed a
convenient label to describe its numerous media manifestations, although the generic term
‘phonogram’ has been suggested (Burnett, 1990, 1996) to cover music accessed via record
players, tape players, compact disc players, VCRs (video cassette recorders), broadcasting
and cable, etc.

The recording and replaying of music began around 1880 and records were quite rapidly
diffused, on the basis of the wide appeal of popular songs and melodies. Their popularity and
diffusion were closely related to the already established place of the piano (and other
instruments) in the home. Much radio content since the early days has consisted of music, even
more so since the rise of television. While there may have been a gradual tendency for the
‘Phonogram’ to replace private music-making, there has never been a large gap between mass-
mediated music and personal and direct audience enjoyment of musical performance
(concerts, choirs, bands, dances, etc). The phonogram makes music of all kinds more
accessible at all times in more places to more people, but it is hard to discern a fundamental
discontinuity in the general character of popular musical experience, despite changes of genre
and fashion.

Even so, there have been big changes in the broad character of the phonogram since its



beginnings. The first change was the addition of radio broadcast music to phonogram records,
which greatly increased the range and amount of music available and extended it to many more
people than had access to gramophones or jukeboxes. The transition of radio from a family to
an individual medium in the post-war ‘transistor’ revolution was a second major change, which
opened up a relatively new market of young people for what became a burgeoning record
industry. Each development since then — portable tape players, the Sony Walkman, the
compact disc, music video and ipod — has given the spiral another twist, still based on a
predominantly young audience. The result has been a mass media industry which is very
interrelated, concentrated in ownership and internationalized (Negus, 1992). Despite this,
music media have significant radical and creative strands which have developed despite
increased commercialization (Frith, 1981). The growth of music downloading and sharing via
the Internet has added to the distribution traffic and seriously challenged the power of music
rights holders.

While the cultural significance of music has received sporadic attention, its relationship to
social and political events has been recognized and occasionally celebrated or feared. Since
the rise of the youth-based industry in the 1960s, mass-mediated popular music has been
linked to youthful idealism and political concern, to supposed degeneration and hedonism, to
drug-taking, violence and antisocial attitudes. Music has also played a part in various
nationalist independence movements. For instance, songs of protest and nationalism were a
potent element in the pursuit of independence of Ireland from Britain. More recently, the end of
Soviet control of Estonia was described as the ‘singing revolution’ because music enabled
people to come together and express their aspirations for restoration of autonomy and the
suppressed national culture. While the content of music has never been easy to regulate, its
distribution has predominantly been in the hands of established institutions, and its perceived
deviant tendencies have been subject to some sanctions. In any case, most popular music
expresses and responds to rather enduring conventional values and personal needs, with no
subversive aim or potential. These points about music are summarized in Box 2.8.

—
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2.8 Recorded music (phonogram) as medium and institution: key features

Medium aspects

Sound experience only

Personal and emotional satisfactions
Main appeal to youth

Mobile, flexible individual in use

Institutional aspects

e Low degree of regulation
e High degree of internationalization



Multiple technologies and platforms
Links to major media industry
Organizational fragmentation
Central to youth culture

The Communications Revolution: New Media versus Old

The expression ‘new media’ has been in use since the 1960s and has had to encompass an
expanding and diversifying set of applied communication technologies. The editors of the
Handbook of New Media (Lievrouw and Livingstone, 2006) point to the difficulties of saying just
what the ‘new media’ comprise. They choose to define them in a composite way, linking
information communication technologies (ICT) with their associated social contexts, bringing
together three elements: technological artefacts and devices; activities, practices and uses; and
social arrangements and organizations that form around the devices and practices. As noted
above, much the same definition applies to ‘old media’, although the artefacts, uses and
arrangements are different. As far as the essential features of ‘new media’ are concerned, the
main ones seem to be their interconnectedness, their accessibility to individual users as
senders and/or receivers, their interactivity, their multiplicity of use and open-ended character,
and their ubiquity and ‘delocatedness’ (see also Chapter 6).

Our primary concern in this book is with mass communication, which is closely related to
the old media and seems thus to be rendered obsolete by new media. However, as noted
already, mass communication is not a process that is limited to mass media nor has it
necessarily declined. The new media technologies also carry mass communication activities.
Liders (2008) argues that distinctions between mass media and personal media have not been
abolished but have become unstable. Even so, the rise of new media is seen by some as a
revolt against mass communication, an idea that has a long history in critical theory (see
Enzensberger, 1970). The two main driving forces of change were initially satellite
communication and the harnessing of the computer. The key to the immense power of the
computer as a communication machine lies in the process of digitalization that allows
information of all kinds in all formats to be carried with the same efficiency and also
intermingled. In principle, there is no longer any need for the various different media that have
been described, since all could be subsumed in the same computerized communication
network and reception centre (in the home, for instance). So far this has not happened, and it is
bound to be a gradual process if and when it does. But we already see many signs of
newspaper moving to a life online. Alongside computer-based technologies there are other
innovations that have in some degree changed some aspects of mass communication (Carey,
2003). New means of transmission by cable, satellite and radio have immensely increased the
capacity to transmit. New means of storage and retrieval, including the personal video recorder,
CD-ROM, compact disc, DVD, ipod, etc., have also expanded the range of possibilities, and
even the remote control device has played a part. While not directly supporting mass
communication, the many new possibilities for private ‘media-making’ (camcorders, PCs,
printers, cameras, mobile phones, etc.) have expanded the world of media and forged bridges
between public and private communication and between the spheres of professional and
amateur. Finally, we should note the new kinds of ‘quasi-media’, including computer games
and virtual reality devices, that overlap with the media in their culture and in the satisfactions of
use.

The implications of all this for mass media are still far from clear, although it is certain that
the ‘traditional’ media have also benefited greatly from new media innovations as well as



acquiring new competitors. Secondly, we can already conclude that the communications
revolution has generally shifted the ‘balance of power’ from the media to the audience in so far
as there are more options to choose from and more active uses of media available. Traditional
mass communication was essentially one-directional, while the new forms of communication
are essentially interactive. Mass communication has in several respects become less massive
and less centralized.

The Internet

Beyond that, it is useful to distinguish between the implications of enhanced transmission and
the emergence of any new medium as such. The former means more speed, capacity and
efficiency, while the latter opens up new possibilities for content, use and effects. The foremost
claim to status as a new medium and maybe also a mass medium is the Internet. Even so,
mass features are not its primary characteristic. The Internet began primarily as a non-
commercial means of intercommunication and data exchange between professionals, but its
more recent rapid advance has been fuelled by its potential as a purveyor of goods and many
profitable services and as an alternative to other means of personal and interpersonal
communication (Castells, 2001). The medium is not yet mature or clearly defined, in line with
Lievrouw’s (2004:12) still valid assessment that there is ‘no overarching killer application of
online interaction’. Nevertheless, there is a case for seeing both search engines and social
networking sites as dominant and unique applications. Initially, diffusion proceeded most
rapidly in North America and Northern Europe. In the USA, it appeared to reach a ceiling of
diffusion in 2001, at around 60% to 70% of the population (Rainie and Bell, 2004), but with
much continuing flux. More recent figures indicate even higher household penetration in other
countries (Klng et al., 2008). Actual use varies considerably in amount and type and overlap
with the use of other media (e.g. music, film, radio). Some applications of the Internet, such as
online news, are clearly extensions of newspaper journalism, although online news itself is
also evolving in new directions, with new capabilities of content and new forms (as where a
member of the public adopts the role of journalist).

The Internet’'s claim to full medium status is based in part on its having a distinctive
technology, manner of use, range of content and services, and a distinct image of its own.
However, the Internet has no clear institutional status and is not owned, controlled or organized
by any single body, but is simply a network of internationally interconnected computers
operating according to agreed protocols. Numerous organizations, but especially service
providers and telecommunication bodies, contribute to its operation (Braman and Roberts,
2003). The Internet as such does not exist anywhere as a legal entity and is not subject to any
single set of national laws or regulations (Lessig, 1999). Klotz (2004) said that no new legal
paradigm for cyberspace has been realized, although it is at too early a stage of development to
conclude that there never will be legal framework. At the time of writing, in 2009, this is still the
position. However, those who use the Internet can be accountable to the laws and regulations
of the country in which they reside as well as to international law (Gringras, 1997). We return to
the question of the Internet in Chapter 6 and elsewhere, but for the moment we can record its
chief characteristics as a (mass) medium. Essential features of the Internet are summarized in
Box 2.9, without distinguishing between ‘medium’ and ‘institutional’ aspects, since the former
are so multiple and the latter so undeveloped.



The Internet as a medium: essential features 2.9

o Computer-based technologies

e Hybrid, non-dedicated, flexible character

¢ Interactive potential

e Private and public functions

e Low degree of regulation

¢ Interconnectedness

e Ubiquity and de-locatedness

e Accessible to individuals as communicators

e A medium of both mass and personal communication

Differences between Media

It is much less easy to distinguish these various media from each other than it used to be. This
is partly because some media forms are now distributed across different types of transmission
channel, reducing the original uniqueness of form and experience in use. Secondly, the
increasing convergence of technology, based on digitalization, can only reinforce this
tendency. Newspapers are already widely accessible as text on the Internet, and the telephone
system is also delivering media content, especially by way of the Internet. The clear lines of
regulatory regime between the media are already blurred, both recognizing and encouraging
greater similarity between different media. Thirdly, globalizing tendencies are reducing the
distinctiveness of any particular national variant of media content and institution. Fourthly, the
continuing trends towards integration of national and global media corporations have led to the
housing of different media under the same roof, encouraging convergence by another route.

Nevertheless, on certain dimensions, clear differences do remain. There are some obvious
differences in terms of typical content. There is also evidence that media are perceived
differently in terms of physical and psychosocial characteristics (see Box 6.4, Chapter 6). Media
vary a good deal in terms of perceived trust and credibility, although findings vary from country
to country. Here we look only at two enduring questions. First, how free is a medium in relation
to the wider society? Secondly, what is a medium good for and what are its perceived uses,
from the point of view of an individual audience member?

Dimension of freedom versus control

Relations between media and society have a material, a political and a normative or social-
cultural dimension. Central to the political dimension is the question of freedom and control.
The main normative issue concerns how media ought to use the freedom they have. As noted
above, near-total freedom was claimed and eventually gained for the book, for a mixture of
reasons, in which the claims of politics, religion, science and art all played some part. This
situation remains unchallenged in free societies, although the book has lost some of its once
subversive potential as a result of its relative marginalization (book reading is a minority or
minor form of media use). The influence of books remains considerable, but has to a large
extent to be mediated through other more popular media or other institutions (education,
politics, etc.).



The newspaper press bases its historical claim to freedom of operation much more directly
on its political functions of expressing opinion and circulating political and economic
information. But the newspaper is also a significant business enterprise for which freedom to
produce and supply its primary product (information) is a necessary condition of successful
operation in the marketplace. Broadcast television and radio are still generally licensed and
have limited political freedom in practice, partly because of their privileged access to scarce
spectrum space (despite the proclaimed ‘end of scarcity’) and partly because of their believed
impact and power to persuade. But they are also often expected to use their informative
capacity to support the democratic process and serve the public good in other ways. Even so,
the current trend is for market forces to have a greater influence on the conduct of broadcasting
than either political control or voluntary social responsibility.

The various new media, using cable, satellite or telecommunications networks for
distribution, still await clear definitions of their appropriate degree of political freedom. The key
new medium in this respect is the Internet. Freedom from control may be claimed on the
grounds of privacy or the fact that these are not media of indiscriminate mass distribution but
are directed to specific users. They are so-called ‘common carriers’ that generally escape
control over their content because they are open to all on equal terms and primarily for personal
or business rather than public matters. They also increasingly share the same communicative
tasks as media with established editorial autonomy. The unclear status of most new media in
respect of freedom is still a matter of dispute, since they are de facto very free, but also give rise
to widespread fears of misuse.

The intermedia differences relating to political control (freedom means few regulations and
little supervisory apparatus) follow a general pattern. In practice this means that the nearer any
medium gets to operating as a mass medium, the more it can expect the attentions of
governments and politicians, since it affects the exercise of power. In general, activities in the
sphere of fiction, fantasy or entertainment are more likely to escape attention than are activities
that touch directly on the ongoing reality of events and circumstances.

Virtually all media of public communication have a radical potential, in the sense of being
potentially subversive of reigning systems of social control. They can provide access for new
voices and perspectives on the existing order; new forms of organization and protest are made
available for the subordinate or disenchanted. Even so, the institutional development of
successful media has usually resulted in the elimination of the early radical potential, partly as
a side-effect of commercialization, partly because authorities fear disturbance to society
(Winston, 1986). According to Beniger (1986), the driving logic of new communication
technology has always been towards increased control. This generalization is now being
tested with reference to the Internet and looks like being validated.

The normative dimension of control operates according to the same general principles,
although sometimes with different consequences for particular media. For instance, film, which
has generally escaped direct political control, has often been subject to self-censorship and to
monitoring of its content, on grounds of its potential moral impact on the young and
impressionable (especially in matters of violence, crime or sex). The widespread restrictions
applied to television in matters of culture and morals stem from the same tacit assumptions.
These are that media that are very popular and have a potentially strong emotional impact on
many people need to be supervised in ‘the public interest'.

However, the more communication activities can be defined as either educational or
‘serious’ in purpose or, alternatively, as artistic and creative, the more freedom from normative
restrictions can usually be claimed. There are complex reasons for this, but it is also a fact that
‘art’ and content of higher moral seriousness do not usually reach large numbers and are seen



as marginal to power relations.

The degree of control of media by state or society depends partly on the feasibility of
applying it. The most regulated media have typically been those whose distribution is most
easily supervised, such as centralized national radio or television broadcasting or local cinema
distribution. Books and print media generally are much less easy to monitor or to suppress. The
same applies to local radio, while desktop publishing and photocopying and all manner of
ways of reproducing sound and images have made direct censorship a very blunt and
ineffective instrument.

The difficulty of policing national frontiers to keep out unwanted foreign communication is
another consequence of new technology that promotes more freedom. While new technology in
general seems to increase the promise of freedom of communication, the continued strength of
institutional controls, including those of the market, over actual flow and reception should not be
underestimated. It is also becoming clearer that the Internet is not impossible to control, as once
believed, since all traffic can be monitored and traced and some countries have effectively
blocked websites and content they dislike and can punish users. There is also extensive self-
censorship by service providers in the face of threats or legal uncertainty.

The main issues raised in this section are summarized in Box 2.10 dealing with social
control, with particular reference to two aspects: means or types of control and motives.
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2.10 Social control of media

Types of control

Censorship of content

Legal restrictions

Control of infrastructures
Economic means

Self-regulation or self-censorship

Motives for control

Fear of political subversion
For moral or cultural reasons
Combat cyber-crime
National security

Dimensions of use and reception

The increasing difficulty of typifying or distinguishing media channels in terms of content and
function has undermined once stable social definitions of media. The newspaper, for instance,



may now be as much an entertainment medium, or a consumers’ guide, as it is a source of
information about political and social events. Cable and satellite television systems are no
longer confined to offering general programming for all. Even so, a few dominant images and
definitions of what media ‘are best for’ do appear to survive, the outcome of tradition, social
forces and the ‘bias’ of certain technologies.

For instance, television, despite the many changes and extensions relating to production,
transmission and reception, remains primarily a medium of family entertainment, even if the
family is less likely to be viewing together (see Chapter 16). It is still a focus of public interest
and a shared experience in most societies. It has both a domestic and a collective character
that seem to endure. The traditional conditions of family living (shared space, time and
conditions) may account for this, despite the technological trend to individuation of use and
specialization of content. The expected diffusion of digital radio and television might tend to
reinforce the latter trend, along with demographic trends to more one-person households, more
divorce and fewer children.

?

2.11 Dimensions of media use: questions arising

Inside or outside the home?
Individual or shared experience?
Public or private in use?
Interactive or not?

The questions about media use in Box 2.11 indicate three dimensions of media reception
that mainly apply to traditional media: whether within or outside the home; whether an
individual or a shared experience; and whether more public or more private. Television is
typically shared, domestic and public. The newspaper, despite its changing content, conforms
to a different type. It is certainly public in character, but is less purely domestic and is individual
in use. Radio is now many things but often rather private, not exclusively domestic and more
individual in use than television. Both the book and the music phonogram also largely follow
this pattern. In general, the distinctions indicated have become less sharp as a result of
changes of technology in the direction of proliferation and convergence of reception
possibilities.

The newer digital media have added to the uncertainty about which medium is good for
what purpose, but they have also added a fourth dimension by which media can be
distinguished: that of degree of interactivity. The more interactive media are those that allow
continual motivated choice and response by users. While the video game, CD-ROM, Internet
and telephone chatline are clear examples where interaction is the norm, it is also the case that
multi-channel cable or satellite television has an increased interactive potential, as do the
recording and replay facilities of the domestic VCR. Interactivity has developed from a simple
reaction possibility to the creation and supply of content, as with some social networking sites.



Conclusion

This chapter has offered a commentary on the evolution of mass media from the early days of
printing in the late Middle Ages to the present age of information communication technology
and the information society. It has told the story not as a narrative with dates and descriptions of
events, but in terms of brief sketches of the mass media and their main forms, in chronological
order. It has highlighted their main characteristics in terms of capacity to communicate, uses for
an audience and regard by the larger society. Although the primary distinction is according to a
type of technology, equal importance attaches to social, cultural and political factors. Certain
technologies survived the evolutionary struggle, so to speak, and some others (not described
here) did not make it. The same applies to the various uses to which the media have been put.
There is no determining logic at work. Notable is the fact that all the media described are still
with us and, in their own way, flourishing, despite recurrent predictions that one master medium
would drive out weaker competitors. They have all found a means of adapting to changed
conditions and new competitors.
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Conclusion

This chapter is concerned with defining basic concepts for the study of mass communication
and explaining their origin in terms of the way the relationship between mass media and
society has developed over the last century. Although new media have arisen and social and
economic circumstances are very different, there are many continuities and many of the issues
that faced the early media theorists and researchers are still with us, sometimes in more acute
form. This overview of concepts provides a framework that can be applied to the issues listed in
Chapter 1 (p. 9). In the second part of the chapter attention focuses on the main alternative
perspectives and methods that have been adopted, with particular reference to the difference
between critical and applied research and between quantitative, cause-and-effect methods and
qualitative, cultural approaches. Lastly, the chapter outlines four models that have been
developed for framing and studying the mass communication process, each with its own bias,
but also with distinctive advantages. They are not so much alternative as complementary.

Early Perspectives on Media and Society

The twentieth century can plausibly be described as the ‘first age of mass media’. It was also
marked by alternating wonder and alarm at the influence of the mass media. Despite the
enormous changes in media institutions and technology, and in society itself, and also the rise
of a ‘science of communication’, the terms of public debate about the potential social
significance of ‘the media’ seem to have changed remarkably little. A description of the issues
which emerged during the first two or three decades of the twentieth century is of more than just
historical interest, and early thinking provides a point of reference for understanding the
present. Three sets of ideas were of particular importance from the outset. One concerned the
question of the power of the new means of communication; a second, the question of social
integration or disintegration that they might cause; and the third, the question of public
enlightenment, which they might either promote or diminish. These themes are dealt with in

depth in Chapter 4.

The power of mass media

A belief in the power of mass media was initially based on the observation of their great reach
and apparent impact, especially in relation to the new popular newspaper press. According to
DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach (1989), newspaper circulation in the USA peaked in 1910, although
it happened a good deal later in Europe and other parts of the world. The popular press was



mainly funded by commercial advertising its content was characterized by sensational news
stories, and its control was often concentrated in the hands of powerful press ‘barons’. The First
World War saw the mobilization of press and film in most of Europe and the United States for
the national war aims of contending states. The results seemed to leave little doubt of the
potency of media influence on the ‘masses’, when effectively managed and directed.

This impression was yet further reinforced by what happened in the Soviet Union and later
in Nazi Germany, where the media were pressed into the service of propaganda on behalf of
ruling party elites. The co-option of news and entertainment media by the allies in the Second
World War removed any doubts about their propagandist value. Before the century was half
way on its course, there was already a strongly held and soundly based view that mass
publicity was effective in shaping opinion and influencing behaviour. It could also have effects
on international relations and alliances. More recent events, including the fall of communism,
the Balkan wars, two Gulf wars and the ‘war on terror’, have confirmed the media as an
essential and volatile component in any international power struggle, where public opinion is
also a factor. The conditions for effective media power have generally included a national
media industry capable of reaching most of the population, a degree of consensus in the
message disseminated (whatever its direction) and some measure of credibility and trust in the
media on the part of audiences.

While by now, there is much more knowledge and also scepticism about the direct ‘power’
of mass communication, there is no less reliance on mass media in the spheres of advertising,
public relations and political campaigning. Politics is routinely conducted (and also reported)
on the assumption that skilful media presentation is absolutely vital to success in all normal
circumstances.

Communication and social integration

Social theorists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were very conscious of the
‘great transformation’ which was taking place, as slower, traditional and communal ways gave
way to fast-paced, secular, urban living and to a great expansion in the scale of social activities.
Many of the themes of European and North American sociology at this time reflect this
collective self-consciousness of the problems of change from small-scale to large-scale and
from rural to urban societies. The social theory of the time posited a need for new forms of
integration in the face of the problems caused by industrialization and urbanization. Crime,
prostitution, poverty and dependency were associated with the increasing anonymity, isolation
and uncertainty of modern life.

While the fundamental changes were social and economic, it was possible to point to
newspapers, film and other forms of popular culture (music, books, magazines, comics) as
potential contributors both to individual crime and declining morality and also to rootlessness,
impersonality and lack of attachment orcommunity. In the United States, large-scale
immigration from Europe in the first two decades of the twentieth century highlighted questions
of social cohesion and integration. This is exemplified in the work of the Chicago School of
Sociology and the writings of Robert Park, G.H. Mead, Thomas Dewey and others (Rogers,
1993). Hanno Hardt (1979, 1991) has reconstructed the main lines of early theory concerning
communication and social integration, both in Europe and in North America.

The links between popular mass media and social integration were easy to perceive in
terms both negative (more crime and immorality) and individualistic (loneliness, loss of
collective beliefs), but a positive contribution to cohesion and community was also expected
from modern communications. Mass media were a potential force for a new kind of cohesion,



able to connect scattered individuals in a shared national, city and local experience. They
could also be supportive of the new democratic politics and of social reform movements. Not
least in importance was the contribution of mass media, especially the cinema, to making hard
lives more bearable.

How the influence of media came to be interpreted was often a matter of an observer’s
personal attitude to modern society and the degree of optimism or pessimism in their social
outlook. The early part of the twentieth century, as well as (or perhaps because of) being a high
point of nationalism, revolution and social conflict, was also a time of progressive thinking,
democratic advance and scientific and technological progress.

In our time, circumstances have changed, although the underlying theme remains the
same. There is still concern about the weakness of the ties that bind individuals together and to
their society, the lack of shared values, the lack of social and civic participation, and the decline
in what has been called ‘social capital’ (Putham, 2000). The ties of trade unions, politics,
religion and family all seem to have grown steadily weaker. Problems of integration arise in
relation to new ethnic groups and migrants that have arrived in industrialized countries from
rural and culturally distant societies. There are new demands for communications media to
provide for the identityand expressive needs of old and new minorities within larger societies
as well as to contribute to social harmony. The individuating effects of the Internet have been
contrasted with the positive cohesive effect of the traditional newspaper press and broadcast
television (Sunstein, 2006).

Mass communication as mass educator

The spirit of the early twentieth century (modern and forward-looking) supported a third set of
ideas about mass communication — that the media could be a potent force for public
enlightenment, supplementing and continuing the new institutions of universal schooling,
public libraries and popular education. Political and social reformers saw a positive potential in
the media, taken as a whole, and the media also saw themselves as, on balance, making a
contribution to progress by spreading information and ideas, exposing political corruption and
also providing much harmless enjoyment for ordinary people. In many countries, journalists
were becoming more professional and adopting codes of ethics and good practice.

The democratic task of the press in informing the newly enfranchised masses was widely
recognized. The newly established radio institutions of the 1920s and 1930s, especially in
Europe, were often given a public cultural, educational and informative mission as well as the
task of promoting national identity and unity. Each new mass medium has been hailed for its
educational and cultural benefits and has been feared for its disturbing influence. The potential
for communication technology to promote enlightenment has been invoked once again in
respect of the latest communication technologies — those based on the computer and
telecommunications (e.g. Neuman, 1991). More fears than hopes are now being voiced about
the enlightenment role of the major mass media, as they increasingly seek to make profits in a
highly competitive marketplace where entertainment has more market value than education or
art. Public broadcasting is again being defended against market forces on the grounds of its
contribution to public knowledge and societal solidarity. Arguments are heard for a similar
public service presence in cyberspace.

The media as problem or scapegoat

Despite hopeful as well as fearful scenarios, the passing of decades does not seem to have
changed the tendency of public opinion both to blame the media (see Drotner, 1992) and to



demand that they do more to solve society’s ills. There are successive instances of alarm
relating to the media, whenever an insoluble or inexplicable social problem arises. The most
constant element has been a negative perception of the media — especially the inclination to
link media portrayals of crime, sex and violence with the seeming increase in social and moral
disorder. These waves of alarm have been called ‘moral panics’, partly because they are
based on little evidence either of media cause or actual effect.

New ills have also been found to lay at the door of the media, especially such phenomena
as violent political protest and demonstration, xenophobia, and even the supposed decline of
democracy and rise of political apathy and cynicism. Individual harms now include references
to depression, acquisitiveness, obesity (or its opposite) and lassitude. The most recent object of
such waves of alarm has been the Internet, suspected of encouraging paedophilia,
pornography, violence and hate as well as aiding terrorist organizations and international
crime. Paradoxically or not, it has usually been the media themselves that have highlighted and
amplified many of these alarmist views, perhaps because they seem to confirm the power of the
media, but more likely because they are already popularly believed and also newsworthy.

The ‘Mass’ Concept

This mixture of popular prejudice and social theorizing about the media has formed the
background against which research has been commissioned, hypotheses have been
formulated and tested, and more precise theories about mass communication have been
developed. And while the interpretations of the direction (positive or negative) of mass media
influence show much divergence, the most persistent element in public estimation of the media
has been a simple agreement on their strong influence. In turn, this perception owes much to
various meanings of the term ‘mass’. Although the concept of ‘mass society’ was not fully
developed until after the Second World War, the essential ideas were circulating before the end
of the nineteenth century. The key term ‘mass’ in fact unites a number of concepts which are
important for understanding how the process of mass communication has usually been
understood, right up to the present.

Early uses of the term usually carried negative associations. It referred initially to the
multitude or the ‘common people’, usually seen as uneducated, ignorant and potentially
irrational, unruly and even violent (as when the mass turned into a mob of rioters) (Bramson,
1961). It could also be used in a positive sense, however, especially in the socialist tradition,
where it connoted the strength and solidarity of ordinary working people when organized for
collective purposes or when having to bear oppression. The terms ‘mass support’, ‘mass
movement’ and ‘mass action’ are examples whereby large numbers of people acting together
can be seen in a positive light. As Raymond Williams (1961:289) commented: ‘“There are no
masses, only ways of seeing people as masses.’

Aside from its political references, the word ‘mass’, when applied to a set of people, has
unflattering implications. It suggests an amorphous collection of individuals without much
individuality. One standard dictionary definition defines the word as an ‘aggregate in which
individuality is lost’ (Shorter Oxford English Dictionary). This is close to the meaning which
early sociologists sometimes gave to the media audience. It was the large and seemingly
undifferentiated audiences for the popular media that provided the clearest examples of the
concept. The main features attributed to the mass are given in Box 3.1. These include both
objective and also subjective or perceived features.
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3.1 The concept of mass: theoretical features

Composed of a large aggregate of people
Undifferentiated composition

Mainly negative perception

Lacking internal order or structure
Reflective of a wider mass society

The Mass Communication Process

The term ‘mass communication’ came into use in the late 1930s, but its essential features were
already well known and have not really changed since, even if the media themselves have in
some ways become less massive. Early mass media were quite diverse in their scale and
conditions of operation. For instance, popular films could be seen in village tents as well as
metropolitan picture palaces. The newspaper press ranged from popular city dailies to small
local weeklies. Even so, we can discern the typical form of mass communication according to
certain general characteristics, which have already been introduced in Chapter 1.

The most obvious feature of the mass media is that they are designed to reach the many.
Potential audiences are viewed as large aggregates of more or less anonymous consumers,
and the relationship between sender and receiver is affected accordingly. The ‘sender’ is often
the organization itself or a professional communicator (journalist, presenter, producer,
entertainer, etc.) whom it employs. If not this, it is another voice of society given or sold access
to media channels (advertiser, politician, preacher, advocate of a cause, etc.). The relationship
is inevitably one-directional, one-sided and impersonal, and there is a social as well as a
physical distance between sender and receiver. The former usually has more authority,
prestige or expertise than the latter. The relationship is not only asymmetrical, it is often
calculative or manipulative in intention. It is essentially non-moral, based on a service promised
or asked for in some unwritten contract with no mutual obligation.

The symbolic content or message of mass communication is typically ‘manufactured’ in
standardized ways (mass production) and is reused and repeated in identical forms. Its flow is
overwhelmingly one-directional. It has generally lost its uniqueness and originality through
reproduction and overuse. The media message is a product of work with an exchange value in
the media market and a use value for its receiver, the media consumer. It is essentially a
commodity and differs in this respect from the symbolic content of other types of human
communication.

One early definition (Janowitz, 1968) reads as follows: ‘Mass communications comprise
the institutions and techniques by which specialized groups employ technological devices
(press, radio, films, etc.) to disseminate symbolic content to large, heterogeneous and widely
dispersed audiences.’ In this and similar definitions, the word ‘communication’ is really equated
with ‘transmission’, as viewed by the sender, rather than the fuller meaning of the term which
includes the notions of response, sharing and interaction. This definition is also limited by its
equating the process of mass communication with the means of transmission. However, the two



are not synonymous. In particular, we can now see that new media can serve both for mass
communication and for personalized, individual communication.

We can also see that the true mass media also had uses that cannot be counted as mass
communication (e.g. as a means passing time, companionship, etc.). There are other common
uses of the same technologies and other kinds of relationships mediated through the same
networks. For instance, the basic forms and technologies of ‘mass’ communication are the
same as those used for very local newspapers or radio and they might also be used in
education. Mass media can also be used for individual, private or organizational purposes. The
same media that carry public messages to large publics for public purposes can also carry
personal notices, advocacy messages, charitable appeals, situations-vacant advertisements
and many varied kinds of information and culture. This point is especially relevant at a time of
convergence of communication technologies, when the boundaries between public and
private and large-scale and individual communication networks are increasingly blurred.

Mass communication was, from the beginning, more of an idea than a reality. The term
stands for a condition and a process that is theoretically possible but rarely found in any pure
form. Where it does seem to occur, it often turns out to be less massive, and less
technologically determined, than it appears on the surface. The defining characteristics of the
concept are set out in Box 3.2. All of these have an objective basis, but the concept as a whole
is often used in a subjective and imprecise way.
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3.2 The mass communication process: theoretical features

e Large-scale distribution and reception of content

e One-directional flow

e Asymmetrical relation between sender and receiver

¢ |Impersonal and anonymous relationship with audience
e Calculative or market relationship with audience

e Standardization and commodification of content

The Mass Audience

Herbert Blumer (1939) was the first to define the mass formally as a new type of social
formation in modern society, by contrasting it with other formations, especially the group, crowd
and public. In a small group, all its members know each other, are aware of their common
membership, share the same values, have a certain structure of relationships which is stable
over time, and interact to achieve some purpose. The crowd is larger but still restricted within
observable boundaries in a particular space. It is, however, temporary and rarely re-forms with
the same composition. It may possess a high degree of identity and share the same ‘mood’, but
there is usually no structure or order to its moral and social composition. It can act, but its
actions are often seen to have an affective and emotional, often irrational, character.

The third collectivity named by Blumer, the public, is likely to be relatively large, widely
dispersed and enduring. It tends to form around an issue or cause in public life, and its primary



purpose is to advance an interest or opinion and to achieve political change. It is an essential
element in democratic politics, based on the ideal of rational discourse within an open political
system and often comprising the better-informed section of the population. The rise of the public
is characteristic of modern liberal democracies and related to the rise of the ‘bourgeois’ or party
newspapers described earlier.

The term ‘mass’ captured several features of the new audiences for cinema and radio (and
to some extent the popular press) that were not covered by any of these three concepts. The
new audience was typically much larger than any group, crowd or public. It was very widely
dispersed, and its members were usually unknown to each other or to whoever brought the
audience into existence. It lacked self-awareness and self-identity and was incapable of acting
together in an organized way to secure objectives. It was marked by a shifting composition
within changing boundaries. It did not act for itself but was, rather, ‘acted upon’ (and thus an
object of manipulation). It was heterogeneous in consisting of large numbers from all social
strata and demographic groups, but also homogeneous in its choice of some particular object of
interest and according to the perception of those who would like to manipulate it. The main
features attributed to the mass audience are summarized in Box 3.3.
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The mass audience: 33
main theoretical features = °

e Large numbers of readers, viewers, etc.

e Widely dispersed

¢ Non-interactive and anonymous relation to each other
e Heterogeneous composition

¢ Not organized or self-acting

¢ An object of management or manipulation by the media

The audience for mass media is not the only social formation that can be characterized in
this way, since the word ‘mass’ is sometimes applied to consumers in the expression ‘mass
market’ or to large bodies of voters (the ‘mass electorate’). It is significant, however, that such
entities also often correspond with media audiences and that mass media are used to direct or
control both consumer and political behaviour.

Within the conceptual framework sketched, media use was represented as a form of ‘mass
behaviour’, which in turn encouraged the application of methods of ‘mass research’ —
especially large-scale surveys and other methods for recording the reach and response of
audiences to what was offered. A commercial and organizational logic for ‘audience research’
was furnished with theoretical underpinnings. It seemed to make sense, as well as being
practical, to discuss media audiences in purely quantitative terms. In fact, the methods of
research tended only to reinforce a biased conceptual perspective (treating the audience as a
mass market). Research into ratings and the reach of press and broadcasting reinforced a view
of the audiences as a mass market of consumers.



The Mass Media as an Institution of Society

Despite changing technology, mass communication persists within the whole framework of the
mass media institution. This refers broadly to the set of media organizations and activities,
together with their own formal or informal rules of operation and sometimes legal and policy
requirements set by the society. These reflect the expectations of the public as a whole and of
other social institutions (such as politics, governments, law, religion and the economy). Media
institutions have gradually developed around the key activities of publication and
dissemination. They also overlap with other institutions, especially as these expand their public
communication activities. They are internally segmented according to type of technology (print,
film, television, etc.) and often within each type (such as national versus local press or
broadcasting). They also change over time and differ from one country to another (see Chapter
9). Even so, there are several typical defining features, additional to the central activity of
producing and distributing ‘knowledge’ (information, ideas, culture) on behalf of those who want
to communicate and in response to individual and collective demand.

While it is quite common to find the entire set of mass media referred to as an institution in
such expressions as the ‘effects of the media’ or ‘responsibilities of media in society’, in free
societies there is no formal institution of the media in the way that there is in respect of health,
education, justice or the military. Nevertheless, the media separately or together do tend to
develop institutional forms that are embedded in and recognized by, the wider society. The
‘press’ is a good example of this. There are no formal definitions or boundaries, but it typically
describes all newspapers and magazines, journalists, editors and media owners. There is no
formal external regulation, but there are voluntary codes of conduct and ethics. The press
accepts some public responsibiliies and receives some rights and privileges in return,
especially a guarantee of freedom. Other media, such as broadcasting, develop their own
institutional identity. There is enough in common between all media to justify a reference to a
single ‘media institution’, the main conceptual features of which are shown in Box 3.4.

>

3.4 The mass media institution: main theoretical features

e The core activity is the production and distribution of information and culture

e Media acquire functions and responsibilities in the ‘public sphere’ that are overseen by
the institution

e Control is mainly by self-regulation, with limits set by society

e Boundaries of membership are uncertain

e Media are free and in principle independent of political and economic power

Mass Culture and Popular Culture

The typical content which flowed through the newly created channels to the new mass
audience was from the start a very diverse mixture of stories, images, information, ideas,
entertainment and spectacles. Even so, the single concept of ‘mass culture’ was commonly



used to refer to all this (see Rosenberg and White, 1957). Mass culture had a wider reference to
the tastes, preferences, manners and styles of the mass (or just the majority) of people. It also
once had a generally negative connotation, mainly because of its associations with the
assumed cultural preferences of ‘uncultivated’, non-discriminating or just lower-class
audiences.

The term is now quite dated, partly because class differences are less sharply drawn or
clearly acknowledged and they no longer separate an educated professional minority from a
large, poor and ill-educated working-class majority. It is also the case that the former hierarchy
of ‘cultural taste’ is no longer widely accepted. Even when in fashion, the idea of mass culture
as an exclusively ‘lower-class’ phenomenon was not empirically justified, since it referred to the
normal cultural experience of almost everyone to some degree (Wilensky, 1964). The
expression ‘popular culture’ is now generally preferred because it simply denotes what many or
even most people like. It may also have some connotation of what is popular with the young in
particular. More recent developments in media and cultural studies (as well as in society)
have led to a positive valuation of popular culture. For some media theorists (e.g. Fiske, 1987),
the very fact of popularity is a token of value in political as well as cultural terms.

Definitions and contrasts

Attempts to define mass culture often contrasted it (unfavourably) with more traditional forms of
(symbolic) culture. Wilensky, for instance, compared it with the notion of ‘high culture’, which
will refer to two characteristics of the product:

(1) it is created by, or under the supervision of, a cultural elite operating within some aesthetic, literary, or scientific
tradition ... (2) critical standards independent of the consumer of their product are systematically applied to it ... ‘Mass
culture’ will refer to cultural products manufactured solely for the mass market. Associated characteristics, not intrinsic
to the definition, are standardization of product and mass behaviourin its use. (1964:176, original emphasis)

Mass culture was also differentiated from an earlier cultural form — that of folk culture or a
traditional culture which more evidently comes from the people and usually predates (or is
independent of) mass media and the mass production of culture. Original folk culture
(especially expressed in dress, customs, song, stories, dance, etc.) was being widely
rediscovered in Europe during the nineteenth century. Often, this was for reasons connected
with the rise of nationalism, otherwise as part of the ‘arts and crafts’ movement and the romantic
reaction against industrialism. The rediscovery (by the middle classes) was taking place at the
very time that it was rapidly disappearing among worker and peasant classes because of social
change. Folk culture was originally made unselfconsciously, using traditional forms, themes,
materials and means of expression, and had usually been incorporated into everyday life.
Critics of mass culture often regretted the loss of the integrity and simplicity of folk art, and the
issue is still alive in parts of the world where mass-produced culture has not completely
triumphed. The new urban industrial working class of Western Europe and North America were
the first consumers of the new mass culture after being cut off from the roots of folk culture. No
doubt the mass media drew on some popular cultural streams and adapted others to the
conditions of urban life to fill the cultural void created by industrialization, but intellectual critics
could usually see only a cultural loss. The main features of mass culture are summarized in
Box 3.5.



3.5 The idea of mass culture: main features

¢ Non-traditional form and content
¢ Intended for mass consumption
e Mass produced and formulaic

e Pejorative image

e Commercial

e Homogenized

Other views of mass culture

The rise of mass culture was open to more than one interpretation. Bauman (1972), for
instance, took issue with the idea that mass communication media caused mass culture,
arguing that they were more a tool to shape something that was happening in any case as a
result of the increasing cultural homogeneity of national societies. In his view, what is often
referred to as ‘mass culture’ is more properly just a more universal or standardized culture.
Several features of mass communication have contributed to the process of standardization,
especially dependence on the market, the supremacy of large-scale organization and the
application of new technology to cultural production. This more objective approach helps to
defuse some of the conflict that has characterized the debate about mass culture. In some
measure, the ‘problem of mass culture’ reflected the need to come to terms with new
technological possibilities for symbolic reproduction (Benjamin, 1977) which challenged
established notions of art. The issue of mass culture was fought out in

social and political terms, without being resolved in aesthetic terms.Despite the search for
a seemingly value-free conception of mass culture, the issue remains conceptually and
ideologically troublesome. As Bourdieu (1986) and others have clearly demonstrated, different
conceptions of cultural merit are strongly connected with social class differences. Possession
of economic capital has usually gone hand in hand with possession of ‘cultural capital’, which
in class societies can also be ‘encashed’ for material advantages. Class-based value systems
once strongly maintained the superiority of ‘high’ and traditional culture against much of the
typical popular culture of the mass media. The support for such value systems (though maybe
not for the class system) has weakened, although the issue of differential cultural quality
remains alive as an aspect of a continuing cultural and media policy debate.

Lastly, we can keep in mind that, as noted above, ‘popular culture’ has been widely
‘revalued’ by social and cultural theorists and largely deproblematized. It is no longer viewed
as lacking in originality, creativity or merit and is often celebrated for its meanings, cultural
significance and expressive value (see pp. 117-18).

Reassessing the concept of mass

The idea of a mass or a mass society was always an abstract notion, expressing a critical view
of contemporary cultural trends. Today, it probably seems even more theoretical and less
relevant. Nevertheless, some of the ills and discontents that it once referred to are still with us,
sometimes under new names. These include: experience of loneliness and feelings of
isolation; feelings of powerlessness in the face of economic, political and environmental forces



outside our control; the sense of impersonality in much of modern life, sometimes made worse
by information technology; a decline in togetherness; and a loss of security.

What is probably clearer now is that mass media can be as much a part of the solution as
of the problem. Depending on who and where we are, they offer ways of coping with the
difficulties of large-scale society, making sense of our predicament and mediating our relations
with larger forces. The media are now probably less ‘massive’, one-directional and distant, and
more responsive and participant.

But they are not always benign in their working. They can exert power without
accountability and destroy individual lives by aggressive intrusion into privacy, by
stereotyping and stigmatizing and by systematic misinformation. When they agree on some
issue there is little tolerance of deviance, and when they decide to support the authorities there
is no court of appeal. They can undermine as well as support the democratic political process.
They have in fact some of the characteristics of benevolent despots — by turns endearing,
capricious, ferocious or irrational. For these reasons, it is necessary to keep a long memory
even for what seem old-fashioned notions.

The Rise of a Dominant Paradigm for Theory and Research

The ideas about media and society, and the various subconcepts of ‘mass’ that have been
described, have helped to shape a framework of research into mass communication which has
been described as ‘dominant’ in more than one sense. The ‘dominant paradigm’ combines a
view of powerful mass media in a mass society with the typical research practices of the
emerging social sciences, especially social surveys, social-psychological experiments and
statistical analysis. The underlying view of society in the dominant paradigm is essentially
normative. It presumes a certain kind of normally functioning ‘good society’ which would be
democratic (elections, universal suffrage, representation), liberal (secular, free-market
conditions, individualistic, freedom of speech), pluralistic (institutionalized competition between
parties and interests), consensual and orderly (peaceful, socially integrated, fair, legitimate),
and also well informed. The liberal-pluralist perspective does not view social inequality as
essentially problematic or even unjust, as long as tensions and conflicts can be resolved by
existing institutional means.

The potential or actual good or harm to be expected from mass media has largely been
judged according to this model, which coincides with an idealized view of western society. The
contradictions within this view of society and its distance from social reality are often ignored.
Most early research concerning media in developing or Third World countries was guided by
the assumption that these societies would gradually converge on the same (more advanced
and progressive) western model. Early communication research was also influenced by the
notion that the model of a liberal, pluralist and just society was threatened by an alternative,
totalitarian form (communism), where the mass media were distorted into tools for suppressing
democracy. The awareness of this alternative helped to identify and even reinforce the norm
described. The media often saw themselves as playing a key role in supporting and expressing
the values of the ‘western way of life’. Since the virtual extinction of communism, other enemies
have emerged, notably international terrorism, sometimes linked (by the media and authorities)
with religious fundamentalism or other ‘extremist’ or revolutionary movements.

Origins in functionalism and information science

The theoretical elements of the dominant paradigm were not invented for the case of the mass
media but were largely taken over from sociology, psychology and an applied version of



information science. This took place especially in the decade after the Second World War,
when there was a largely unchallenged North American hegemony over both the social
sciences and the mass media (Tunstall, 1977). Sociology, as it matured theoretically, offered a
functionalist framework of analysis for the media as for other institutions. Lasswell (1948) was
the first to formulate a clear statement of the ‘functions’ of communication in society — meaning
essential tasks performed for its maintenance (see Chapter 4). The general assumption is that
communication works towards the integration, continuity and order of society, although mass
communication also has potentially dysfunctional (disruptive or harmful) consequences.
Despite a much reduced intellectual appeal, the language of functions has proved difficult to
escape from in discussions of media and society.

The second theoretical element influential in the dominant paradigm guiding media
research stemmed from information theory, as developed by Shannon and Weaver (1949),
which was concerned with the technical efficiency of communication channels for carrying
information. They developed a model for analysing information transmission that visualized
communication as a sequential process. This process begins with a source that selects a
message, which is then transmitted, in the form of a signal, over a communication channel, to a
receiver, who transforms the signal back into a message for a destination. The model was
designed to account for differences between messages as sent and messages as received,
these differences being considered to result from noise or interference affecting the channels.
This ‘transmission’ model was not directly concerned with mass communication, but it was
popularized as a versatile way of conceiving many human communication processes, with
particular reference to the effects of message transmission.

A third pillar of the paradigm is to be found in the methodological developments of the mid-
century period. A combination of advances in ‘mental measurement’ (especially applied to
individual attitudes and other attributes) and in statistical analysis appeared to offer new and
powerful tools for achieving generalized and reliable knowledge of previously hidden
processes and states. The methods seemed able to answer questions about the influence of
mass media and about their effectiveness in persuasion and attitude change. An additional
contribution to the paradigm was the high status of ‘behaviourism’ in psychology and of the
experimental method in particular, often based on one version or another of stimulus—
response theory (see pp. 470-71). These developments were very much in line with the
requirements of the transmission model.

Bias of the paradigm towards studying media effects and social problems

According to Rogers (1986:7), the transmission model ‘was the single most important turning
point in the history of communication science’ and it ‘led communication scientists into a linear,
effects-oriented approach to human communication in the decades following 1949’. Rogers
also notes that the result was to lead communication scientists into ‘the intellectual cul-de-sac
of focusing mainly upon the effects of communication, especially mass communication’
(1986:88). Rogers and others have long recognized the blind spot in this model, and more
recent thinking about communication research has often taken the form of a debate with the
model. Even so, the linear causal approach was what many wanted, and still do want, from
communication research, especially those who see communication primarily as an efficient
device for getting a message to many people, whether as advertising, political propaganda or
public information.

The fact that communication does not usually look that way from the point of view of
receivers, nor works as envisaged, has taken a long time to register. The theoretical materials



for a very different model of (mass) communication were actually in place relatively early —
based on previous thinking by several (North American) social scientists, especially G.H.
Mead, C.H. Cooley and Robert Park. Such a ‘model’ would have represented communication
as essentially social and interactive, concerned with sharing of meaning, not impact (see Hardt,
1991).

Against this background, the path taken by ‘mainstream’ mass media research is clear
enough. Research has mostly been concerned with the measurement of the effects of mass
media, whether intended or unintended. The main aims of research in the dominant paradigm
have been the improvement of the effectiveness of communication for legitimate ends (such as
advertising or public information) or the assessment of whether mass media are a cause of
social problems (such as crime, violence or other kinds of delinquency, but also social unrest).
Traces of the linear causal model are widely found in research and even the findings that have
accumulated around its ‘failure’ have been paradoxically supportive. The main reason for the
failure to find effects was thought to be the mediating role of social group and personal
relationships. According to Gitlin (1978), out of ‘failed’ (read: no measured effect) research
comes a positive message of health for the checks and balances of the status quo and also a
vindication of the empirical research tradition.

Box 3.6 summarizes the ideas presented in the preceding section. The elements of the
paradigm bring together several features of the case: the kind of society in which it might apply;
some ideas about the typical purposes and character of mass communication; assumptions
about media effects; plus a justification of the role of research.

—
———
3.6 The dominant paradigm of communication research: main assumptions

e A liberal-pluralist ideal of society

e The media have certain functions in society

e Media effects on audiences are direct and linear

e Group relations and individual differences modify effects of media

e Quantitative research and variable analysis

e Media viewed either as a potential social problem or a means of persuasion
e Behaviourist and quantitative methods have primacy

An Alternative, Critical Paradigm

The critique of the dominant paradigm also has several elements, and what follows is a
composite picture woven from different voices that are not always in accord. In particular, there
is a theoretical and methodological line of criticism that is distinct from normative objections.
From a pragmatic point of view, the simple transmission model does not work for a number of
reasons: signals simply do not reach receivers, or not those intended; messages are not
understood as they are sent; and there is always much ‘noise’ in the channels that distorts the
message. Moreover, little communication is actually unmediated; what evades the mass media
is typically filtered through other channels or by way of personal contacts (see the discussion of



‘personal influence’ and the ‘two-step flow’ on pp. 472-3). All this undermines the notion of
powerful media. Early notions of the media as a hypodermic syringe or ‘magic bullet’ that would
always have the intended effect were swiftly shown to be quite inadequate (Chaffee and
Hochheimer, 1982; DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach, 1989). It has been clear for several decades
that mass media simply do not have the direct effects once attributed to them (Klapper, 1960). In
fact, it has always been difficult to prove any substantial effect.

A different view of society and the media

Most broadly, the ‘alternative paradigm’ rests on a different view of society, one which does not
accept the prevailing liberal-capitalist order as just or inevitable or the best one can hope for in
the fallen state of humankind. Nor does it accept the rational-calculative, utilitarian model of
social life as at all adequate or desirable, or the commercial model as the only or best way to
run media. There is an alternative, idealist and sometimes utopian ideology, but nowhere a
worked-out model of an ideal social system. Nevertheless, there is a sufficient common basis
for rejecting the hidden ideology of pluralism and of conservative functionalism.

There has been no shortage of vocal critics of the media themselves, from the early years
of the twentieth century, especially in relation to their commercialism, low standards of truth and
decency, control by unscrupulous monopolists and much more. The original ideological
inspiration for a well-grounded alternative has been socialism or Marxism in one variant or
another. The first significant impulse was given by the émigrés from the Frankfurt School who
went to the USA in the 1930s and helped to promote an alternative view of the dominant
commercial mass culture (Jay, 1973; Hardt, 1991; see Chapter 5, pp. 115-16). Their
contribution was to provide a strong intellectual base for seeing the process of mass
communication as manipulative and ultimately oppressive (see Chapter 5). Their critique was
both political and cultural. The ideas of C. Wright Mills concerning a mass society (see p. 94)
articulated a clear alternative view of the media, drawing on a native North American radical
tradition, eloquently exposing the liberal fallacy of pluralist control.

It was during the 1960s and 1970s that the alternative paradigm really took shape, under
the influence of the ‘ideas of 1968’, combining anti-war and liberation movements of various
kinds as well as neo-Marxism. The causes at issue included student democracy, feminism and
anti-imperialism. The main components of, and supports for, an alternative paradigm are as
follows. The first is a much more sophisticated notion of ideology in media content which has
allowed researchers to ‘decode’ the ideological messages of mass-mediated entertainment
and news (which tend towards legitimating established power structures and defusing
opposition). The notion of fixed meanings embedded in media content and leading to
predictable and measurable impact was rejected. Instead, we have to view meaning as
constructed and messages as decoded according to the social situation and the interests of
those in the receiving audience.

Secondly, the economic and political character of mass media organizations and
structures nationally and internationally has been re-examined. These institutions are no longer
taken at face value but can be assessed in terms of their operational strategies, which are far
from neutral or non-ideological. As the critical paradigm has developed, it has moved from an
exclusive concern with working-class subordination to a wider view of other kinds of
domination, especially in relation to youth, alternative subcultures, gender and ethnicity.

Thirdly, these changes have been matched by a turn to more ‘qualitative’ research,
whether into culture, discourse or the ethnography of mass media use. This is sometimes
referred to as a ‘linguistic’ turn since it reflected the renewed interest in studying the relation



between language and society (sociolinguistics) and a conviction that the symbolic mediation
of reality is actually more influential and open to study than reality itself. It is linked to the
interest in exposing concealed ideological meanings as noted above. This has provided
alternative routes to knowledge and forged a link back to the neglected pathways of the
sociological theories of symbolic interactionism and phenomenology that emphasized the role
of individuals in expressing and constructing their own personal environment (see Jensen and
Jankowski, 1991). This is part of a more general development of cultural studies, within which
mass communication can be viewed in a new light. According to Dahlgren (1995), the cultural
studies tradition ‘confronts the scientistic self-delusion’ of the dominant paradigm, but there is
an inevitable tension between textual and socio-institutional analysis.

The communication relations between the First World and the Third World, especially in
the light of changing technology, have also encouraged new ways of thinking about mass
communication. For instance, the relationship is no longer seen as a matter of the enlightened
transfer of development and democracy to ‘backward’ lands. It is at least as plausibly seen as
economic and cultural domination. Lastly, although theory does not necessarily lead in a critical
direction, the ‘new media’ have forced a re-evaluation of earlier thinking about media effects, if
only because the model of one-directional mass communication can no longer be sustained.
The main points of the perspective are summarized in Box 3.7.
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3.7 The alternative paradigm: main features

e Critical view of society and rejection of value neutrality

¢ Rejection of the transmission model of communication

¢ Non-deterministic view of media technology and messages

e Adoption of an interpretative and constructionist perspective

e Qualitative methodology

o Preference for cultural or political-economic theories

e Wide concern with inequality and sources of opposition in society

Paradigms compared

The alternative perspective is not just a mirror image of the dominant paradigm or a statement
of opposition to the mechanistic and applied view of communication. It is based on a more
complete view of communication as sharing and ritual rather than as just ‘transmission’ (see p.
70). It is complementary as well as being an alternative. It offers its own viable avenues of
inquiry, but following a different agenda. The paradigm has been especially valuable in
extending the range of methods and approaches to popular culture in all its aspects. The
interaction and engagement between media experiences and social-cultural experiences are
central to all this.

While this discussion has presented two main versions, it is arguable that both the
‘alternative’ and the ‘dominant’ approach each bring together two distinct elements — one
‘critical’ (motivated by strong value judgements of the media), the other ‘interpretative’ or



‘qualitative’ (more concerned with understanding). Potter et al. (1993) proposed a threefold
division of the main paradigms for communication science: a ‘social science’ approach in
which empirical questions about media were investigated by means of quantitative methods; an
interpretative approach, employing qualitative methods and emphasizing the meaning-giving
potential of media; and a ‘critical analysis’ approach based on critical social theory, especially
from a leftist or political economic perspective. Fink and Gantz (1996) found this scheme to
work well in a content analysis of published communication research. Meyrowitz (2008) has
suggested that there are root narratives about the influence of media and that underlie these
and similar differences of approach that have been sketched. He names the narratives as,
respectively, narratives of ‘power’, ‘pleasure’ and ‘pattern’. The first relates to ideas about
power and resistance to power and primarily to the dominant paradigm. The second narrative
(‘pleasure’) points to cultural factors and personal choice as related more to influence. The third
(‘pattern’) looks more to an explanation of influence to media structure and type, thus in part to
‘medium theory’, described later in the book (pp. 142-3).

Leaving aside these issues of classification, it is clear that the alternative paradigm
continues to evolve under the dual influence of changing theory (and fashion) and also the
changing concerns of society in relation to the media. Although value-relativist postmodernist
theory (see pp. 128-30) has tended to demote concerns about ideological manipulation,
commercialism and social problems, new issues have arisen. These relate, among others, to
the environment, personal and collective identity, health and risk, trust and authenticity.
Meanwhile, older issues, such as racism, war propaganda and inequality, have refused to go
away.

The differences of approach between dominant and alternative paradigms are deep-
rooted, and their existence underlines the difficulty of having any unified ‘science of
communication’. The differences stem also from the very nature of (mass) communication,
which has to deal in ideology, values and ideas and cannot escape from being interpreted
within ideological frameworks. While the reader of this book is not obliged to make a choice
between the two main paradigms, knowing about them will help to make sense of the diversity
of theories and of disagreements about the supposed ‘facts’ concerning mass media.

Four Models of Communication

The original definition of mass communication as a process (see p. 56) depended on objective
features of mass production, reproduction and distribution which were shared by several
different media. It was very much a technologically- and organizationally-based definition,
subordinating human considerations. Its validity has long been called into question, especially
as a result of the conflicting views just discussed and, more recently, by the fact that the original
mass production technology and the factory-like forms of organization have themselves been
made obsolescent by social and technological change. We have to consider alternative, though
not necessarily inconsistent, models (representations) of the process of public communication.
At least four such models can be distinguished, aside from the question of how the ‘new media’
should be conceptualized.

A transmission model

At the core of the dominant paradigm can be found (see pp. 163—4) a particular view of
communication as a process of fransmission of a fixed quantity of information — the message as
determined by the sender or source. Simple definitions of mass communication often follow
Lasswell’s (1948) observation that the study of mass communication is an attempt to answer



the question, ‘Who says what to whom, through what channel and with what effect?” This
represents the linear sequence already mentioned, which is largely built into standard
definitions of the nature of predominant forms of mass communication. A good deal of early
theorizing about mass communication (see, for example, McQuail and Windahl, 1993) was an
attempt to extend and to improve on this simplistic version of the process. Perhaps the most
complete early version of a model of mass communication, in line with the defining features
noted above and consistent with the dominant paradigm, was offered by Westley and MacLean
(1957).

Their achievement was to recognize that mass communication involves the interpolation of
a new ‘communicator role’ (such as that of the professional journalist in a formal media
organization) between ‘society’ and ‘audience’. The sequence is thus not simply (1) sender, (2)
message, (3) channel, (4) many potential receivers, but rather (1) events and ‘voices’ in society,
(2) channel/communicator role, (3) messages, (4) receiver. This revised version takes account
of the fact that mass communicators do not usually originate ‘messages’ or communication.
Rather they relay to a potential audience their own account (news) of a selection of the events
occurring in the environment, or they give access to the views and voices of some of those
(such as advocates of opinions, advertisers, performers and writers) who want to reach a wider
public. There are three important features of the complete model as drawn by Westley and
MacLean: one is the emphasis on the selecting role of mass communicators; the second is the
fact that selection is undertaken according to an assessment of what the audience will find
interesting; and the third is that communication is not purposive, beyond this last goal. The
media themselves typically do not aim to persuade or educate or even to inform.

According to this model, mass communication is a self-regulating process that is guided by
the interests and demands of an audience that is known only by its selections and responses to
what is offered. Such a process can no longer be viewed as linear, since it is strongly shaped
by ‘feedback’ from the audience both to the media and to the advocates and original
communicators. This view of the mass media sees them as relatively open and neutral service
organizations in a secular society, contributing to the work of other social institutions. It also
substitutes the satisfaction of the audience as a measure of efficient performance for that of
information transfer. It is not accidental that this model was based on the American system of
free-market media. It would not very accurately fit a state-run media system or even a European
public broadcasting institution. It is also innocent of the idea that the free market might not
necessarily reflect the interests of audiences or might also conduct its own form of purposeful
propaganda.

A ritual or expressive model

The transmission model remains a useful representation of the rationale and general operation
of some media in some of their functions (especially general news media and advertising). It is,
however, incomplete and misleading as a representation of many other media activities and of
the diversity of communication processes that are at work. One reason for its weakness is the
limitation of communication to the matter of ‘transmission’. This version of communication,
according to James Carey (1975:3),

is the commonest in our culture and is defined by terms such as sending, transmitting or giving information to others. It
is formed off a metaphor of geography or transportation ... The centre of this idea of communication is the transmission
of signals or messages over time for the purpose of control.

It implies instrumentality, cause-and-effect relations and one-directional flow. Carey pointed to
the alternative view of communication as ‘ritual’, according to which



communication is linked to such terms as sharing, participation, association, fellowship and the possession of a
common faith ... A ritual view is not directed towards the extension of messages in space, but the maintenance of
society in time; not the act of imparting information but the representation of shared beliefs. (1975:8)

This alternative can equally be called an ‘expressive’ model of communication, since its
emphasis is also on the intrinsic satisfaction of the sender (or receiver) rather than on some
instrumental purpose. Ritual or expressive communication depends on shared understandings
and emotions. It is celebratory, consummatory (an end in itself) and decorative rather than
utilitarian in aim and it often requires some element of ‘performance’ for communication to be
realized. Communication is engaged in for the pleasures of reception as much as for any useful
purpose. The message of ritual communication is usually latent and ambiguous, depending on
associations and symbols that are not chosen by the participants but made available in the
culture. Medium and message are usually hard to separate. Ritual communication is also
relatively timeless and unchanging.

Although, in natural conditions, ritual communication is not instrumental, it can be said to
have consequences for society (such as more integration) or for social relationships. In some
planned communication campaigns — for instance, in politics or advertising — the principles of
ritual communication are sometimes taken over and exploited (use of potent symbols, latent
appeals to cultural values, togetherness, myths, tradition, etc.). Ritual plays a part in unifying
and in mobilizing sentiment and action. Examples of the model can be found in the spheres of
art, religion and public ceremonials and festivals.

Communication as display and attention: a publicity model

Besides the transmission and ritual models, there is a third perspective that captures another
important aspect of mass communication. This can be summarily labelled a publicity model.
Often the primary aim of mass media is neither to transmit particular information nor to unite a
public in some expression of culture, belief or values, but simply to catch and hold visual or
aural attention. In doing so, the media attain one direct economic goal, which is to gain
audience revenue (since attention equals consumption, for most practical purposes), and an
indirect one, which is to sell (the probability of) audience attention to advertisers. As Elliott
(1972:164) has pointed out (implicitly adopting the transmission model as the norm), ‘mass
communication is liable not to be communication at all’, in the sense of the ‘ordered transfer of
meaning’. It is more likely to be ‘spectatorship’, and the media audience is more often a set of
spectators rather than participants or information receivers. The fact of attention often matters
more than the quality of attention (which can rarely be adequately measured).

While those who use mass media for their own purposes do hope for some effect (such as
persuasion or selling) beyond attention and publicity, gaining the latter remains the immediate
goal and is often treated as a measure of success or failure. The publicity strategies of multi-
media conglomerates are typically directed at getting maximum attention for their current
products in as many media as possible and in multiple forms (interviews, news events, photos,
guest appearances, social media sites, etc.). The goal is described as seeking to ‘achieve a
good share of mind’ (Turow, 2009:201). A good deal of research into media effect has been
concerned with questions of image and awareness. The fact of being known is often more
important than the content of what is known and is the only necessary condition for celebrity.
Similarly, the supposed power of the media to set political and other ‘agendas’ is an example of
the attention-gaining process. Much effort in media production is devoted to devices for gaining
and keeping attention by catching the eye, arousing emotion, stimulating interest. This is one
aspect of what has been described as ‘media logic’ (see p. 330-31), with the substance of a



message often subordinated to the devices for presentation (Altheide and Snow, 1979, 1991).

The attention-seeking goal also corresponds with one important perception of the media by
their audiences, who use the mass media for diversion and passing time. They seek to spend
time ‘with the media’, to escape everyday reality. The relationship between sender and receiver
according to the display—attention model is not necessarily passive or uninvolved, but it is
morally neutral and does not, in itself, imply a transfer or creation of meaning.

Going with the notion of communication as a process of display and attention are several
additional features that do not apply to the transmission or ritual models:

e Attention-gaining is a zero-sum process. The time spent attending to one media display
by one person cannot be given to another, and available audience time is finite, although
time can be stretched and attention diluted. By contrast, there is no quantifiable limit to the
amount of ‘meaning’ that can be sent and acquired or to the satisfactions that can be
gained from participating in ritual communication processes.

e Communication in the display—attention mode exists only in the present. There is no past
that matters, and the future matters only as a continuation or amplification of the present.
Questions of cause and effect relating to the receiver do not arise.

e Attention-gaining is an end in itself and in the short term is value-neutral and essentially
empty of meaning. Form and technique take precedence over message content.

These three features can be seen as underlying, respectively, the competitiveness, the
actuality/transience and the objectivity/detachment which are pronounced features of mass
communication, especially within commercial media institutions.

Encoding and decoding of media discourse: a reception model

There is yet another version of the mass communication process, which involves an even more
radical departure from the transmission model than the two variants just discussed. This
depends very much on the adoption of the critical perspective described above, but it can also
be understood as the view of mass communication from the position of many different receivers
who do not perceive or understand the message ‘as sent’ or ‘as expressed’. This model has its
origins in critical theory, semiology and discourse analysis. It is located more in the domain
of the cultural rather than the social sciences. It is strongly linked to the rise of ‘reception
analysis’ (see Holub, 1984; Jensen and Rosengren, 1990). It challenges the predominant
methodologies of empirical social scientific audience research and also the humanistic studies
of content because both fail to take account of the ‘power of the audience’in giving meaning to
messages.

The essence of the ‘reception approach’ is to locate the attribution and construction of
meaning (derived from media) with the receiver. Media messages are always open and
‘polysemic’ (having multiple meanings) and are interpreted according to the context and the
culture of receivers. Among the forerunners of reception analysis was a persuasive variant of
critical theory formulated by Stuart Hall (1974/1980) which emphasized the stages of
transformation through which any media message passes on the way from its origins to its
reception and interpretation. Hall accepted the premise that intended meaning is built into
(encoded) symbolic content in both open and concealed ways that are hard to resist, but
recognized the possibilities for rejecting or re-interpreting the intended message.



It is true that communicators choose to encode messages for ideological and institutional
purposes and to manipulate language and media for those ends (media messages are given a
‘preferred reading’, or what might now be called ‘spin’). Secondly, receivers (‘decoders’) are not
obliged to accept messages as sent but can and do resist ideological influence by applying
variant or oppositional readings, according to their own experience and outlook. This is
described as ‘differential decoding’.

In Hall’s model of the process of encoding and decoding, he portrays the television
programme (or any equivalent media text) as a meaningful discourse. This is encoded
according to the meaning structure of the mass media production organization and its main
supports, but decoded according to the different meaning structures and frameworks of
knowledge of differently situated audiences. The path followed through the stages of the model
is simple in principle. Communication originates within media institutions whose typical
frameworks of meaning are likely to conform to dominant power structures. Specific messages
are ‘encoded’, often in the form of established content genres (such as ‘news’, ‘pop music’,
‘sport reports’, ‘soap operas’, ‘police/detective series’) which have a face-value meaning and
inbuilt guidelines for interpretation by an audience. The media are approached by their
audiences in terms of ‘meaning structures’, which have their origin in the ideas and experience
of the audience.

While the general implication is that meaning as decoded does not necessarily (or often)
correspond with meaning as encoded (despite the mediation of conventional genres and
shared language systems), the most significant point is that decoding can take a different
course from that intended. Receivers can read between the lines and even reverse the
intended direction of the message. It is clear that this model and the associated theory embody
several key principles: the multiplicity of meanings of media content; the existence of varied
‘interpretative’ communities; and the primacy of the receiver in determining meaning. While
early effect research recognized the fact of selective perception, this was seen as a limitation
on, or a condition of, the transmission model, rather than part of a quite different perspective.

Comparisons

The discussion of these different models shows the inadequacy of any single concept or
definition of mass communication that relies too heavily on what seem to be intrinsic
characteristics or biases of the technology of multiple reproduction and dissemination. The
human uses of technology are much more diverse and more determinant than was once
assumed. Of the four models, summarized in comparative terms in Figure 3.1, the transmission
model is largely taken from older institutional contexts — education, religion, government — and
is really appropriate only to media activities which are instructional, informational or
propagandist in purpose. The expressive or ritual model is better able to capture elements
which have to do with art, drama, entertainment and the many symbolic uses of communication.
It also applies to the many new audience participant and ‘reality’ television formats. The
publicity or display—attention model reflects the central media goals of attracting audiences
(high ratings and wide reach) for purposes of prestige or income. It covers that large sector of
media activity that is engaged in advertising or public relations, directly or indirectly. It also
applies to activities of news management and media ‘spin’ carried out by governments in their
own self-interest. The reception model reminds us that the seeming power of the media to
mould, express or capture is partly illusory since the audience in the end disposes.



Qrientation of

Model Sender Receiver

Transmission maodel Transfer of maaning Cognitive processing

Exprassive or ritual model Pertormance Consummation/shared
expenence

Publicity model Compatitive display Attention-giving
spectatorship

Reception model Preferantial encoding Differential decoding/

construction of meaning

Figure 3.1 Four models of the mass communication process compared: each model involves
differences of orientation on the part of sender and receiver

Conclusion

The basic concepts and models for the study of mass communication that have been outlined
in this chapter were developed on the basis of the special features indicated (scale,
simultaneity, one-directionality, etc.) and under conditions of transition to the highly organized
and centralized industrial society of the twentieth century. Not everything has changed, but we
are now faced with new technological possibilities for communication that are not massive or
one-directional, and there is a shift away from the earlier massification and centralization of
society. These matters are taken up again in Chapter 6.

These changes are already recognized in mass communication theory, although the shift
is still cautious and much of the conceptual framework erected for mass communication
remains relevant. We still have mass politics, mass markets and mass consumption. The media
have extended their scale on a global dimension. The beliefs vested in the power of publicity,
public relations and propaganda by other names are still widely held by those with economic
and political power. The ‘dominant paradigm’ that emerged in early communication research is
still with us because it fits many of the conditions of contemporary media operation and it meets
the needs of media industries, advertisers and publicists. Media propagandists remain
convinced of the manipulative capacity of the media and the malleability of the ‘masses’. The
notion of information transfer or transportation is still alive and well.

As far as a choice of model is concerned, we cannot simply choose one and ignore the
others. They are relevant for different purposes. The transmission and attention models are still
the preferred perspectives of media industries and would-be persuaders, while the ritual and
decoding models are deployed as part of the resistance to media domination as well as
shedding light on the underlying process. Neither party to this underlying conflict of purpose
and outlook can afford to discount the way mass communication looks to the other side since
all four models reflect some aspects of the communication process.

The four models are compared in Figure 3.1, which summarizes points made in the text
and highlights the fact that each model posits a distinctive type of relationship between sender
and receiver that involves a mutually agreed perception of its central character and purpose.

Further Reading

Dervin, B., Grossberg, L., OKeefe, B.J. and Wartella, E. (eds) (1989) Rethinking
Communication. Vol. 1: Paradigm Issues. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. Contains a set of
important position statements by leading theorists.

McQuail, D. and Windahl, S. (1993) Communication Models for the Study of Mass



Communication. London: Longman.
A handy account and evaluation of the principal models that either guided or have been
derived from mass media research, during earlier decades.

Meyrowitz, J. (2008) ‘Power, pleasure and patterns: intersecting narratives of media influence’,
Journal of Communication, 58 (4): 641-63.

A fresh way of classifying and comparing the main alternative approaches to the study of

communication.

Online Readings

Ball-Rokeach, S.J. (1985) ‘The origins of individual media-system dependency’,
Communication Research, 12 (4): 485-510.

Fenton, N. (2007) ‘Bridging the mythical divide: political economy and cultural studies
approaches to the analysis of media’, in E. Devereux (ed.), Media Studies, pp. 7-31.
London: Sage.

Jankowski, N.W. (2006) ‘Creating community with media: history, theories and scientific
investigations’, in L. Lievrouw and S. Livingstone (eds), Handbook of New Media, pp. 55—
74. London: Sage.



4
Theory of Media and Society

Media, society and culture: connections and conflicts

Mass communication as a society-wide process: the mediation of social relations and
experience

A frame of reference for connecting media with society

Theme I: power and inequality

Theme |l: social integration and identity

Theme lll: social change and development

Theme IV: space and time

Media—society theory |: the mass society

Media—society theory Il: Marxism and political economy
Media—society theory llI: functionalism

Media—society theory IV: social constructionism

Media—society theory V: communication technology determinism
Media—society theory VI: the information society

Conclusion

In this chapter, we look more closely at ideas about the relation between mass media and
society, reserving the cultural implications for Chapter 5, even though society and culture are
inseparable and the one cannot exist without the other. Treating society first also implies a
primacy for society that is questionable, since the media and what they produce can also be
considered as part of ‘culture’. In fact most media theory relates to both ‘society’ and ‘culture’
together and has to be explained in relation to both. For present purposes, the domain of
‘society’ refers to the material base (economic and political resources and power), to social
relationships (in national societies, communities, families, etc.) and to social roles and
occupations that are socially regulated (formally or informally). The domain of ‘culture’ refers
primarily to other essential aspects of social life, especially to symbolic expression, meanings
and practices (social customs, institutional ways of doing things and also personal habits).

Most of the chapter is concerned with explaining the main theories or theoretical
perspectives that have been developed for understanding the way media work and accounting
for the typical cultural production that they engage in. Most of these theories do make the
assumption that material and social circumstances are a primary determinant, but there is also
scope for recognizing the independent influence that ideas and culture can have in their turn on
material conditions. Before the theories of media and society are considered, the main issues
or broad themes that have framed inquiry into mass communication are described. A general
frame of reference for looking at the connections between media and society is also proposed.
First of all, we return in more detail to the conundrum of the relation between culture and
society.

Media, Society and Culture: Connections and Conflicts

Mass communication can be considered as both a ‘societal’ and a ‘cultural’ phenomenon. The
mass media institution is part of the structure of society, and its technological infrastructure is
part of the economic and power base, while the ideas, images and information disseminated by
the media are evidently an important aspect of our culture (in the sense defined above).



In discussing this problem, Rosengren (1981b) offered a simple typology which cross-
tabulates two opposed propositions: ‘social structure influences culture’; and its reverse,
‘culture influences social structure’. This yields four main options that are available for
describing the relation between mass media and society, as shown in Figure 4.1.

If we consider mass media as an aspect of society (base or structure), then the option of
materialism is presented. There is a considerable body of theory that views culture as
dependent on the economic and power structure of a society. It is assumed that whoever owns
or controls the media can choose, or set limits to, what they do. This is the essence of the
Marxist position.

If we consider the media primarily in the light of their contents (thus more as culture), then
the option of idealism is indicated. The media are assumed to have a potential for significant
influence, but it is the particular ideas and values conveyed by the media (in their content)
which are seen as the primary causes of social change, irrespective of who owns and controls.
The influence is thought to work through individual motivations and actions. This view leads to
a strong belief in various potential media effects for good or ill. Examples include the promotion
by the media of peace and international understanding (or having the opposite effect), of pro- or
antisocial values and behaviour, and of enlightenment or the secularization and modernization
of traditional societies. A form of idealism or ‘mentalism’ concerning media also lies behind the
view that changes in media forms and technology can change our way of gaining experience in
essential ways and even our relations with others (as in the theories of McLuhan 1962, 1964).

Social structure
influences culture

Yes No
Interdependence Idealism
Yes (two-way (strong media
influence) influence)
Culture influences
social structure
Materialism Autonomy
No (media are (no casual
dependent) connection)

Figure 4.1 Four types of relation between culture (media content) and society

The two options remaining — of interdependence and of autonomy — have found less
distinctive theoretical development, although there is a good deal of support in common sense
and in evidence for both. Interdependence implies that mass media and society are continually
interacting and influencing each other (as are society and culture). The media (as cultural
industries) respond to the demand from society for information and entertainment and, at the
same time, stimulate innovation and contribute to a changing social-cultural climate, which sets



off new demands for communication. The French sociologist Gabriel Tarde, writing about 1900,
envisaged a constant interweaving of influences: ‘technological developments made
newspapers possible, newspapers promote the formation of broader publics, and they, by
broadening the loyalties of their members, create an extensive network of overlapping and
shifting groupings’ (Clark, 1969). Today, the various influences are so bound together that
neither mass communication nor modern society is conceivable without the other, and each is a
necessary, though not a sufficient, condition for the other. From this point of view we have to
conclude that the media may equally be considered to mould or to mirror society and social
changes.

The option of autonomy in the relations between culture and society is not necessarily
inconsistent with this view, unless interpreted very literally. It is at least very likely that society
and mass media can be independent of each other up to a point. Societies that are culturally
very similar can sometimes have very different media systems. The autonomy position also
supports those who are sceptical about the power of the media to influence ideas, values and
behaviour — for instance, in allegedly promoting conformity, stimulating ‘modernity’ or damaging
the cultural identity of poorer or less powerful countries. There are different views about how
much autonomy in relation to society the media can have. The debate is especially relevant to
the central thesis of ‘internationalization’ or ‘globalization’, which implies a convergence and
homogenization of a worldwide culture, as a result of the media. The autonomy position would
suggest that imported media culture is superficial and need not significantly touch the local
culture. It follows that cultural imperialism is not likely to happen simply by chance or against
the will of the culturally ‘colonized’ (see Chapter 10).

An inconclusive outcome

As with many of the issues to be discussed, there are more theories than there is solid
evidence, and the questions raised by this discussion are much too broad to be settled by
empirical research. According to Rosengren (1981b: 254), surveying what scattered evidence
he could find, research gives only ‘inconclusive, partly even contradictory, evidence about the
relationship between social structure, societal values as mediated by the media, and opinions
among the public’. This assessment is just as valid thirty years later, suggesting that no single
theory holds under all circumstances.

It seems that the media can serve to repress as well as to liberate, to unite as well as to
fragment society, to promote as well as to hold back change. What is also striking in the
theories to be discussed is the ambiguity of the role assigned to the media. They are as often
presented in a ‘progressive’ as in a ‘reactionary’ light, according to whether the dominant
(pluralist) or alternative (critical, radical) perspective is adopted. Despite the uncertainty, there
can be little doubt that the media, whether moulders or mirrors of society, are the main
messengers about society, and it is around this observation that the alternative theoretical
perspectives can best be organized.

Mass Communication as a Society-wide Process: the Mediation of Social
Relations and Experience

A central presupposition, relating to questions both of society and of culture, is that the media
institution is essentially concerned with the production and distribution of knowledge in the
widest sense of the word. Such knowledge enables us to make some sense of our experience
of the social world, even if the ‘taking of meaning’ occurs in relatively autonomous and varied
ways. The information, images and ideas made available by the media may, for most people,



be the main source of an awareness of a shared past time (history) and of a present social
location. They are also a store of memories and a map of where we are and who we are
(identity) and may also provide the materials for orientation to the future. As noted at the outset,
the media to a large extent serve to constitute our perceptions and definitions of social reality
and normality for the purposes of a public, shared social life, and are a key source of standards,
models and norms.

The main thing to emphasize is the degree to which the different media have come to be
interposed between ourselves and any experience of the world beyond our immediate personal
environment and our direct sensory observation. They also provide most of us with the main
point of contact with the institutions of the society in which we live. In a secular society, in
matters of values and ideas, the mass media tend to ‘take over from the early influences of
school, parents, religion, siblings and companions. We are consequently very dependent on
the media for a large part of our wider ‘symbolic environment’ (the ‘pictures in our heads’),
however much we may be able to shape our own personal version. It is the media which are
likely to forge the elements which are held in common with others, since we now tend to share
much the same media sources and ‘media culture’. Without some degree of shared perception
of reality, whatever its origin, there cannot really be an organized social life. Hjarvard (2008)
sketches a theory of social and cultural change in which the media gradually develop
historically until they emerge in the nineteenth century as an independent social institution.
More recently this has developed further to become a means of integrating other social
institutions.

The mediation concept

These comments can be summed up in terms of the concept of mediation of contact with social
reality. Mediation involves several different processes. As noted already, it refers to the relaying
of second-hand (or third-party) versions of events and conditions which we cannot directly
observe for ourselves. Secondly, it refers to the efforts of other actors and institutions in society
to contact us for their own purposes (or our own supposed good). This applies to politicians and
governments, advertisers, educators, experts and authorities of all kinds. It refers to the indirect
way in which we form our perceptions of groups and cultures to which we do not belong. An
essential element in mediation as defined here is the involvement of some technological device
between our senses and things external to us.

Mediation also implies some form of relationship. Relationships that are mediated through
mass media are likely to be more distant, more impersonal and weaker than direct personal
ties. The mass media do not monopolize the flow of information we receive, nor do they
intervene in all our wider social relations, but their presence is inevitably very pervasive. Early
versions of the idea of ‘mediation of reality’ were inclined to assume a division between a
public terrain in which a widely shared view of reality was constructed by way of mass media
messages, and a personal sphere where individuals could communicate freely and directly.
More recent developments of technology have undermined this simple division, since a much
larger share of communication and thus of our contact with others and our environmental reality
is mediated via technology (telephone, computer, fax, e-mail, etc.), although on an individual
and a private basis. The implications of this change are still unclear and subject to diverse
interpretations.

Thompson (1993, 1995) has suggested a typology of interaction to clarify the
consequences of the new communication technologies that have detached social interaction
and symbolic exchange from the sharing of a common locale. He notes (1993:35) that ‘it has



become possible for more and more individuals to acquire information and symbolic content
through mediated forms of interaction’. He distinguished two types of interaction alongside
face-to-face interaction. One of these, which he calls ‘mediated interaction’, involves some
technical medium such as paper, electrical wires, and so on, which enables information or
symbolic content to be transmitted between individuals who are distant in space or time or both.
The partners to mediated interaction need to find contextual information as well having fewer
ones than in face-to-face contact.

The other type is called ‘mediated quasi-interaction’ and refers to relations established by
the media of mass communication. There are two main distinguishing features. First, in this
case, participants are not oriented towards other specific individuals (whether as sender or
receiver), and symbolic forms (media content) are produced for an indefinite range of potential
recipients. Secondly, mediated quasi-interaction is monological (rather than dialogical), in the
sense that the flow of communication is one-way rather than two-way. There is also no direct or
immediate response expected from the receiver. Thompson argues that the ‘media have
created a new kind of public sphere which is despatialized and non-dialogical in character
(1993:42) and is potentially global in scope.

Mediation metaphors

In general, the notion of mediation in the sense of media intervening between ourselves and
‘reality’ is no more than a metaphor, although it does point to several of the roles played by the
media in connecting us to other experience. The terms that are often used to describe this role
reflect different attributions of purposefulness, interactivity and effectiveness. Mediation can
mean different things, ranging from neutrally informing, through negotiation, to attempts at
manipulation and control. The variations can be captured by a number of communication
images, which express different ideas about how the media may connect us with reality. These
are presented in Box 4.1.

4.1 Metaphors for media roles

e As a window on events and experience, which extends our vision, enabling us to see for
ourselves what is going on, without interference from others.

e As a mirror of events in society and the world, implying a faithful reflection (albeit with
inversion and possible distortion of the image), although the angle and direction of the
mirror are decided by others, and we are less free to see what we want.

o As a filter, gatekeeper or portal, acting to select parts of experience for special attention
and closing off other views and voices, whether deliberately or not.

e As a signpost, guide or interpreter, pointing the way and making sense of what is
otherwise puzzling or fragmentary.

e As a forum or platform for the presentation of information and ideas to an audience, often
with possibilities for response and feedback.



e As a disseminatorwho passes on and makes information not available to all.
e As an interlocutor or informed partner in conversation who responds to questions in a
quasi-interactive way.

Some of these images are to be found in the media’s own self-definition — especially in the
more positive implications of extending our view of the world, providing integration and
continuity and connecting people with each other. Even the notion of filtering is often accepted
in its positive sense of selecting and interpreting what would otherwise be an unmanageable
and chaotic supply of information and impressions. These versions of the mediating process
reflect differences of interpretation of the role of the media in social processes. In particular, the
media can extend our view of the world in an open-ended way or they can limit or control our
impressions. Secondly, they may choose between a neutral, passive role and one that is active
and participant. They can vary on two main dimensions: one of openness versus control,
another of neutrality versus being actively participant. The various images discussed do not
refer to the truly interactive possibilities of newer media, in which the ‘receiver’ can become a
‘sender’ and make use of the media in interaction with the environment. However, it is now
clear that new online media can fulfil most of the roles indicated as well as additional ones, as
outlined in Chapter 6 (p. 139), with reference to Internet portals.

A Frame of Reference for Connecting Media with Society

The general notion that mass communication interposes in some way between ‘reality’ and our
perceptions and knowledge of it refers to a number of specific processes at different levels of
analysis. The Westley and MacLean (1957) model (see p. 86) indicates some of the additional
elements needed for a more detailed frame of reference. Most significant is the idea that the
media are sought out by institutional advocates as channels for reaching the general public (or
chosen groups) and for conveying their chosen perspective on events and conditions. This is
broadly true of competing politicians and governments, advertisers, religious leaders, some
thinkers, writers and artists, and so on. We are reminded that experience has always been
mediated by the institutions of society (including the family), and what has happened is that a
new mediator (mass communication) has been added which can extend, compete with, replace
or even run counter to the efforts of other social institutions.

The simple picture of a ‘two-step’ (or multiple) process of mediated contact with reality is
complicated by the fact that mass media are not completely free agents in relation to the rest of
society. They are subject to formal and informal control by the very institutions (including their
own) that have an interest in shaping public perceptions of reality. Their objectives do not
necessarily coincide with the aim of relaying some objective ‘truth’ about reality. An abstract
view of the ‘mediation of reality’, based on Westley and MaclLean but also reflecting these
points, is sketched in Figure 4.2. The media provide their audience with a supply of information,
images, stories and impressions, sometimes according to anticipated needs, sometimes guided
by their own purposes (e.g. gaining revenue or influence), and sometimes following the motives
of other social institutions (e.g. advertising, making propaganda, projecting favourable images,
sending information). Given this diversity of underlying motivation in the selection and flow of
the ‘images of reality’, we can see that mediation is unlikely to be a purely neutral process. The
‘reality’ will always be to some extent selected and constructed and there will be certain
consistent biases. These will reflect especially the differential opportunities available for
gaining media access and also the influence of ‘media logic’ in constituting reality (see pp.
330-31).



Figure 4.2 also represents the fact that experience is neither completely nor always
mediated by the mass media. There are still certain direct channels of contact with social
institutions (e.g. political parties, work organizations, churches). There is also some pos-sibility
of direct personal experience of some of the more distant events reported in media (e.g. crime,
poverty, illness, war and conflict). The potentially diverse sources of information (including
personal contact with others, and via the Internet) may not be completely independent from
each other, but they provide some checks on the adequacy and reliability of ‘quasi-mediated
interaction’.
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Figure 4.2 A frame of reference for theory formation about media and society: media interpose
between personal experience and more distant events and social forces (based on Westley
and Maclean, 1957)

Main themes of media-society theory

The main themes and issues to be dealt with in this book have already been introduced in
Chapter 1 and also in Chapter 3 under the heading ‘Early perspectives on media and society’.
Here we return in more depth to these matters. The theories available to us are fragmentary and
selective, sometimes overlapping or inconsistent, often guided by conflicting ideologies and
assumptions about society. Theory formation does not follow a systematic and logical pattern
but responds to real-life problems and historical circumstances. Before describing some of the
theories that have been formulated, it is useful to look at the main themes that have shaped
debate during the ‘first age of mass communication’, especially relating to power, integration,
social change and space/time.

Theme I: Power and Inequality

The media are invariably related in some way to the prevailing structure of political and
economic power. It is evident, first of all, that media have an economic cost and value, are an
object of competition for control and access. Secondly, they are subject to political, economic
and legal regulation. Thirdly, mass media are very commonly regarded as effective instruments
of power, with the potential capacity to exert influence in various ways. Fourthly, the power of
mass media is not equally available to all groups or interests. Box 4.2 introduces the theme of
media power by naming the main kinds of effects, whether intended or not, that have been



attributed to the mass media.

Hypothetical aims or effects of mass media power 4.2

e Attracting and directing public attention

e Persuasion in matters of opinion and belief
¢ Influencing behaviour

e Providing definitions of reality

e Conferring status and legitimacy

¢ Informing quickly and extensively

In discussions of media power, two models are usually opposed to each other: one a
model of dominant media, the other of pluralist media (see Figure 4.3). The first of these sees
media as exercising power on behalf of other powerful institutions. Media organizations, in this
view, are likely to be owned or controlled by a small number of powerful interests and to be
similar in type and purpose. They disseminate a limited and undifferentiated view of the world
shaped by the perspectives of ruling interests.

Dominance Pluralism
Societal source Ruling class or dominant elite Competing political, social,
cultural interasts and groups
tedia Under concentrated ownership Many and independeant of
and of uniform type sach other
FProduction Standardized, routinized Creative, free, original
Controlled
Content and world Selective and decided Diverse and competing views,
wiew from ‘abowe’ responsive to audience demand
Audience Dependent, passive, Fragmented, selective, reactive
oarganized on large scale and active
Effects Strong and confirmative of Mumerous, without consistency
established social order or predictability of direction, but

often no effect

Figure 4.3 Two opposing models of media power (mixed versions are more likely to be
encountered)

Audiences are constrained or conditioned to accept the view of the world offered, with little
critical response. The result is to reinforce and legitimate the prevailing structure of power and
to head off change by filtering out alternative voices.

The pluralist model is, in nearly every respect, the opposite, allowing for much diversity
and unpredictability. There is no unified and dominant elite, and change and democratic control
are both possible. Differentiated audiences initiate demand and are able to resist persuasion
and react to what the media offer. In general, the ‘dominance’ model corresponds to the outlook
both of conservatives pessimistic about the ‘rise of the masses’ and also of critics of the
capitalist system disappointed by the failure of the revolution to happen. It is consistent with a



view of the media as an instrument of ‘cultural imperialism’ or a tool of political propaganda.
The pluralist view is an idealized version of what liberalism and the free market will lead to.
While the models are described as total opposites, it is possible to envisage mixed versions, in
which tendencies towards mass domination or economic monopoly are subject to limits and
counter-forces and are ‘resisted’ by their audiences. In any free society, minorities and
opposition groups should be able to develop and maintain their own alternative media.

The question is whether media exercises power in their own right and interest. However,
this possibility exists and is to be found in fictional as well as factual portrayals of media moguls
and empires. There are cases of media owners using their position to advance some political or
financial goal or to enhance their own status. There is prima facie evidence of effects on public
opinion and actions. More often, the independent power the media is said to cause unintended
harmful effects. These relate, for example, to the undermining of democratic politics, cultural
and moral debasement, and the causing of personal harm and distress, mainly in the pursuit of
profit. Essentially they are said to exert power without responsibility and use the shield of
freedom of the press to avoid accountability. This discussion of media effects gives rise to a

number of questions which are posed in Box 4.3.

The power of mass media: 4.3
questions arising )

e Are the media under control?

¢ If so, who controls the media and in whose interest?

e Whose version of the world (social reality) is presented?
e How effective are the media in achieving chosen ends?

e Do mass media promote more or less equality in society?
e How is access to media allocated or obtained?

e How do the media use their power to influence?

e Do the media have power of their own?

Theme II: Social Integration and Identity
A dual perspective on media

Theorists of mass communication have often shared with sociologists an interest in how social
order is maintained and in the attachment of people to various kinds of social unit. The media
were early associated with the problems of rapid urbanization, social mobility and the decline of
traditional communities. They have continued to be linked with social dislocation and a
supposed increase in individual immorality, crime and disorder. A good deal of early media
theory and research focused on questions of integration. For instance, Hanno Hardt (2003) has
described the concerns of nineteenth- and early-twentieth- century German theorists with the
integrative role of the press in society. The principal functions of the press he discerned are set



outin Box 4.4.

The perceived social 4.4
functions of the early press " °

e Binding society together

e Giving leadership to the public

e Helping to establish the ‘public sphere’

e Providing for the exchange of ideas between leaders and masses
e Satisfying needs for information

e Providing society with a mirror of itself

e Acting as the conscience of society

Mass communication as a process has often been typified as predominantly individualistic,
impersonal and isolating, and thus leading to lower levels of social solidarity and sense of
community. Addiction to television has been linked to non- participation and declining ‘social
capital’ in the sense of participating in social activities and having a sense of belonging
(Putnam, 2000). The media have brought messages of what is new and fashionable in terms of
goods, ideas, techniques and values from city to country and from the social top to the base.
They have also portrayed alternative value systems, potentially weakening the hold of
traditional values.

An alternative view of the relation between mass media and social integration has also
been in circulation, based on other features of mass communication. It has a capacity to unite
scattered individuals within the same large audience, or to integrate newcomers into urban
communities and immigrants into a new country by providing a common set of values, ideas
and information and helping to form identities (Janowitz, 1952; Clark, 1969; Stamm, 1985;
Rogers, 1993). This process can help to bind together a large-scale, differentiated modern
society more effectively than would have been possible through older mechanisms of religious,
family or group control. In other words, mass media seem in principle capable both of
supporting and of subverting social cohesion. The positions seem far apart, one stressing
centrifugal and the other centripetal tendencies, although in fact in complex and changing
societies both forces are normally at work at the same time, one compensating to some extent
for the other.

Ambivalence about social integration

The main questions that arise for theory and research can thus (much as in the case of power)
be mapped out on two criss-crossing dimensions. One refers to the direction of effect: either
centrifugal or centripetal. The first refers to the stimulus towards social change, freedom,
individualism and fragmentation. The second refers to effects in the form of more social unity,



order, cohesion and integration. Both social integration and dispersal can be valued differently,
depending on preference and perspective. One person’s desirable social control is another
person’s limitation of freedom; one person’s individualism is another person’s non-conformity or
isolation. So the second dimension can be described as normative, especially in the
assessment of these two opposite tendencies of the working of mass media. The question it
represents is whether the effect at issue should be viewed with optimism or pessimism
(McCormack, 1961; Carey, 1969). While early critics of mass communication (e.g. C.W. Mills)
emphasized the dangers of over-integration and social conformity, the individualizing effects of
newer media have come to be viewed by social critics as socially corrosive (e.g. Sunstein,
2006).

In order to make sense of this complicated situation, it helps to think of the two versions of
media theory — centrifugal and centripetal — each with its own position on a dimension of
evaluation, so that there are, in effect, four different theoretical positions relating to social
integration (see Figure 4.4). These can be named as follows:

1. Freedom, diversity. This is the optimistic version of the tendency for media to have a
fragmenting effect on society that can also be liberating. The media spread new ideas
and information and encourage mobility, change and modernization.

2. Integration, solidarity. This optimistic version of the reverse effect of mass communication
as a unifier of society stresses the needs for a sense of identity, belonging and
citizenship, especially under conditions of social change.

3. Normlessness, loss of identity. The pessimistic alternative view of greater freedom points
to detachment, loss of belief, rootlessness and a society lacking in social cohesion and
social capital.

4. Dominance, uniformity. Society can be over-integrated and over-regulated, leading to
central control and conformity, with the mass media as instruments of control.

Optimistic vision

1 2
Freedom, Integration,
diversity solidarity
Centrifugal Centripetal
effect effect
3 4
Normlessness, Dominance,
loss of identity uniformity

Pessimistic vision

Figure 4.4 Four versions of the consequences of mass communication for social integration

This version of the integrating effects of mass communication leaves us with a number of



questions (Box 4.5) that have to be answered for different societies at different points in time

and no general answer is possible.

Questions about media and integration 4.5

e Do mass media increase or decrease the level of social control and conformity?

e Do media strengthen or weaken intervening social institutions, such as family, political
party, local community, church, trade union?

e Do media help or hinder the formation of diverse groups and identities based on
subculture, opinion, social experience, social action, and so on?

e Do mass media promote individual freedom and choice of identity?

e Do online media have a bias against integration?

Theme lll: Social Change and Development

A key question that follows on from the preceding discussion is whether or not mass
communication should be viewed primarily as a cause or as an effect of social change.
Wherever the media exert influence they also cause change; the options of social centralization
or dispersal are two main kinds of change that have been discussed. As we have seen, no
simple answer can be expected, and different theories offer alternative versions of the
relationship. At issue are the alternative ways of relating three basic elements: (1) the
technology of communication and the form and content of media; (2) changes in society (social
structure and institutional arrangements); and (3) the distribution among a population of
opinion, beliefs, values and practices. All consequences of mass media are potentially
questions about social change, but most relevant for theory have been the issues of
‘technological determinism’ and the potential to apply mass media to the process of
development. The first refers to the effect on society of changing communications media. The
second refers to the more practical question of whether or not (and how) mass media might be
applied to economic and social development (as an ‘engine of change’ or ‘multiplier of
modernity’). Questions about change and development are set out in Box 4.6.

?

4.6 Questions about change and development

e What part do or can media play in major social change?



Are the media typically progressive or conservative in their working?

Can media be applied as an ‘engine of change’ in the context of development?

How much of media-induced change is due to technology rather than to typical content?
Do the media diffuse innovations effectively?

The story of the rise of the media, as told in Chapter 2, certainly tends to depict media as a
generally progressive force, especially because of the link between democracy and freedom of
expression and between media and the opening of markets and liberalization of trade.
However, there are other narratives to consider. For instance, critical theory has typically
viewed the media in modern times as conformist and even reactionary. In the early twentieth
century, as in Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, the media were employed as a tool of change,
even if with mixed success.

The case of ‘modernization’ and development in Third World countries received much
attention in the early post-Second World Word War years, when mass communication was
seen, especially in the USA, as a powerful means of spreading American ideals throughout the
world and at the same time helping to resist communism. But it was also promoted as an
effective instrument of social and economic development, consistent with the spirit of free
enterprise. Several effects were predicted to follow on from the voluntary import of US mass
media content. These included: consumer aspirations, values and practices of democracy,
ideas of liberty, literacy (see Lerner, 1958). Subsequently, there was a large investment in
communication projects designed to diffuse many technical and social innovations (Rogers and
Shoemaker, 1973). The results were hard to evaluate and the efforts described gradually
became redundant or impossible to pursue in a changed world.

In more recent years, the biggest change associated with mass media has probably been
the transition from communism in Europe after 1985. The role of the media in these events is
still a matter of debate, although the process of glasnost did give the media a part to play in
internal change within the Soviet Union, and once started they seemed to amplify it.

Theme IV: Space and Time

Communication has often been said to have space and time dimensions and also to ‘build
bridges’ over discontinuities in our experience created by distance and time. There are
numerous aspects to each proposition. Communication makes possible an extension of human
activity and perception across distance in several ways. Most obviously, in the form of
transportation we are taken from place to place and our contacts, experiences and horizons are
extended. Symbolic communication can achieve something of the same effect without our
having to move physically. We are also provided with maps and guides to places and routes to
points in real space. The location of our activity is defined by webs of communication, by
shared forms of discourse and by much that is expressed in language and other forms of
expression. Virtually all forms of symbolic communication (books, art, music, newspapers,
cinema, etc.) are identified with a particular location and have a varying ‘transmission’ range
that can be specified geographically. Processes of mass communication are typically described
and registered in spatial terms, with reference to particular media markets, circulation or
reception areas, audience ‘reach’, and so on. At the same time, the end of cost and capacity
constraints on electronic transmission means that communication is no longer tied to any one
territory and is, in principle, delocalized.

Political and social units are territorial and use communications of many kinds to signal
this fact. Communication is always initiated at one point and received at one or many other



points. Bridges are built and physical distance seems to be reduced by ease of communication
and reception. The Internet has created various kinds of ‘virtual space’ and new maps to go
with it, especially those that show the web of intercon-nections. New technologies have made it
possible for messages sent to materialize at distant points. The account could be continued, but
the richness of the theme of space can be appreciated.

Much the same could be said in relation to time. The multiplication and acceleration of
channels for transmission and exchange of communication have made instantane-ous contact
with other sources and destinations an everyday possibility. We no longer have to wait for news
or wait to send it, from whatever place. There is effectively no time restriction on the amount of
information that can be sent. There is increasingly no time restriction on when we can receive
what we want to receive. Technologies of storage and access allow us to disregard the
constraint of time on much communication behaviour. All that is lacking is more time to do all
this. Paradoxically, although new technologies make it possible and easy to store our
memories and all the information we want, information and culture seem to be subject to faster
obsolescence and decay. The limits are increasingly set by human capacity to process any
more any faster. The long-heralded problem of information overload has arrived in daily
experience. Whatever the costs and benefits, it is hard to deny the revolutionary character of
recent changes. For key propositions, see Box 4.7.

>

4.7 Media effects relating to space and time:
"" key propositions

¢ Media have abolished distance

e Virtual space becomes an extension of real space

e Media serve as collective memory

e The gap between technical transmission and human reception capacity widens
exponentially

e Media lead to delocalization and detemporalization

Media-Society Theory I: the Mass Society

In this and the following sections, several distinctive theoretical approaches to these themes
are discussed. They are presented more or less in chronological order of their formulation and
they span the range from optimistic to pessimistic, from critical to neutral. The first to be dealt
with, mass society theory, is built around the concept of ‘mass’ which has already been
discussed in Chapter 3. The theory emphasizes the interdependence of institutions that
exercise power and thus the integration of the media into the sources of social power and
authority. Content is likely to serve the interests of political and economic power holders. The
media cannot be expected to offer a critical or an alternative definition of the world, and their
tendency will be to assist in the accommodation of the dependent public to their fate.

The ‘dominant media’ model sketched above reflects the mass society view. Mass society
theory gives a primacy to the media as a causal factor. It rests very much on the idea that the



media offer a view of the world, a substitute or pseudo-environment, which is a potent means of
manipulation of people but also an aid to their psychic survival under difficult conditions.
According to C. Wright Mills (1951:333), ‘Between consciousness and existence stand
communications, which influence such consciousness as men have of their existence.’

Mass society is, paradoxically, both ‘atomized’ and centrally controlled. The media are
seen as significantly contributing to this control in societies characterized by largeness of scale,
remoteness of institutions, isolation of individuals and lack of strong local or group integration.
Mills (1951, 1956) also pointed to the decline of the genu-ine public of classic democratic
theory and its replacement by shifting aggregates of people who cannot formulate or realize
their own aims in political action. This regret has been echoed more recently by arguments
about the decline of a ‘public sphere’ of democratic debate and politics, in which large-scale,
commercialized mass media have been implicated (Dahlgren, 1995, 2005).

Although the expression ‘mass society’ is no longer much in vogue, the idea that we live in
a mass society persists in a variety of loosely related components. These include a nostalgia
(or hope) for a more ‘communitarian’ alternative to the present individualistic age as well as a
critical attitude towards the supposed emptiness, loneliness, stress and consumerism of life in a
contemporary free-market society. The seemingly widespread public indifference towards
democratic politics and lack of participation in it are also often attributed to the cynical and
manipulative use of mass media by politicians and parties.

The actual abundance and diversity of many old and new forms of media seem, however,
to undermine the validity of mass society theory in its portrayal of the media as one of the
foundation stones of the mass society. In particular, the new electronic media have given rise to
an optimistic vision of what society can become that runs counter to the central mass society
thesis. The relative monopoly control typical of the rise of the original mass media is now
challenged by the rise of online media that are much more accessible to many groups,
movements and also individuals. This challenges not just the economic power of old media but
also their guaranteed access to large national audiences at the time of their own choosing.
There is a darker side to this vision, however, since the Internet also opens up new means of
control and surveillance of the online population and is not immune to control by media
conglomerates. The central ideas are stated in Box 4.8.

Mass society theory of media: 4.8
main propositions )

Society is organized centrally and on a large scale
The public becomes atomized

Media are centralized, with one-way transmission

People come to depend on media for their identity
Media are used for manipulation and control

Media—-Society Theory II:
Marxism and Political Economy



While Karl Marx only knew the press before it was a true mass medium, the tradition of Marxist
analysis of the media in capitalist society is still of some relevance. There have been several
variants of Marxist-inspired analysis of modern media, merging into the present-day ‘critical
political economy’ (Murdock and Golding, 2005).

The question of power is central to Marxist interpretations of mass media. While varied,
these have always emphasized the fact that ultimately they are instruments of control by and for
a ruling class. The founding text is Marx’s German Ideology, where he states:

The class that has the means of material production has control at the same time over the means of mental production
so that, thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it.
(cited in Murdock and Golding, 1977:15)

Marxist theory posits a direct link between economic ownership and the dissemination of
messages that affirm the legitimacy and the value of a class society. These views are
supported in modern times by evidence of tendencies to great concentration of media
ownership by capitalist entrepreneurs (e.g. Bagdikian, 1988; McChesney, 2000) and by much
correlative evidence of conservative tendencies in content of media so organized (e.g. Herman
and Chomsky, 1988).

Revisionist versions of Marxist media theory in the twentieth century concentrated more on
ideas than on material structures. They emphasized the ideological effects of media in the
interests of a ruling class, in ‘reproducing’ the essentially exploitative relationships and
manipulation, and in legitimating the dominance of capitalism and the subordination of the
working class. Louis Althusser (1971) conceived this process to work by way of what he called
‘ideological state apparatuses’ (all means of socialization, in effect), which, by comparison
with ‘repressive state apparatuses’ (such as the army and police), enable the capitalist state to
survive without recourse to direct violence. Gramsci’s (1971) concept of hegemony relates to
this tendency. Marcuse (1964) interpreted the media, along with other elements of mass
production systems, as engaged in ‘selling’ or imposing a whole social system which is at the
same time both desirable and repressive.

All in all, the message of Marxist theory is plain, but questions remain unanswered. How
might the power of the media be countered or resisted? What is the position of forms of media
that are not clearly in capitalist ownership or in the power of the state (such as independent
newspapers or public broadcasting)? Critics of mass media in the Marxist tradition either rely
on the weapon of exposure of propaganda and manipulation (e.g. Herman and Chomsky, 1988;
Herman, 2000) or pin their hopes on some form of collective ownership or alternative media as
a counter to the media power of the capitalist class. The main contemporary heir to Marxist
theory is to be found in political economy theory.

Political-economic theory is a socially critical approach that focuses primarily on the
relation between the economic structure and dynamics of media industries and the ideological
content of media. From this point of view, the media institution has to be considered as part of
the economic system, with close links to the political system. The consequences are to be
observed in the reduction of independent media sources, concentration on the largest markets,
avoidance of risks, and reduced investment in less profitable media tasks (such as investigative
reporting and documentary film-making). We also find neglect of smaller and poorer sectors of
the potential audience and often a politically unbalanced range of news media.

The main strength of the approach lies in its capacity for making empirically testable
propositions about market determinations, although the latter are so numerous and complex
that empirical demonstration is not easy. While the approach centres on media activity as an
economic process leading to the commodity (the media product or content), there is a variant of



the political-economic approach that suggests that the primary product of the media is really
audience. This refers to the fact that they deliver audience attention to advertisers and shape
the behaviour of media publics in certain distinctive ways (Smythe, 1977). What commercial
media sell to their clients is a certain more or less guaranteed number of potential customers
according to a market-relevant profile. This perspective is more difficult to apply to online
advertising and in particular to the search engine as a major vehicle of advertising (Bermejo,
2009; and see below, p. 402).

The political economy approach is now being applied to the case of the Internet. Fuchs
(2009) builds on Smythe’s ideas in suggesting that the key to the Internet economy lies
especially in the commodification of the users of free access platforms which deliver targets
for advertisers and publicists as well as often providing the content at no cost to networks
providers and site-owners. In the case of very popular websites such as Myspace and
YouTube, the distinction from mass communication is not very clear.

The relevance of political-economic theory has been greatly increased by several trends in
media business and technology (perhaps also enhanced by the fall from grace of a strictly
Marxist analysis). First, there has been a growth in media concentration

worldwide, with more and more power of ownership being concentrated in fewer hands
and with tendencies for mergers between electronic hardware and software industries
(Murdock, 1990; McChesney, 2000; Wasko, 2004). Secondly, there has been a growing global
‘information economy’ (Melody, 1990; Sussman, 1997), involving an increasing convergence
between telecommunication and broadcasting. Thirdly, there has been a decline in the public
sector of mass media and in direct public control of telecommunication (especially in Western
Europe), under the banner of ‘deregulation’, ‘privatization’ or ‘liberalization’ (McQuail and
Siune, 1998; van Cuilenburg and McQuail, 2003). Fourthly, there is a growing rather than
diminishing problem of information inequality. The expression ‘digital divide' refers to the
inequality in access to and use of advanced communication facilities (Norris, 2002), but there
are also differences in the quality of potential use. The essential propositions of political-
economic theory (see Box 4.9) have not changed since earlier times, but the scope for

application is much wider (Mansell, 2004).

Critical political-economic 9
theory: main propositions "

e Economic control and logic are determinant

e Media structure always tends towards monopoly

e Global integration of media ownership develops

e Contents and audiences are commodified

o Real diversity decreases

e Opposition and alternative voices are marginalized

e Public interest in communication is subordinated to private interests
e Access to the benefits of communication are unequally distributed



Media—Society Theory lll: Functionalism

Functionalist theory explains social practices and institutions in terms of the ‘needs’ of the
society and of individuals (Merton, 1957). Society is viewed as an ongoing system of linked
working parts or subsystems, each making an essential contribution to continuity and order.
The media can be seen as one of these systems. Organized social life is said to require the
continued maintenance of a more or less accurate, consistent, supportive and complete picture
of the working of society and of the social environment. It is by responding to the demands of
individuals and institutions in consistent ways that the media achieve unintended benefits for
the society as a whole.

The theory depicts media as essentially self-directing and self-correcting. While apolitical
in formulation, it suits pluralist and voluntarist conceptions of the fundamental mechanisms of
social life and has a conservative bias to the extent that the media are more likely to be seen as
a means of maintaining society as it is rather than as a source of major change.

Although functionalism in its early versions has been largely discarded in sociology, it
survives as an approach to the media in new forms (e.g. Luhmann, 2000) and it still plays a part
in framing and answering research questions about the media. It remains useful for some
purposes of description and it offers a language for discussing the relations between mass
media and society and a set of concepts that have proved hard to replace. This terminology has
the advantage of being to a large extent shared by mass communicators themselves and by
their audiences and of being widely understood.

Specifying the social functions of media

The main functions of communication in society, according to Lasswell (1948), were
surveillance of the environment, correlation of the parts of the society in responding to its
environment, and the transmission of the cultural heritage. Wright (1960) developed this basic
scheme to describe many of the effects of the media and added entertainment as a fourth key
media function. This may be part of the transmitted culture but it has another aspect — that of
providing individual reward, relaxation and reduction of tension, which makes it easier for
people to cope with real-life problems and for societies to avoid breakdown (Mendelsohn,
1966). With the addition of a fifth item, mobilization — designed to reflect the widespread
application of mass communication to political and commercial propaganda — we can name the
following set of basic ideas about media tasks (functions) in society:

Information

¢ Providing information about events and conditions in society and the world.
¢ Indicating relations of power.
e Facilitating innovation, adaptation and progress.

Correlation

e Explaining, interpreting and commenting on the meaning of events and information.
e Providing support for established authority and norms.
e Socializing.



e Co-ordinating separate activities.
e Consensus building.
e Setting orders of priority and signalling relative status.

Continuity

e Expressing the dominant culture and recognizing subcultures and new cultural
developments.
e Forging and maintaining commonality of values.

Entertainment

e Providing amusement, diversion and the means of relaxation.
e Reducing social tension.

Mobilization

e Campaigning for societal objectives in the sphere of politics, war, economic development,
work and sometimes religion.

We cannot give any general rank order to these items, or say anything about their relative
frequency of occurrence. The correspondence between function (or purpose) and precise
content of media is not exact, since one function overlaps with another, and the same content
can serve different functions. The set of statements refers to functions for society and needs to
be reformulated in order to take account of the perspectives either of the media themselves
(their own view of their tasks) or of the individual user of mass media, as in ‘uses and
gratifications’ theory and research (see Chapter 16). Media function can thus refer both to
more or less objective tasks of the media (such as news or editorializing) and to motives or
benefits as perceived by a media user (such as being informed or entertained).

Among the general ‘functions for society’, most agreement seems to have been achieved
on the idea of the media as a force for social integration (as noted already). Studies of media
content have also often found that mainstream mass media tend to be conformist and
supportive rather than critical of dominant values. This support takes several forms, including
the avoidance of fundamental criticism of key institutions, such as business, the justice system
and democratic politics; giving differential access to the ‘social top’; and symbolically rewarding
those who succeed according to the approved paths of virtue and hard work, while symbolically
punishing those who fail or deviate (see Chapter 18). Dayan and Katz (1992) argue that major
social occasions portrayed on television (public or state ceremonies, major sporting events)
and often drawing huge audiences worldwide help to provide otherwise missing social cement.
One of the effects of what they call ‘media events is to confer status on leading figures and
issues in society. Another is on social relations: ‘With almost every event, we have seen
communitas and camaraderie emerge from normally atomized — and sometimes deeply divided
— societies’ (1992:214).

In the light of these observations, it is not so surprising that research on effects has failed to



lend much support to the proposition that mass media, for all their attention to crime, sensation,
violence and deviant happenings, are a significant cause of social, or even individual, crime
and disorganization. The more one holds to a functionalist theory of media, the less logical it is
to expect socially disintegrative effects. Even so, this theoretical approach can be applied in
cases of apparent harm. All social systems are at risk of failure or error and the term
‘dysfunction’ was coined to label effects that seem to have a negative character. The media,
lacking clear purpose and direction in society, are more prone to dysfunctions than other
institutions and are less easy to correct. However, what is functional or not is nearly always
disputable on subjective grounds. For instance, media critical of authorities are performing a
useful watchdog role, but from another point of view they are undermining authority and
national unity. This is the fundamental and irremediable weakness of functionalism. Key
propositions of the theory are found in Box 4.10.
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4.10 Functionalist theory of media:
"~ main propositions

e Media are an institution of society

e They perform the necessary tasks of order, control and cohesion

e They are also necessary for adaptation and change

e Functions are recognizable in the effects of the media

e Management of tension

e There are also unintended harmful effects which can be classified as dysfunctions

Media—Society Theory IV: Social Constructionism

Social constructionism is an abstract term for a very broad and influential tendency in the
social sciences, sparked off especially by the publication of Berger and Luckman’s book The
Social Construction of Reality (1967). In fact the intellectual roots are a good deal deeper, for
instance in the symbolic interactionism of Blumer (1969) and the phenomenological sociology
of Alfred Schutz (1972). In this work, the notion of society as an objective reality pressing on
individuals is countered with the alternative (and more liberating) view that the structures,
forces and ideas of society are created by human beings, continually recreated or reproduced
and also open to chal-lenge and change. There is a general emphasis on the possibilities for
action and also for choices in the understanding of ‘reality’. Social reality has to be made and
given meaning (interpreted) by human actors. These general ideas have been formulated in
many different ways, according to other theoretical ideas, and represent a major paradigm
change in the human sciences in the later twentieth century.

They have also had a particular appeal to students of mass communication and are at the
centre of thinking about processes of media influence as well as being a matter of debate. The
general idea that mass media influence what most people believe to be reality is of course an
old one and is embedded in theories of propaganda and ideology (for instance, the role of the
media as producing a ‘false consciousness’). The unthinking, but unceasing, promotion by



media of nationalism, patriotism, social conformity and belief systems could all be interpreted
as examples of social construction. Later critical theory argued for the possibility of such
ideological impositions being contested and resisted, emphasizing the possibilities for
reinterpreting the hegemonic message. Even so, the emphasis in critical theory is on the media
as a very effective reproducer of a selective and biased view of reality.

Aside from the question of ideology, there has been much attention to social construction
at work in relation to mass media news, entertainment and popular culture and in the formation
of public opinion. In respect of news, there is now more or less a consensus among media
scholars that the picture of ‘reality’ that news claims to provide cannot help but be a selective
construct made up of fragments of factual information and observation that are bound together
and given meaning by a particular frame, angle of vision or perspective. The genre
requirements of news and the routines of news processing are also at work. Social construction
refers to the processes by which events, persons, values and ideas are first defined or
interpreted in a certain way and given value and priority, largely by mass media, leading to the
(personal) construction of larger pictures of reality. Here, the ideas of ‘framing’ and ‘schemata’
play their part (see Chapter 14). Central propositions are in Box 4.11.
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Social constructionism: main propositions 4.11

e Society is a construct rather than a fixed reality

e Media provide the materials for reality construction

e Meanings are offered by media, but can be negotiated or rejected

e Media selectively reproduce certain meanings

e Media cannot give an objective account of social reality (all facts are interpretations)

Media—Society Theory V: Communication Technology Determinism

There is a long and still active tradition of searching for links between the dominant
communication technology of an age and key features of society, bearing on all the themes
outlined above. To label this body of thinking ‘determinist’ does not do justice to the many
differences and nuances, but there is a common element of ‘media-centredness’ (see p. 12).
There is also a tendency to concentrate on the potential for (or bias towards) social change of a
particular communication technology and to subordinate other variables. Otherwise, there may
be little in common between the theories.

Any history of communication (as of other) technologies testifies to the accelerating pace of
invention and of material and other consequences, and some theorists are inclined to identify
distinct phases. Rogers (1986), for instance, locates turning points at the invention of writing,
the beginning of printing in the fifteenth century, the mid-nineteenth-century start to the
telecommunication era, and the age of interac-tive communication beginning in 1946 with the
invention of the mainframe computer. Schement and Curtis (1995) provide us with a detailed
‘timeline’, extending from pre-history to modern times, of communication technology inventions,
which they classify according to their being either ‘conceptual/institutional’ (such as writing) or



‘devices for acquisition and storage’ (such as paper and printing), or being related to
processing and distribution (such as computers and satellites). History shows several apparent
trends but especially a shift over time in the direction of more speed, greater dispersion, wider
reach and greater flexibility. They underline the capacity for communication more readily to
cross barriers of time and space. These matters are discussed in more detail in Chapter 5 (pp.
125-7) with reference to the cultural and social factors shaping the evolution of media
technologies.

The Toronto School

The first significant theorist in this tradition seems to have been the Canadian economic
historian H.M. Innis, who founded the ‘Toronto School’ of thinking about the media in the
period after the Second World War. Innis (1950, 1951) attributed the characteristic features of
successive ancient civilizations to the prevailing and dominant modes of communication, each
of which will have its own ‘bias’ in terms of societal form. For example, he regarded the change
from stone to papyrus as causing a shift from royal to priestly power. In ancient Greece, an oral
tradition and a flexible alphabet favoured inventiveness and diversity and prevented the
emergence of a priesthood with a monopoly over education. The foundation and endurance of
the Roman Empire was assisted by a culture of writing and documents on which legal-
bureaucratic institutions, capable of administering distant provinces, could be based. Printing,
in its turn, challenged the bureaucratic monopoly of power and encouraged both individualism
and nationalism.

There are two main organizing principles in Innis’s work. First, as in the economic sphere,
communication leads over time to monopolization by a group or a class of the means of
production and distribution of knowledge. In turn, this produces a disequilibrium that either
impedes changes or leads to the competitive emergence of other forms of communication,
which tend to restore equilibrium. This can also be taken to mean that new communication
technologies undermine old bases of social power. Secondly, the most important dimensions of
empire are space and time, and some means of communication are more suitable for one than
for the other (this is the main so-called bias of communication). Thus, empires can persist either
through time (such as ancient Egypt) or extensively in space (such as Rome), depending on the
dominant form of communication.

McLuhan’s (1962) developments of the theory offered new insights into the consequences
of the rise of print media (see also Eisenstein, 1978), although his main purpose of explaining
the significance of electronic media for human experience has not really been fulfilled
(McLuhan, 1964) (see also Chapter 5). Of printing, McLuhan wrote: ‘the typographic extension
of man brought in nationalism, industrialism and mass markets, and universal literacy and
education’.

Gouldner (1976) interpreted key changes in modern political history in terms of
communication technology. He connects the rise of ‘ideology’, defined as a special form of
rational discourse, to printing and the newspaper, on the grounds that (in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries) these stimulated a supply of interpretation and ideas (ideology). He then
portrays the later media of radio, film and television as having led to a decline of ideology
because of the shift from ‘conceptual to iconic symbolism’, revealing a split between the
‘cultural apparatus’ (the intelligentsia), which produces ideology, and the ‘consciousness
industry’, which controls the new mass public. This anticipates a continuing ‘decline in
ideology’ as a result of the new com-puter-based networks of information. The main
propositions of media technological determinism are presented in Box 4.12.
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Media technological determinism:4 12
main propositions )

Communication technology is fundamental to society

Each technology has a bias to particular communication forms, contents and uses

The sequence of invention and application of communication technology influences the
direction and pace of social change

Communication revolutions lead to social revolutions

Moving away from media determinism

Most informed observers are now wary of single-factor explanations of social change and do
not really believe in direct mechanistic effects from new technology. Effects occur only when
inventions are taken up, developed and applied, usually to existing uses at first, then with a
great extension and change of use according to the capacity of the technology and the needs of
a society. Development is always shaped by the social and cultural context (Lehmann-Wilzig
and Cohen-Avigdor, 2004; Stober, 2004). It no longer makes sense to think in terms of a single
dominant medium with some unique properties. This may have been justifiable in the case of
the book or, in some respects, at a later stage the telegraph and telephone. At present, very
many different new media forms coexist with many of the ‘old” media, none of which has
disappeared. At the same time, the argument that media are converging and linking to comprise
an all-encompassing network has considerable force and implications (Neuman, 1991). It may
also be true that new media forms can have a particular social or cultural ‘bias’ (see Chapter 6)
which makes certain effects more likely. These possibilities are discussed in the following
section.

Media—Society Theory VI:
the Information Society

The assumption of a revolutionary social transition as a result of new communication
technology has been with us for quite some time, although it is not without its critics (e.g. Leiss,
1989; Ferguson, 1992; Webster, 1995, 2002). Ferguson (1986) treated this ‘neo-technological
determinism’ as a belief system which was tending to operate as a self-fulfilling prophecy. The
term ‘communications revolution’, along with the term ‘information society’, has now almost
come to be accepted as an objective description of our time and of the type of society that is
emerging.

The term ‘information society’ seems to have originated in Japan in the 1960s (Ito, 1981),
although its genealogy is usually traced to the concept of ‘post-industrial’ society first proposed
by the sociologist Daniel Bell (1973). Another source was the idea of an ‘information economy’
developed by the economists Machlup (1962) and Porat (1977) (see Schement and Curtis,
1995). Bell’s work belonged to the tradition that relates types of society to succeeding stages of



economic and social development. The main characteristics of the post-industrial society were
found in the rise in the service sector of the economy relative to manufacture or agriculture and
thus the predominance of ‘information-based’ work. Theoretical knowledge (scientific, exper,
data-based) was becoming the key factor in the economy, out stripping physical plant and land
as bases of wealth. Correlatively, a ‘new class’ was emerging based on the possession of
knowledge and personal relations skills. Most of the observed post-industrial trends were seen
to accelerate in the last quarter of the twentieth century. The production and distribution of
information of all kinds, especially using computer-based technology, have themselves become
a major sector of the economy.

Aside from the accumulating evidence of the significance of information in contemporary
economy and society, there has not been much agreement or clarity about the concept of
‘information society’. Melody (1990:26—7) describes information societies simply as those that
have become ‘dependent upon complex electronic information networks and which allocate a
major portion of their resources to information and communication activities’. Van Cuilenburg
(1987) put the chief characteristic as the exponential increase in production and flow of
information of all kinds, largely as a consequence of reduced costs following miniaturization
and computerization. However, he also called attention to our relative incapacity to process,
use or even receive much more of the increasing supply of information. Since then, this
imbalance has become much greater. Reductions in costs of transmission have continued to
fuel the process of exponential growth. There is a continually decreasing sensitivity to distance
as well as to cost and a continually increasing speed, volume and interactivity of possibilities
for communication.

Despite the importance of the trends under way, it has not really been established that any
revolutionary transformation in society has yet occurred, as opposed to a further step in the
development of capitalism (Schement and Curtis, 1995:26). What is still missing is evidence of
a transformation in social relationships (Webster, 1995). Several commentators have
emphasized the increased ‘interconnectedness’ of society as a result of ‘information society’
trends extending to a global level. According to Neuman (1991:12), this is the underlying ‘logic
behind the cascade of new technologies’.

Some writers (e.g. van Dijk, 1993; Castells, 1996) choose to use the term ‘network society’
instead of ‘information society’. Van Dijk (1999) suggests that modern society is in a process of
becoming a network society: ‘a form of society increasingly organizing its relationships in
media networks which are gradually replacing or complementing the social networks of face to
face communication’. A network structure of society is contrasted with a centre—periphery and
hierarchical mass society, or one that largely conforms to the traditional bureaucratic model of
organization that was typical of industrial society in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It
exhibits numerous overlapping circles of communication that can have both a vertical and a
horizontal range. Such networks can serve to exclude as well as connect. Traditional mass
media exhibited a similar structure and were inclusive of all.

The idea of interconnectedness relates to another aspect of contemporary society that has
attracted comment, and that is the high degree of dependence on others. This is hardly a new
idea since it was the basis of Durkheim’s century-old social theory concerning the division of
labour. But there is arguably a qualitative change in our era, resulting from the continued
excursions of information technology into every aspect of life, especially where intelligent
machines replace human agency. One aspect that has been emphasized by Giddens (1991) is
the degree to which we have to put our trust in expert systems of all kinds for maintaining
normal conditions of life. We also live with increased awareness of risks of many kinds (health,
environmental, economic, military) that are both derived from the public circulation of



information and also managed by reference to information. Elsewhere Giddens refers to the
globalized world as one ‘out of control - a runaway world’ (1999:2). In addition, it would seem
that the ‘culture’ of contemporary society, in the traditional sense of mental and symbolic
pursuits and customary ways of passing time free from essential obligations, is largely
dominated by a vast array of informational services in addition to the mass media.

A notable, although intangible, dimension of the concept of ‘information society’ is the fact
that it has come to form part of contemporary self-consciousness, and in some versions it is
almost a new world view. For instance, de Mue (1999) compares the transition taking place to
the development of mechanics in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He writes:

While the mechanistic world view is characterized by the postulates of analysability, lawfulness and controllability, the
informationistic world view is characterized by the postulates of synthesizability, programmability and manipulability ...
it fundamentally alters human experience and the evaluation of and association with reality.

For others, informatization connotes a new vision of progress for all and a future with unlimited
horizons, more or less in continuation of the model we already have. Established mass media
have played a key part in publicizing a ‘euphoric’ and utopian view of new media potential (see
Rdéssler, 2001). This perspective carries some ideo-logical baggage, tending to legitimate some
trends of the time (e.g. faith in science and high technology as solutions to problems) and to
delegitimate others (especially ideological politics about class and inequality). By emphasizing
the means and processes of communication and the quantitative dimensions of change, it de-
emphasizes the precise content and purpose of it all. In this respect, a connection with
postmodernism can also be made. It is at least apparent that very divergent interpretations are
possible.

Despite scattered insights of this kind, the information society concept has been dominated
by economic, sociological, geographical and technological considerations. The cultural
dimension has been relatively neglected, aside from recognition of the great volume of
information and symbolic production, and unless we view postmodernist thinking as filling this
gap. The rise of an ‘information culture’ that extends into all aspects of everyday life may be
easier to demonstrate than the reality of an information society.

It is clear that the ‘information economy’ is much larger than the mass media on their own,
and the primary information technologies involved are not those of mass production and
distribution of print material for the general public or mass dissemination by broadcasting or
electronic recordings. It could be argued that the birth of the ‘information age’, although
presaged by mass communication, marks a new and separate historical path. Certainly, the
mass media were well established before the supposed information ‘revolution’ and may be
better considered as part of the indus-trial age rather than of its successor. There were early
voices that foretold the death of mass media precisely because of the rise of new information
technologies that are said to render them obsolete (e.g. Maisel, 1973).

The information society concept has not been universally accepted as helpful for analysis,
for reasons that have in part been explained. A central problem is the lack of an overt political
dimension, since it seems to have no core of political purpose, simply an (attributed) inevitable
technocratic logic of its own (van Dijk, 1999). In this it may at least match the predominant spirit
of the times in both popular and intellectual ‘western’ circles. It is quite clear that in several
contexts, the information society idea has been harnessed for public policies with technocratic
goals for nation states or regions (Mattelart, 2003). The general consensus about the
significance of changes occurring in communication technology is not accompanied by
unanimity about the social consequences. Hassan (2008) believes that the information society
idea is essentially ideological and supportive of the neo-liberal economic project that benefits



most from global interconnectivity. Some of these issues are returned to in Chapter 6, which
deals with new media developments. However, certain main theoretical points are summarized

in Box 4.13.

Information society theory: 4.13
main propositions )

¢ Information work replaces industrial work

¢ Production and flow of information accelerates

e Society is characterized by increasing interconnectivity

e Disparate activities converge and integrate

e There is increasing dependency on complex systems

e Trends to globalization accelerate

e Constraints on time and space are much reduced

e Consequences are open to alternative interpretations, both positive and negative
e There are increased risks of loss of control

¢ Information society theory is an ideology more than a theory

Conclusion

These theoretical perspectives on the relation between media and society are diverse in
several respects, emphasizing different causes and types of change and pointing to different
paths into the future. They cannot all be reconciled, since they represent alternative
philosophical positions and opposed methodological preferences. Nevertheless, we can make
some sense of them in terms of the main dimensions of approach, each of which offers a choice
of perspective and/or method. First, there is a contrast between a critical and a more or less
positive view of the developments at issue. Although scientific inquiry seeks a degree of
objectivity and neutrality, this does not prevent one either approving or disapproving of a
tendency indicated by a theory. In respect of Marxism, political economy theory and mass
society theory, there is an inbuilt critical component. In contrast, functionalism leans in a
positive direction as far as the working of media is concerned. Information society theory is
open to critical and positive views, while social constructionism and technology determinism
are open ended.

Secondly, there is a difference between a more socio-centric and a more media-centric
view. We can view media either as dependent on society and mirroring its contours or as
primary movers and moulders. The main media-centric theories are those relating to
communication technology and the information society. There are of course other variables to
consider, especially those relating to approach and method of inquiry. Humanistic, qualitative
and speculative methods can be chosen instead of traditional objective methods of ‘scientific’
research (see Rosengren, 1983).

This account is really incomplete without some of the theory relating to culture that will be
discussed in Chapter 5, but it gives some idea of the general structure of thinking about mass



media and society.
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5
Mass Communication and Culture

Communication and culture

The beginnings: the Frankfurt School and critical cultural theory
The redemption of the popular

Gender and the mass media

Commercialization

Communication technology and culture

Mass media and postmodern culture

Conclusion

This chapter sets out to explore the more ‘cultural’ dimensions of the theories already
discussed in Chapter 4 and to introduce some additional perspectives. The general framework
of ‘mediation’ (see pp. 83—4) remains relevant, but here the emphasis shifts to what is mediated
(the particular meanings) and to the process by which meaning is given and taken (sometimes
referred to as ‘signification’). Since the earlier days of mass communication research, a
distinctive ‘culturalist’ perspective on mass media has been developing, especially under the
influence of the humanities (literature, linguistics, philosophy), as distinct from the more social
scientific emphasis of ‘mainstream’ communication science. At some points, or on some issues,
the two traditions have merged, although there remain substantial differences of thinking and
method. This book, and this chapter, are written primarily from a social scientific perspective,
but aim also to benefit from some of the insights and ideas of the ‘culturalists’.

The culturalist approach takes in all aspects of the production, forms and reception of texts
in this sense and the discourses that surround them. While mass media necessarily fall within
the range of cultural studies, the latter has a much wider range of reference, and there is only a
limited overlap of issues and theory. As will be shown, the culture cannot only be defined in
terms of texts, but relates just as much to patterns of life and thought and potentially all human
activity. To put it briefly, ‘media-cultural’ theory is concerned not only with the content of mass
media, but also with the context of production and reception and with all the surrounding
practices.

Communication and Culture

James Carey (1975) proposed an alternative to the dominant view of communication as
transmission in the form of a ‘ritual’ model (see p. 71), and he has also advocated an approach
to communication and society in which culture is allotted a more central place. ‘Social life is
more than power and trade ... it also includes the sharing of aesthetic experience, religious
ideas, personal values and sentiments, and intellectual notions — a ritual order (Carey,
1988:34). Accordingly, he defined communication as ‘a symbolic process whereby reality is
produced, maintained, repaired and transformed’ (1988:23).

In order to take further the question of the relation between mass communication and
culture in this sense, we need to be more precise about what presents itself as an object of
study. This is made difficult by the many senses in which the term ‘culture’ is used, itself a
reflection of the complexity of the phenomenon. Culture is defined by Carey as a process, but it
can also refer to some shared attribute of a human group (such as their physical environment,
tools, religion, customs and practices, or their whole way of life). Culture also can refer to texts



and symbolic artefacts (e.g. works of art and architecture) that are encoded with particular
meanings by and for people with particular cultural identifications.

Towards defining culture

It is not possible to give a precise definition of culture because the term covers so many things
and is variously used, but if we extract essential points from these different usages, it seems
that culture must have all of the following attributes. It is something collective and shared with
others (there is no purely individual culture). It must have some symbolic form of expression,
whether intended as such or not. It has some pattern, order or regularity, and therefore some
evaluative dimensions (if only a degree of conformity to a culturally prescribed pattern). There is
(or has been) a dynamic continuity over time (culture lives and changes, has a history and
potentially a future). Perhaps the most general and essential attribute of culture is
communication, since cultures could not develop, survive, extend and generally succeed
without communication. Finally, in order to study culture we need to be able to recognize and
locate it, and essentially there are three places to look: in people, in things (texts, artefacts) and
in human practices (socially patterned behaviours). These main features are summarized in
Box 5.1.

There are some obvious implications for the study of mass communication since every
aspect of the production and use of mass media has a cultural dimension. We can focus on
people as producers of culturally meaningful media texts, or as ‘readers of texts’ from which
they take cultural meanings, with implications for the rest of social life. We can focus on the
texts and artefacts themselves (films, books, newspaper articles) and on their symbolic forms
and possible meanings. We may want to study the practices of makers of media products or of
users of the media. Media audience composition and behaviour (practices around the choice
and use of media) are always culturally patterned, before, after and during the media
experience.

—
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The main properties of culture 5.1

e Collectively formed and held

e Open to symbolic expression

e Ordered and differentially valued

e Systematically patterned

e Dynamic and changing

e Spatially located

e Communicable over time and space

Themes of media-cultural theory

This broad terrain can be narrowed down by identifying the main questions and theoretical
issues. As outlined in the following paragraphs.



. The quality of mass culture. The first ‘cultural’ question on the agenda of media theory
was that of the quality of the new mass culture made possible by mass communication.
This topic has already been discussed (pp. 60—-2) and, as we saw, the initial tendency
was to view mass culture in a negative light. It nearly always involved a view of people as
a mass — the new form of social collectivity, which was otherwise often perceived as
without any other culture of its own.

. The nature of popular culture. The rise of a distinctive ‘media culture’ has also stimulated
a rethinking about the nature of ‘popular culture’, which has now to be seen not just as a
cheap alternative, mass produced for mass consumption, but as a vital new branch of
cultural creativity and enjoyment (Schudson, 1991; McGuigan, 1992). The issue of mass
culture also stimulated the rise of critical cultural theory, which, among other things, has
been extended to consider issues of gender and of subculture in relation to mass
communication. Embedded in the debate about mass culture is the eternal question of
‘quality’ and how it can be defined or recognized.

. The impact of technology. A third key theme relates to the potential consequences of the
new technologies themselves for the experience of meaning in the emerging modern
world. Communication technology has many implications for the way we may come to
know our own social world and our place in it. Before the invention of audiovisual media,
cultural experience was mediated by personal contact, religious ceremonies, public
performance or printed texts (for the small minority). Mediated cultural experience is
accessible to virtually all in a great variety of forms that may alter its meaning and
salience.

. Political economy and culture. There are political-economic aspects of the organized
production of culture represented by mass media industries. We have come to think of the
media as a ‘consciousness industry’, driven by economic logic as well as by cultural
changes. An important aspect is the ‘commodification’ of culture in the form of the
‘software’ produced by and for the communication ‘hardware’, both of which are sold and
exchanged in enlarging markets.

. Globalization. Along with technological change and ‘marketization’ has come a steady
increase in the internationalization of cultural production and distribution (this has
sometimes been referred to as ‘Americanization’). The theme of ‘globalization’ captures a
range of debates about the costs and benefits, or just the consequences, for pre-existing
cultural content and forms. Does globalization lead to homogenization, diversification or
hybridization? Can minority forms survive and new ones develop?

. Identity. This is linked to another theme of media-cultural theory, relating to cultural
identity, which can be defined at various levels, from the national or ethnic to the local and
linguistic. The typical culture (in the sense of media texts) produced by the major media
industries is often globalized in form, even when it appears in local or national variants
and languages. Communication is necessary for identity, and mass media (including the
Internet) can be both harmful as well as beneficial for identity. In some parts of the world
there has been a search for some means through public policy to secure valued forms of
cultural diversity.

. Gender. Issues of cultural identity arise for minorities defined in ways other than shared
location, religion or ethnicity. Subcultures based on gender or sexual orientation provide
examples, but there are numerous potential bases for cultural identity formation.

. Ideology. Last but not least is the question of how ideology of many different kinds is
embodied in cultural production and how it can be ‘read’ in media texts and find some



effect on an audience. Particular attention is paid to covert or unconscious meanings that
stem from the cultural context or the language or coding system employed. These points
are summarized in Box 5.2.

[
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Themes of media-cultural theory 5.2

e Mass culture quality and basis for popular appeal

e Communication technology effects

e Commodification and marketization of culture

e Globalization

e Cultural diversity and identity

e Cultural identity

e Gender and subculture

¢ |deology and hegemony embedded in cultural forms

The Beginnings: the Frankfurt School and Critical Cultural Theory

A socially based critical concern with the rise of mass culture goes back at least to the mid-
nineteenth century, and in the mid-twentieth century was represented in England by the rise of
more radical (and populist) critical theory as expressed in the work of Richard Hoggan,
Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall. The initial thrust of these critics was to attack the
commercial roots of cultural ‘debasement’ and to speak up for the working-class consumer of
mass culture as the victim (and not only that) rather than the villain of the story. The aim was to
redeem the people on whose supposedly ‘low tastes’ the presumed low quality of mass culture
was often blamed. In North America at about the same time or earlier, a similar debate was
raging (see Rosenberg and White, 1957), with an eloquent denunciation of the banality of mass
culture. Since then, ‘mass culture’ itself has largely been rescued from the stigma of low quality,
although in the course of this the original concept of mass culture has been largely abandoned.

For the wider development of ideas about mass communication and the character of
‘media culture’, within an international framework, the various national debates about cultural
quality have probably been less influential than a set of ideas, owing much to neo-Marxist
thinking, which developed and diffused in the post-war years. The term ‘critical theory’ refers to
this long and diverse tradition, which owes its origins to the work of a group of post-1933
émigré scholars from the Marxist School of Applied Social Research in Frankfurt. The most
important members of the group were Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, but others,
including Leo Lowenthal, Herbert Marcuse and Walter Benjamin, played an important role (see
Jay, 1973; Hardt, 1991).

The School had been established originally to examine the apparent failure of
revolutionary social change as predicted by Marx. In explanation of this failure they looked to
the capacity of the ‘superstructure’ (especially ideas and ideology represented in the mass
media) to subvert the material and historical forces of economic change (and also the promise
of the Enlightenment). History (as interpreted by Marx) seemed to have ‘gone wrong’ because



ideologies of the dominant class had come to condition the economic base, especially by
promoting a ‘false consciousness’ among the working masses. The commodity is the main
instrument of this process. The theory of commodification originates in Marx’s Grundrisse, in
which he noted that objects are commodified by acquiring an exchange value, instead of
having merely an intrinsic use value. In the same way, cultural products (in the form of images,
ideas and symbols) are produced and sold in media markets as commodities. These can be
exchanged by consumers for psychic satisfactions, amusement and illusory notions of our
place in the world, often resulting in the obscuration of the real structure of society and our
subordination in it (false consciousness).

Marcuse (1964) gave the description ‘one-dimensional’ to the mass consumption society
founded on commerce, advertising and spurious egalitarianism. The media and the ‘culture
industry’ as a whole were deeply implicated in this critique. Many of these ideas were launched
during the 1940s by Adorno and Horkheimer (1972, in translation), which contained a sharp
and pessimistic attack on mass culture. This was criticized for its uniformity, worship of
technique, monotony, escapism and production of false needs, its reduction of individuals to
customers and its removal of all ideological choice (see Hardt, 1991:140). According to Shils
(1957), the very jaundiced Frankfurt School view of mass culture was not only anti-capitalist but
also anti-American, and mainly reflected the first impact of modern mass media on a group of
displaced European intellectuals. In several respects, the critique of mass culture outlined is
very close to that found in different versions of the then contemporary mass society theory.

ldeology and resistance

Critical cultural theory has now extended well beyond its early concerns with ideological
domination, although in one way or another the study of ideology in media culture remains
central. So does the significance of media culture for the experience of particular groups in
society, such as youth, the working class, ethnic minorities and other marginal categories.
Research and theory on these topics were pioneered at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies at the University of Birmingham during the 1970s. The person most associated with the
work of this school, Stuart Hall, has written that the cultural studies approach:

is opposed to the base—superstructure way of formulating the relationship between ideal and material forces,
especially where the base is defined by the determination by the ‘economic’ in any simple sense. ... It defines ‘culture’
as both the means and values which arise amongst distinctive social groups and classes, on the basis of their given
historical conditions and relationship, through which they ‘handle’ and respond to the conditions of existence. (quoted
in Gurevitch et al., 1982:267)

The critical approach associated with the Birmingham School was also responsible for an
important shift from the question of ideology embedded in media texts to the question of how
this ideology might be ‘read’ by its audience. Stuart Hall (1974/1980) proposed a model of
encoding—decoding media discourse, which represented the media text as located between its
producers, who framed meaning in a certain way, and its audience, who ‘decoded’ the meaning
according to their rather different social situations and frames of interpretation (see pp. 73—4).
These ideas proved a considerable stimulus to rethinking the theory of ideology and of
false consciousness. They led to research on the potential for ‘differential decoding’ (e.g.
Morley, 1980), with a view, especially, to finding evidence of working-class resistance to
dominant media messages. The direct results were meagre in this respect, but indirectly the
theory was very effective in ‘re-empowering’ the audience and returning some optimism to the
study of media and culture. It also led to a wider view of the social and cultural influences which
mediate the experience of the media, especially ethnicity, gender and ‘everyday life’ (Morley,



1986, 1992). The main tenets of critical cultural theory are listed in Box 5.3.

Critical cultural theory points: 53
main propositions )

e Mass culture is a debased form in capitalist society

e Mass culture produces false consciousness

e Commodification is the central process

e Mass culture embodies a hegemonic ideology

¢ Ideology can be decoded differentially and even reversed
e Popular culture can be distinguished from mass culture

The Redemption of the Popular

The mass media are largely responsible for what we call either ‘mass culture’ or ‘popular
culture’, and they have ‘colonized’ other cultural forms in the process. The most widely
disseminated and enjoyed symbolic culture of our time (if it makes any sense to refer to it in the
singular) is what flows in abundance by way of the media of films, television, newspapers,
phonogram, video, and so on. It makes little sense to suppose that this flood can in some way
be dammed, turned back or purified, or to view the predominant culture of our time simply as a
deformed offspring of commerce from a once pure stock.

There is even little possibility of distinguishing an elite from a mass taste, since nearly
everyone is attracted to some of the diverse elements of popular media culture. Tastes will
always differ, and varying criteria of assessment can be applied, but we should at least accept
the media culture of our time as an accomplished fact and treat it on its own terms. The term
‘mass culture’ is likely to remain in circulation, but the alternative form ‘popular culture’
(meaning essentially ‘culture which is popular — much enjoyed by many people) seems
preferable and no longer carries a pejorative association. Popular culture in this sense is a
hybrid product of numerous and never-ending efforts for expression in a contemporary idiom
aimed at reaching people and capturing a market, and an equally active demand by people for
what Fiske (1987) would call ‘meanings and pleasures’.

The (semiotic) power of the people

The so-called ‘redemption of the popular depends a good deal on the decoding theory of Hall
outlined above (pp. 73—4). According to this, the same cultural product can be ‘read’ in different
ways, even if a certain dominant meaning may seem to be built in. Fiske (1987) defines a
media text as the outcome of its reading and enjoyment by an audience. He defines the
plurality of meanings of a text as its ‘polysemy’. The associated term ‘intertextuality’ refers
partly to the interconnectedness of meanings across different media contents (blurring any line
between elite and popular culture), but also to the interconnectedness of meanings across
media and other cultural experiences. An example of both terms is provided by the fact that a



cultural phenomenon, like the pop singer Madonna, could appeal to, yet have quite different
meanings for, both young girls and ageing male readers of Playboy magazine
(Schwichtenberg, 1992).

There are entirely different readings of much popular media content in different
subcultures, opening a way of escape from potential social control. Fiske (1987:126) writes:

The preferred meanings in television are generally those that serve the interests of the dominant classes; other
meanings are structured in relations of dominance— subordination ... the semiotic power of the subordinate to make
their own meanings is the equivalent of their ability to evade, oppose, or negotiate with this social power.

For Fiske, the primary virtue of popular culture is precisely that it is popular, both literally ‘of the
people’ and dependent on ‘people power’. He writes: ‘Popularity is here a measure of a cultural
form’s ability to serve the desires of its customers ... For a cultural commodity to become
popular it must be able to meet the various interests of the people amongst whom it is popular
as well as the interests of its producers’ (1987:310). Popular culture must be relevant and
responsive to needs or it will fail, and success (in the market) may be the best test that culture is
both (in practice the criterion of success supersedes any notion of intrinsic quality). Fiske
rejects the argument that lines of division of cultural capital follow the lines of division of
economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Instead he argues that there are two economies, with
relative autonomy, one cultural and the other social. Even if most people in a class society are
subordinated, they have a degree of semiotic powerin the cultural economy — that is, the power
to shape meanings to their own desires.

Unanswered questions

Despite the re-evaluation of popular culture that has occurred and the rise of postmodernism
(discussed below), several charges of the kind made by Frankfurt School critics remain on the
table. Much of the content offered by media that is both popular and commercially successful is
still open to much the same objections as in more elitist and less enlightened times. Media
culture often displays one or more of the following limitations. It is, variously, repetitive,
undemanding, thematically limited and conformist. Many examples can be found of popular
content that are ideologically tendentious, nasty and positively anti-intellectual. Its production is
governed by a predominantly commercial logic since most popular culture is produced by large
corporations with an overriding concern for their own profits, rather than for enriching the
cultural lives of the people. Audiences are viewed as consumer markets to be manipulated and
managed. Popular formulas and products tend to be used until threadbare, then discarded
when they cease to be profitable, whatever the audience might demand in the ‘cultural
economy’. There is not much empirical support for the theory that media texts are decoded in
oppositional ways (Morley, 1997:124).

The new ‘cultural populism’ has, not surprisingly, produced its own backlash (McGuigan,
1992; Ferguson and Golding, 1997). Gitlin (1997) sees the new cultural studies as a populist
project that has simply inverted the old hierarchy of cultural values, without overthrowing it. In
his view, it has become anti-political, which was not its avowed intention. Instead of being
against capitalism, it has come to ‘echo the logic of capitalism’ (1997:32).

The ‘redemption’ arguments largely ignore the continuing semiotic inequality whereby a
more educated and better-off minority has access both to popular culture and to ‘unpopular’
culture (such as classical music, great literature and modern and avant-garde art). The majority
are still limited to popular forms alone and totally dependent on the commercial media market
(Gripsrud, 1989).

There is a risk in the backlash against polemical and overstated claims for popular culture



and not much light has been generated by the debate. One way out of the impasse, without
going back to the past, is to make use of the concept of lifestyle, in recognition of the flux and
diversity of contemporary social life, especially as cultural capital is more widely and evenly
distributed by way of the educational system. For example, Andersson and Jansson (1998), in
a study of Swedish media use, identify the phenomenon of a ‘progressive cultural lifestyle’,
which combines an interest in both popular and traditional culture. The social group concerned
combines high cultural capital with limited economic resources. This lifestyle is identified both
by preferences and by styles of media use. ltis eclectic, fragmented and relaxed in style. We do
not know how far these observations can be generalized but they suggest that new times
produce new cultural paradigms.

The idea of ‘quality’ of mass media cultural provision nevertheless remains on the agenda
of applied media theory, even if its meaning has shifted, because there are still relevant policy
issues and also public concerns about quality. Quality no longer refers exclusively to the
degree of conformity to a traditional cultural canon, but may be defined in terms of creativity,
originality, diversity of cultural identity and various ethical or moral principles (Schr? 1992),
depending on whose perspective is chosen. Of course, as advocates of popular culture also
argue, quality has also to be measured by the pleasures and satisfactions it provides and these
can be indicated, albeit crudely, by success in the market. It can certainly no longer be
assumed that what has most appeal has less ‘quality’, but the material economic dynamic of
cultural production cannot be so easily distinguished from the ‘semiotic’ cultural economy. It is
also clear from inquiries into the meaning and measurement of ‘cultural quality’ that there is no
single source of objective definition and that quite different criteria are applied by, for instance,
professional media producers, audiences, social or cultural critics and media managers
(Ishikawa, 1996) (see Chapter 14). There is no agreed theory of popular culture but relevant
points of debate are listed as propositions in Box 5.4.

>

5 The debate about popular culture:
" " main points of debate

e Popular culture represents the power of the people

e Popularity is a quality in itself

e Popular culture has universal appeal

e Popular culture is important to many subgroup identities
e Popular culture is commodified culture

Gender and the Mass Media

Hermes (2007:191) argues that we need to understand how the media represent gender
because ‘constructions of femininity and masculinity are part of a dominant ideology’. Beyond
this, she points out that the media still offer guides and examples of general behaviour and we
need to be able to decode these messages. One area where the theory of differential cultural
reading of media texts has made important advances, in collaboration with feminist research, is



in relation to gender. While communication studies, even of the radical critical tendency, have
long seemed to be largely ‘gender-blind’ (perhaps more a matter of unwillingness to see), one
can now justifiably speak of a ‘cultural feminist media studies project’ (van Zoonen, 1994;
Gallagher, 2003). This goes far deeper and wider than the original limited agenda of matters
such as the under-representation of women in the media and the stereotyping and sex-role
socialization which was and still is a feature of much media content. Current concerns also go
beyond issues of pornographic media content which matter to feminists (and others) not only
because they are offensive and symbolically degrading, but because they might be a stimulus
to rape and violence.

The amount of gender-related media research is now very large and, although in part it
follows lines of theory pioneered with reference to social class and race, it has several other
dimensions. These include an attention to Freudian psychoanalytic theory following the ideas
of Jacques Lacan and Nancy Chodorow. Their focus was primarily on the role of gender in
‘positioning’ the spectator in relation to images (film, television, photographic) of male and
female. Another line of research focused on the part played by the media in transmitting a
patriarchal ideology concerning the place of women in society. There are now many
connections with the wider field of feminist studies (Long, 1991; Kaplan, 1992).

According to van Zoonen (1994), most of the earlier gender-relevant media research,
including psychoanalytic theory, implicitly at least, followed the transmission model of effect,
based on the direct reaction of a receiver to a message stimulus. She suggests that there has
now emerged a new paradigm, essentially culturalist in character, which offers a better way of
understanding how the media are related to gender. At the core of the new approach is the idea
of ‘gender as discourse, a set of overlapping and sometimes contradictory cultural descriptions
and prescriptions referring to sexual difference’ (1994:40). The second key basis is an
emphasis on the active construction of meanings and identities by ‘readers’ of media texts. In
general, the new perspective for feminist media research addresses the following main
questions: how are discourses of gender encoded in media texts? How do audiences use and
interpret gendered media texts? How does audience reception contribute to the construction of
gender at the level of individual identity?

The question of gender touches almost every aspect of the media—culture relationship.
Most central is probably the question of gender definition. Van Zoonen (1991:45) writes that the
meaning of gender ‘is never given but varies according to specific cultural and historical
settings ... and is subject to ongoing discursive struggle and negotiation’. Partly at issue is how
gender differences and distinctiveness are signified (see Goffman, 1976; Hermes, 2007).
Another general aspect of the struggle is over the differential value in society attaching to
masculinity and to femininity.

The gendering of content may also be studied at the point of production since most media
selection and production work is carried out by men. In this matter, attention has also been
directed to ‘the news’, which was for long largely a male preserve and in its dominant forms and
contents (politics, economics, sport) was oriented more to male readers (see Chapter 11, pp.
300-301). A continuing theme of feminist media critique has been the relative invisibility of
women in news and their ghettoization to certain topics. Gallagher (2003) cites a large-scale
and international study (by Media Watch, 1995) showing that only 17% of news subjects were
women, with much lower percentages in relation to politics and business.

This has been changing, and one of the components of contemporary critiques of the
‘decline’ of the news media has been the alleged trivialization, personalization and
sensationalism which are (whether correctly or not, but in line with dominant stereotypes) often
synonymous with ‘feminization’. News media, both television and the press, are certainly



actively seeking to interest female readers and are also engaging in extreme competition for the
elusive mass audience.

Studies of media audiences and the reception of media content have shown that there are
relatively large differences according to gender in the manner of use of media and the
meanings attached to the activity. Certain genres are clearly gendered in their appeal. A good
deal of the evidence can be accounted for by patterned differences in social roles, by the typical
everyday experience and concerns of men and women, and by the way gender shapes the
availability and use of time. It also relates to power roles within the family and the general
nature of the relationships between women and male partners or of women in the wider family
(Morley, 1986).

Different kinds of media content (and their production and use) are also associated with
expressions of common identity based on gender (Ferguson, 1983; Radway, 1984) and with
the different pleasures and meanings acquired (Ang, 1985). There may also be deep roots in
psychological differences between male and female (Williamson, 1978). In considering these
matters, however, it is especially important to take note of van Zoonen’s warning that the
context is continually changing and that ‘the codes that confer meaning onto the signs of
femininity are culturally and historically specific and will never be completely unambiguous or
consistent’ (1994:149).

A gender-based approach also raises the question of whether media choice and
interpretation can provide some lever of change or element of resistance for women in a social
situation still generally structured by inequality. The potential for oppositional reading and
resistance has been invoked both to explain why women seem attracted to media content with
overtly patriarchal messages (such as romance fiction) and to help re-evaluate the surface
meaning of this attraction (Radway, 1984). One can say, in summary, that differently gendered
media culture, whatever the causes and the forms taken, evokes different responses, and that
differences of gender lead to alternative modes of taking meaning from media.

Feminism is a political as well as a cultural project and feminist media studies have
inevitably been caught up in wider debate within cultural media studies about the political
significance or not of popular culture. This stems in part from the great attention that has been
paid to popular genres like soap operas and talk shows that are oriented to female audiences.
For instance, van Zoonen (2004) cites evidence to show that the communities of interest that
form around popular soap operas can also play a significant part in actively connecting the
majority of people to public issues of the day. It was clear where early researchers stood on this
issue, especially where popular content (romances, children’s stories, women’s magazines)
was seen as stereotyped and carrying a predominantly patriarchal and conservative ideology
or pandering to male sexuality. Things have changed in the media, with much more content by
women and for women, with no inhibitions about female sexuality (e.g. McRobbie, 1996). They
have also changed in media research through the ‘redemption’ of popular genres (e.g. Radway,
1984; Ang, 1991).

However, there remains a tension over the direction to be taken by feminist theory and
research in respect of the political goals of the movement. Not all are convinced about the
relevance of the changes in the media and new popular cultural theory. Van Zoonen, for
instance, emphasizes the need to distinguish between news and entertainment. As to the
former, she says it is ‘completely justified to expect a decent, ethical and more or less accurate
representation of feminist politics and politicians in news media’ (1994:152). She does not
apply the same criteria to popular culture, which belongs to the realm of ‘collective dreams,
fantasies and fears’. Without necessarily disagreeing, Hermes (1997) takes a more positive
view of the potential role of popular culture, arguing for a concept of ‘cultural citizenship’. She



writes (1997:86):

The lynch-pin of theories of the public sphere is reason ... popular culture research (guided by postmodernist and
feminist theory) has argued that emotion and feeling are just as important to our everyday lives. If democracy can be
said to be about deliberation among the many about how to attain the best life possible for as many as possible, then it
makes no sense to set such exclusive store by reasoned argument in our theorization of it. We need to rethink
citizenship as cultural citizenship and accept that those who inhabit mass democracies use many different logics to
shape their lives.

The various points discussed are reviewed in Box 5.5 in terms of a set of propositions about

media and gender.

Gender and media: propositions 5.5

¢ Media have marginalized women in the public sphere

e Media purvey stereotypes of femininity and masculinity

¢ Production and content of media are gendered

e Reception of media is gendered

e Female perspective offers alternative criteria of quality

e The personal is political

¢ Media offer positive and supportive as well as negative role models

Commercialization

Embedded in the early critique of mass culture, and still alive at the fringes of the discussion
(certainly in the context of media policy), is the notion of ‘commercialism’ (the condition) or
‘commercialization’ (the process). Although it sounds somewhat outdated, in an era
dominated by commercial criteria, it expresses some ideas that are still relevant to current
media industry dynamics and to media-cultural change, and itis closely related to the critique of
commodification (see p. 116). The critique of commercialization is particularly difficult to
reconcile with the redemption of the popular since popularity is usually a necessary condition of
commercial success and to dislike one implies a dislike of the other.

While at one level the term ‘commercialism’ may refer objectively to particular free-market
arrangements, it has also come to imply consequences for the type of media content which is
mass produced and ‘marketed’ as a commodity, and for the relations between the suppliers and
the consumers of media. The term ‘commercial’, applied as an adjective to some types of
media provision, identifies correlates of the competitive pursuit of large markets (Bogart, 1995).
Aside from an abundance of advertising matter (commercial propaganda), commercial content
is likely, from this perspective, to be more oriented to amusement and entertainment
(escapism), more superficial, undemanding and conformist, more derivative and standardized.
Picard (2004) links the commercializing trends of newspapers with a decline in quality (see Box
5.6). Evidence in support of his view can be found in McManus (1994).



5.6 Newspaper commercialization:
"~ key quotation

The primary content of newspapers today is commercialized news and designed to appeal to broad audiences, to
entertain, to be cost effective and whose attention can be sold to advertisers. The result is that stories that may offend
are ignored in favor of those more acceptable and entertaining to a larger number of readers, that stories that are
costly to cover are downplayed or ignored and that stories creating financial risks are ignored. This leads to the
homogenization of newspaper content, to coverage of safe issues and to a diminution of the range of opinion and
ideas expressed. (Picard, 2004:61)

There has been much comment on the ‘tabloidization’ of newspapers as they compete for
readers. The equivalent process in television has led to many new forms of ‘reality’ television,
which deal in all kinds of ‘human interest’ and dramatic topics in a variety of formats. The term
‘tabloidization’ comes from the smaller format of the more popular (or boulevard) newspapers in
some countries. Generally, as Langer (2003) shows, it is a question of access (who gets in the
news) and of representation (how they are depicted). Connell (1998) discusses the British
variants, taking the term to mean that ‘sensationalist news discourses have displaced
‘rationalist’ discourses, with a strong emphasis on narrative. Bird (1998) looked at the
‘tabloidization’ of American television news and concludes from her audience study that there
has been a real trend towards personalization and dramatization which does make news more
accessible to the many, but has also led to a trivialization of what people actually learn from
news. The term ‘infotainment’ has been widely used in this connection (Brants, 1998).

While it is true that essentially the same market arrangements can just as easily support
the supply and consumption of greatly varied and high-quality cultural products, the critique of
commerce has another dimension. It can be argued that commercial relationships in
communication are intrinsically distancing and potentially exploitative. The commercial variant
of a communicative relationship does not support the formation of ties of mutual attachment or
lead to shared identity or community. It is calculative and utilitarian on both sides, reflecting
essential features of the ‘transmission’ or ‘publicity’ rather than the ‘ritual’ model of
communication in society (see pp. 70-73). The fundamental problem is that profit becomes the
overwhelming motive.

It makes little sense to argue that the free-market arrangements that have sustained print
media for five hundred years and audiovisual cultural production for one hundred years are
intrinsically ‘harmful’ to culture. A narrower concept of ‘commercial’ as a critical expression is
called for and the components of this have been indicated. The key components of the still
contested concept of commercialization are reviewed in Box 5.7 in the form of a set of

propositions advanced by critics.

Critique of commercialization: propositions 5.7



e Leads to trivialization and tabloidization

e Causes content decisions to be market-driven

¢ Involves exploitation of ‘weaker’ consumers

e Promotes consumerist attitudes to culture and life

e Commodifies culture and relations with the audience

e Reduces cultural integrity of media content

e Leads to over-reliance on advertising and loss of independence

Communication Technology and Culture

McLuhan’s (1964) advance on Innis (see pp. 102-103) was to look at the process by which we
experience the world through different media of communication and not just at the relation
between communication and social power structures. He proclaimed that all media (by which
he meant anything which embodies cultural meaning and can be ‘read’ as such) are
‘extensions of man’, thus extensions of our senses. Like others, he drew attention to the
implications of a shift from a purely oral communication to one based on a written language (by
about 5000 bc). Much of cultural experience remained predominantly oral until comparatively
recent times. McLuhan also focused on how we experience the world, not on what we
experience (thus not on the content). Each new medium transcends the boundaries of
experience reached by earlier media and contributes to further change. McLuhan correctly saw
different media working together, while perhaps less plausibly he predicted the attainment of a
‘global village’ in which information and experience would be freely available for all to share.
More recently, Meyrowitz (1985) proposed a theory of mass media and social change that owes
something to Marshall McLuhan (with help from Irving Goffman). Meyrowitz’s (1985) thesis is
that the all-pervasiveness of electronic media has fundamentally changed social experience by
breaking down the compartmentalization between social spaces that was typical of earlier
times. Human experience, in his view, has traditionally been segmented by role and social
situation and sharply divided between private (‘backstage’) and public (‘onstage’) domains.
Segmentation was by age, gender and social status, and the ‘walls’ between zones of
experience were high. Television appears to put all aspects of social experience on show to all,
without distinction. There are no longer any secrets, for instance, about adulthood, sex, death or
power.

A general proposition was that, as more of our senses are engaged in the process of taking
meaning (as media become increasingly ‘cool’, or frictionless, as against single-sense or ‘hot’
media), the more involving and participatory the experience is. According to this view,
experiencing the world by reading printed text is isolating and non-involving (encouraging the
rational, individual attitude). Television viewing is involving, although not very informing, and
also conducive of a less rational and calculative attitude. No proof (or disproof) has ever been
offered, and the ideas were described by McLuhan himself only as perceptions or ‘probes’. As
he wished, they stimulated much speculation in an era in which audiovisual media have
seemed in many respects to take over from print media.

The Toronto School (see Chapter 4, pp. 102-103) was the primary impulse towards a new
branch of theory described as ‘medium theory’. In this context, a medium is any vehicle for
carrying meaning, with some distinctive characteristics in respect of technology, form, manner
of use, means of encoding or social definition. This covers a wide range, starting with drawing
and continuing through printing to all the current electronic media. There is a ‘soft’ form of
determination at work, in which a medium is attributed a certain bias towards particular kinds of
content, uses and effects. This approach has proved more fruitful than ‘hard’ determination in



identifying the more subtle influences of the way in which media are used, for instance in
political communication and in seeing the differences between new and old media.

Most other relevant theory of communication technology has focused on possible
influences on the form or content of given media messages and thus on the meanings they
make available. Even so, no technology—culture effect can be established because the
technologies themselves are also cultural artefacts, and there is no way of breaking into the
circle. Such theory as we have is little more than a description of observable patterns in the
cultural meanings offered via mass media, which may be influenced by various characteristics,
not only technological, of a given medium. A general view of the process by which changing
technology can influence media culture is given in Figure 5.1. Perhaps the most important point
that it illustrates is that technologies are unlikely to have a direct impact on cultural practices;
their effects are mediated through a relevant institution, in this case the mass media. Stober
(2004) provides us with an evolutionary historical theory of the process of invention and
diffusion of new communication technologies, based on the necessity for institutionalization,
but emphasizing that change depends on the invention of improvements on old media. A
somewhat similar analysis of change relating to the Internet has been developed by Lehmann-
Wilzig and Cohen-Avigdor (2004), identifying a number of stages through which evolution
passes.

In trying to account for technological influence on (media) culture, we may extend the
notion of bias introduced by Innis and recognize several tendencies that follow from the
characteristics of a particular media technology (and its institutional development). We can
name five types of media bias as follows, without exhausting the possibilities. There is a bias of
sense experience, following McLuhan, so that we may experience the world in more or less
visual imagery (see Hartley, 1992) or in more or less of an involving and participant way.
Secondly, there is a bias of form and representation, with ‘messages’ strongly coded (as in
print) or essentially uncoded, as in photographs (Barthes, 1967). Thirdly, there is the bias of
message content, for instance in terms of more or less realism or polysemy, more open or
closed formats (other dimensions are possible). Fourthly, there is a bias of context of use, with
some media lending themselves to private and individualized reception, others being more
collective and shared. Fifthly, there is a bias of relationship, contrasting one-way with
interactive media.
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Figure 5.1 Interactive sequence of communication and technological and cultural change:
technologies arise from society and have effects on society depending on the form of
application



Bias does not mean determinism, but it contains a predeliction towards certain kinds of
experience and ways of mediation. Ellis’s (1982) comparison of broadcast television with
cinema film provides an instructive illustration of how the (unintended) bias of a medium can
work in subtle but systematic and multiple ways, affecting content and probable ways of
perception and reception. The comparison is shown in summary terms in Box 5.8. The
differences shown are not only or even primarily due to technology, but to many other factors.
While many things have changed in the succeeding decades, the comparison is still largely
valid.

Example of media bias: comparison

of certain typical features of television 5.8
and cinema (Ellis, 1982)

BROADCAST TELEVISION CINEMA. FILM
Content and form

Identifies narrator Mo narrator
Distinguishes fact from fiction Only fiction or blurred
Realistic Dreamlike

Domestic, familiar Exotic

Open-ended Logical, sequential
Impression of being live Not live, historic present
Meutral atfitude Takes sides

Tone of normality and safety Tension and anxiety

Audience aspects

Permanent audience Occasional one-off audience
Low engagement Rapt attention, self-loss
Infimacy Detachment, voyeurism

One of the few effects of new communication technology on which there is wide agreement
is the trend towards internationalization of mass communication. The question of potential
cultural effects flowing from this trend has been much debated. The movement towards a global
media culture has several sources, most notably the greatly increased capacity to transmit
sounds and (moving) images at low cost across frontiers and around the world, overcoming
limits of time and space. Equally potent as a cause is the rise of global media businesses (and
global markets for media products), which provides the organizational framework and driving
force for globalization. Neither of these conditions has arrived suddenly, nor is the idea of
transnational culture itself novel (it long predates the very idea of the national), but what may be
new is the increased transcultural communicative potential of pictures and music. The relevant
changes in the structure of media industries and global media flow, especially in relation to
television, have been extensively studied, but the cultural consequences are much less open to
observation and have led to great speculation and more sound than light. The process of
cultural ‘transnationalization’ that is assumed to be taking place has a variety of meanings and
is discussed in more detail in Chapter 10.



Mass Media and Postmodern Culture

The notion of a ‘postmodern condition’ (Harvey, 1989) captured the imagination of many social
and cultural theorists, and it seemed very much a theory for the information society (see
Chapter 4). Despite its wide currency, itis a complex and obscure concept that involves several
ideas that are relevant to the mass media. lts political implication is that the ‘Enlightenment
project’ has reached its historic conclusion, especially the emphasis on material progress,
egalitarianism, social reform and the application of bureaucratic means to achieving socially
planned objectives. It is also now commonplace to refer to our era as ‘postmodern’ in the literal
sense of being a late stage of the ‘modern’ period that was characterized by rapid social
change, industrialization and the factory system, capitalism, bureaucratic forms of organization
and mass political movements.

In this aspect, the term implies a clear chronological and conceptual distinction from
‘modernism’. As Morley (1996) points out, this in itself raises some difficulties since the term
‘modern’ originated in the fifth century ad (in its Latin form) and has taken on different meanings
in different epochs since then. In its current meaning it usually refers to typical features of
society and culture of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, without any clear indication
of any dividing line. The principal theorist of ‘modernization’ (without explicitly making the
claim), writing a century ago, can probably be considered to be the German sociologist Max
Weber, whose key concept in the analysis of social change was ‘rationalization’. In this respect,
we can also plausibly regard modernism as originally a specifically western (European) notion.

As a social-cultural philosophy, postmodernism undermines the traditional notion of culture
as something fixed and hierarchical. It favours forms of culture that are transient, of the moment,
superficially pleasing and appealing to sense rather than reason. Postmodern culture is
volatile, illogical, kaleidoscopic and hedonistic. It favours emotion over reason. Mass media
culture has the advantage of appealing to many senses as well as being associated with
novelty and transience. Many features of (commercial) popular media culture reflect
postmodernist elements. Music video on television was hailed as the first postmodern
television service (Kaplan, 1987; Grossberg, 1989; Lewis, 1992). Old ideas of quality of art and
serious messages cannot be sustained, except by reference to authority, and are seen as
inescapably ‘bourgeois’.

This is a potent set of ideas that goes much further than providing a defence for the once
much maligned and patronized ‘culture of the masses’. It is an entirely new representation of
the situation that has turned some of the weapons of cultural critics against themselves (for
instance, their claim to speak on behalf of the masses). It gains strength both from a real shift of
social values and from a re-evaluation of popular culture and the probability that there has also
been a real cultural revolution within the mass media, leading towards a new aesthetic.
Television and popular music have become the dominant arts of the time and have shown
enormous inventiveness and power to change.

The idea of postmodernism has been easier to characterize in cultural than in social terms
since the features of ‘modern’ society mentioned are still in evidence, maybe even reinforced if
one thinks of how much the world is ruled by global financial markets that operate with
inexorable and uniform logic. The term ‘postmodern’ refers more to the dominant ethos or spirit
of the times and to certain aesthetic and cultural trends. Docherty (1993) interprets postmodern
cultural and social philosophy as a response to the post-1968 reappraisal of revolutionary
aspirations, which had, in their turn, been based on the premise of an end to capitalism and the
birth of a new utopia. This dream had been originally founded on the ideas of material progress,



reason and enlightenment that were embedded in the very idea of modern society.

Viewed like this, postmodernism stands for a retreat from political ideology, a certain loss
of faith in the gods of reason and science. This shapes the contemporary Zeitgeist (spirit of the
age) in the sense that we no longer share any fixed belief or commitment and there is a
tendency to hedonism, individualism and living in the present moment. This is in accord with
another widely cited characterization of postmodernism by Lyotard (1986), to the effect that
there is no longer any grand narrative, no organizing or explanatory framework or central
project for humanity. The cultural aesthetics of postmodernism involve a rejection of tradition
and a search for novelty, invention, momentary enjoyment, nostalgia, playfulness, pastiche and
inconsistency. Jameson (1984) refers to postmodernism as the ‘cultural logic of late capitalism’,
even though there is no logic to be found. Gitlin (1989) suggests that postmodernism is
specifically North American, capturing many features of American culture.

Grossberg et al. (1998) associate it especially with the process of commercialization of
everything. Certainly the postmodern ethos is much more favourable to commerce than were
earlier cultural perspectives since opposition to capitalism is undermined and commerce can
be seen as responding to consumer wants or as actively promoting changes in fashion, style
and products. However, there is scope for social and cultural optimism as well as pessimism
within the range of postmodern thought. len Ang has also underlined the need to distinguish
between conservative and critical post-modernism as intellectual attitudes. She writes: ‘the
former does indeed succumb to an “anything goes” attitude ... [but] the latter, critical
postmodernism is motivated by a deep understanding of the limits and failures of what
Habermas calls the “unfinished project of modernity” (1998:78).

The forms of contemporary advertising, especially on television, seem to exhibit most of
the cultural features mentioned above. The work of Jean Baudrillard (1983) helps us to
understand the essence of postmodern culture, especially his concept of simulacrum, which
refers to the fact that the difference between an image and the reality is no longer important.
The mass media provide an inexhaustible supply of images of a pseudo-reality that serves
instead of experience and becomes for many hard to distinguish from reality itself. The idea is
well exemplified by the film The Truman Show (1997) where the whole plot turns on the
situation of a real person whose life has been lived within the plot of a long-running soap opera
dealing with an imaginary community. These notions of convergence of image and reality are
also expressed in virtual reality devices that substitute simulated for real experience. The
concept has gained increased currency from the rise of new forms and uses of the Internet and
mobile telephony. Poster (2006:138) argues that we should use the concept of postmodernity
for the cultural study of new media although ‘in a manner that makes it suitable for analysis
without either a celebratory fanfare or sarcastic smiles’.

The appeal of the postmodern concept is based on its helping to link many perceived
tendencies in the media (including new media) and in its summing up of the essence of the
media’s own logic. It also seems useful as a word to connect diverse social changes (for
instance, the fragmentation of the class structure, the decline in political ideology, and
globalization). But apart from that it has little substance of its own, no analytic purchase to
speak of and no intrinsic fixed meaning. Put like this, it sounds like a caricature of itself.
Postmodernism is not a logical body of theory, but some propositions can be derived from it, as

shown in Box 5.9.



Postmodernism: some propositions 5.9

e The rational-linear modern era is passing

e There are no longer any reliable large organizing ideas about culture and society
e There are no fixed cultural values

e Experience and reality are illusory and ephemeral

e The new qualities in culture are novelty itself, pastiche, humour and shock

e Commercial culture is postmodern culture

Conclusion

This chapter has summarized a broad range of cultural issues in which the mass media are
implicated. Indeed, it is impossible now to distinguish between a sphere of ‘culture’ and that of
media, as once could have been done. This applies to all the senses in which the term ‘culture’
has been used, including symbolic reproduction, the artefacts we employ, everyday social life
and all the rituals of society. Media are the centre of the whole complex and the central task for
theory has had to be redefined. In the earliest period of self-consciousness about the media
(the first half of the twentieth century) it was possible to debate the ‘effects’ of radio, television,
film, and so on, on something that was called ‘culture’, usually referring to a valued set of
objects, practices, relations and ideas. This formulation is now largely outmoded, although
there is some opportunity for observing cultural shifts at moments of development in
technology, as with the so-called ‘new media’. The elimination of the ‘causal model’ does not,
however, lessen the number of questions that can be addressed, or prevent answers being
provided by alternative routes and methods and from new perspectives. There is still an axis of
critical thinking that can be applied to what we observe. There are still many new problematic
(as well as positive) features of culture in the media age to be studied and debated.
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6
New Media — New Theory?

New media and mass communication

What is new about the new media?

The main themes of new media theory

Applying medium theory to the new media

New patterns of information traffic
Computer-mediated community formation
Political participation, new media and democracy
Technologies of freedom?

New equalizer or divider?

Conclusion

Theory relating to mass communication has to be continually reassessed in the light of new
technologies and their applications. In Chapter 2, we recognized the arrival of new types of
media that extend and change the entire spectrum of socio-technological possibilities for public
communication. No complete transformation has yet taken place, and it is too early to predict
how far and fast the process of change will go. The underlying assumption in this chapter is that
a medium is not just an applied technology for transmitting certain symbolic content or linking
participants in some exchange. It also embodies a set of social relations that interact with
features of the new technology. New theory is only likely to be required if there is a fundamental
change in the forms of social organization of media technologies, in the social relations that are
promoted, or in what Carey (1998) terms the ‘dominant structures of taste and feeling’.

New Media and Mass Communication

The mass media have already changed very much, certainly from the early-twentieth-century
days of one-way, one-directional and undifferentiated flow to an undifferentiated mass. There
are social and economic as well as technological reasons for this shift, but it is real enough.
Secondly, information society theory, as outlined in Chapter 4, also indicates the rise of a new
kind of society, quite distinct from mass society, one characterized by complex interactive
networks of communication. In the circumstances, we need to reassess the main thrust of
media social-cultural theory.

The ‘new media’ discussed here are in fact a disparate set of communication technologies
that share certain features, apart from being new, made possible by digitalization and being
widely available for personal use as communication devices. As we have seen (p. 39), ‘new
media’ are very diverse and not easy to define, but we are particularly interested in those new
media and applications that on various grounds enter the sphere of mass communication or
directly or indirectly have consequences for the ‘traditional’ mass media. Attention focuses
mainly on the collective ensemble of activities that fall under the heading ‘Internet’, especially
on the more public uses, including online news, advertising, broadcasting applications
(including downloading of music, etc.), forums and discussion activities, the World Wide Web
(WWW), information searches and certain community-forming potentials. We are less
concerned with private e-mail, game-playing and many other more or less private services
provided by way of the Internet.

Generally, new media have been greeted (not least by the old media) with intense interest,



positive and even euphoric expectations and predictions, and a general overestimation of their
significance (Rdéssler, 2001). We are still in this phase, although gradually more sober voices
are being heard and there is alarm as well as optimism about their wider consequences,
especially in the absence of any developed framework of regulation or control. I[deas about the
impact of new media went far ahead of the reality and, even now, research in this area is still
occupied with scaling down expectations. The main aim of the chapter is to make a preliminary
estimate of the current status of the issues that have been raised and to assess theory and
actual impact. Of particular interest is the impact on other mass media and on the nature of
mass communication itself.

As a preliminary orientation to the topic, it is helpful to look at the relationship between
personal media and mass media, as conceptualized by Marika Liders (2008) and displayed in
Figure 6.1. The underlying assumption is that the distinction between mass and personal
communication is no longer clear since the same technologies can be and are used for both
purposes. The differences can only be understood by introducing a social dimension, relating
to the type of activity and social relations involved. Instead of the concept ‘medium’, Luders
prefers the term ‘media forms’, which refers to specific applications of the technology of the
Internet, such as online news, social networking, etc. She writes (2008:691):

Distinctions between personal media and mass media may be outlined as differences in the type of involvement
required from users. Personal media are more symmetrical and require users to perform actively as both receivers and
producers of messages.

Institutional/professional content
Fy

(Formal'professional

interpersonal MASS
communication) MEDIA
Symmetrical, Asymmetrical,
Mediated » Mediated
interaction quasi-interaction
PERSOMNAL "
MEDIA i

(Alternative media)

De-institutional/de-professional content

Figure 6.1 Two-axes model of relationship between personal and mass media (Luders, 2008)

The second main relevant dimension is that of the presence or not of an institutional or
professional context that is typical of mass media production. Between them, the two
dimensions of symmetricality and institutionalism locate the different types of relation between
personal and mass media. An additional element is the distinction made by Thompson (1993)
between (technically) mediated and quasi-mediated communication, as outlined above in

Chapter 4, p. 84.



What is New about the New Media?

The most fundamental aspect of information and communication technology (ICT) is probably
the fact of digitalization, the process by which all texts (symbolic meaning in all encoded and
recorded forms) can be reduced to a binary code and can share the same process of
production, distribution and storage. The most widely noted potential consequence for the
media institution is the convergence between all existing media forms in terms of their
organization, distribution, reception and regulation. As we have seen, many different forms of
mass media have so far survived, retained their separate identity and even flourished. The
general institution of mass media has also survived as a distinct element of public social life,
perhaps even strengthened because of its central position for politics and commerce. The ‘new
electronic media’ can be viewed initially as an addition to the existing spectrum rather than as a
replacement. On the other hand, we have to consider that digitalization and convergence might
have much more revolutionary consequences.

If we consider the main features of the media institution, as outlined in Box 3.4 (p. 60), it
seems that the Internet in particular already deviates from that typification on three of the six
points named. First, the Internet is not only or even mainly concerned with the production and
distribution of messages, but is at least equally concerned with processing, exchange and
storage. Secondly, the new media are as much an institution of private as of public
communication and are regulated (or not) accordingly. Thirdly, their operation is not typically
professional or bureaucratically organized to the same degree as mass media. These are quite
significant differences that underscore the fact that the new media correspond with mass media
primarily in being widely diffused, in principle available to all for communication, and at least as
free from control.

Attempts to characterize the new media, especially as embodied in the Internet, have been
hindered by their very diversity of uses and governance as well as by uncertainty about their
future development. The computer, as applied to communication, has produced many variant
possibilities, no one of which is dominant. Postmes et al. (1998) describe the computer as a
‘uniquely undedicated’ communication technology. In a similar vein, Poster (1999) describes
the essence of the Internet as its very undetermination, not only because of its diversity and
uncertainty in the future, but also because of its essentially postmodernistic character. He also
points to key differences with broadcasting and print, as shown in Box 6.1.

New media differences from old:
6.1 )
key quotation

The Internet incorporates radio, film and television and distributes them through ‘push’
technology:

It transgresses the limits of the print and broadcasting models by (1) enabling many-to-
many conversations; (2) enabling the simultaneous reception, alteration and redistribution
of cultural objects; (3) dislocating communicative action from the posts of the nation, from
the territorialized spatial relations of modernity; (4) providing instantaneous global contact;
and (5) inserting the modern/late modern subject into a machine apparatus that is
networked. (Poster, 1999:15)



More succinctly, Livingstone (1999:65) writes: ‘What's new about the internet may be the
combination of interactivity with those features which were innovative for mass communication
— the unlimited range of content, the scope of audience reach, the global nature of
communication.” This view suggests extension rather than replacement. An assessment made
five years after this by Lievrouw (2004) underlines a general view that the ‘new media’ have
gradually been ‘mainstreamed’, routinized and even ‘banalized’. Research on political
communication speaks of the ‘normalization’ of the Internet, meaning its adaptation to the
needs of the established forms of campaigning (Vaccari, 2008b). It is certainly true that
applications and uses have not lived up to the euphoria and hype of early claims and visions
for society or expectations for profitability, but it is too early to make an assessment.

Several key innovatory features of the Internet have not yet been properly studied in their
own right. One of these is the new concept and reality of the web portal. Kalyanaraman and
Sundar (2008:239) point out that ‘One of the unique features of the World Wide Web as a mass
medium lies in the fact that message sources are indistinct from message receivers’. One result
of this is the popularity of ‘portals’ that help to sift and sort the vast amounts of information
available. However, the concept is both abstract and under-theorized. These authors propose a
preliminary classification of portals based on the idea of metaphors, much as used above in
Chapter 4, p. 81 (Box 4.1). They propose five metaphors that cover the main functions of the
Web for its sources and receivers/users. These are summarily set out in Box 6.2. The purpose
is to achieve clarification of the meaning and function of the portal by further empirical

investigation of the viability of this frame.

Metaphors for Internet portals:
main features (based on 6.2
Kalyanaraman and Sundar, 2008)

Gateway: Door to access information on the Web or to access the Web itself.

Help to increase awareness of — and confidence in — other sites in the portal as well

Billboard: .
as external websites.

_ Places that cater to users with commonality of interests and showcase one’s own
Network: interests

Niche:  Fulfils a specific role for general or targeted users or groups.
Brand:  One-stop online source that offers several or a specific set of transactional functions.

In general, differences between new and old media can be appreciated in more detail if we
consider the main roles and relationships that are found within the traditional media institutions,
especially those concerned with authorship (and performance), publication, production and
distribution, and reception. In brief, the main implications are as follows.

F or authors, there are increased opportunities, if posting on the Internet, desktop
publishing, ‘blogging’ and similar autonomous acts count as publication. However, the status
and rewards of the author, as understood until now, have depended on the significance and
location of publication and on the degree and kind of public attention received. Writing a private



letter or a poem, or taking photographs, is not true authorship. The conditions of public
recognition and esteem have not really changed with the new technology, and the condition of
having a large audience and widespread fame may even have become more difficult to
achieve. It is not easy to become famous on the Internet, without the co-operation of the
traditional mass media. There are also increasing difficulties in maintaining copyright as well
as those arising from competition with the supply of ‘free content’.

For publishers, the role continues but has become more ambiguous for the same reasons
that apply to authors. Until now a publisher was typically a business firm or a non-profit public
institution. The new media open up alternative forms of publication and present opportunities
and challenges for traditional publishing. The traditional publication functions of gatekeeping,
editorial intervention and validation of authorship will be found in some types of Internet
publication, but not in others.

As to the audience role, there are large possibilities for change, especially in the direction
of greater autonomy and equality in relation to sources and suppliers. The audience member is
no longer really part of a mass, but is either a member of a self-chosen network or special
public or an individual. In addition, the balance of audience activity shifts from reception to
searching, consulting and interacting more personally. As a result, the term ‘audience’ is in
need of supplementation with the overlapping term of ‘user’, with quite different connotations
(see pp. 447-8). Despite this, there is evidence of continuity in the mass audience (see Chapter
16) and there is still a demand by the audience for gatekeeping and editorial guidance. Rice
(1999:29) remarks on the paradox of the extended range of choices facing the audience: ‘Now
individuals must makes more choices, must have more prior knowledge, and must put forth
more effort to integrate and make sense of the communication. Interactivity and choice are not
universal benefits; many people do not have the energy, desire, need or training to engage in
such processes.’

These comments are incomplete without reference to the changed roles in relation to the
economics of media. For the most part, mass media were financed by selling their products to
audiences and being paid by client advertisers for the chance of audience attention to their
messages. The Internet introduces many complications and changes, with new types of relation
and forms of commodification. These are discussed elsewhere, especially in Chapter 9.

As far as the relations between different roles are concerned, we can posit a general
loosening and more independence, especially affecting authors and audiences. Rice (1999:29)
has noted that ‘the boundaries between publisher, producer, distributor, consumer and reviewer
of content are blurring’. This casts doubt on the continued appropriateness of the idea of an
institution in the sense of some more or less unified social organization with some core
practices and shared norms. In the general melt-down it is likely that we will recognize the
emergence of separate, more specialized institutional complexes of media activity. These will
be based either on technologies or on certain uses and content (for example, relating to news
journalism, entertainment films, business, sport, pornography, tourism, education,
professions, etc.), with no shared institutional identity. In that sense, the mass media will have
withered away. Box 6.3 lists the main hypothetical effects of the new media.

Main changes linked to 6.3
the rise of new media



¢ Digitalization and convergence of all aspects of media
¢ Increased interactivity and network connectivity

e Mobility and delocation of sending and receiving

e Adaptation of publication and audience roles

e Appearance of diverse new forms of media ‘gateway’
e Fragmentation and blurring of the ‘media institution’

The Main Themes of New Media Theory

In Chapter 4, mass media were looked at in the light of four very broad concerns: to do with
power and inequality, social integration and identity, social change and development, and
space and time. Up to a point, theoretical perspectives on the new media can still be discussed
in relation to the same themes. However, it also soon becomes clear that on certain issues the
terms of earlier theory do not fit the new media situation very well. In respect of power, for
instance, it is much more difficult to locate the new media in relation to the possession and
exercise of power. They are not as clearly identified in terms of ownership, nor is access
monopolized in such a way that the content and flow of information can be easily controlled.
Communication does not flow in a predominantly vertical or centralized pattern from the ‘top’ or
the ‘centre’ of society. Government and law do not control or regulate the Internet in a
hierarchical way as they do the ‘old media’ (Collins, 2008). There are also reasons for
supposing that as the Internet becomes successful, it will fall more and more into the hands of
large media conglomerates, negating some of its freedom (Dahlberg, 2004). There are also
reasons for considering new media as contributing to the controlling power of central authority,
especially via the surveillance of users.

There is now greater equality of access available as sender, receiver, spectator or
participant in some exchange or network. It is no longer possible to characterize the dominant
‘direction’ or bias of influence of information flows (as with press and television news and
comment), although the issue of the degree of freedom available to the new ‘channels’ is far
from settled. Breen (2007) reports fears that the Internet might develop beyond its open and
democratic early phase to become a multi-tier service with more privileged access to those who
can pay more to produce and provide content or pay more to receive higher value content.

In relation to integration and identity, the conceptual terrain is much the same as that dealt
with earlier. The same broad issue is still whether the new media are a force for fragmentation
or cohesion in society. The basic configuration of the Internet, however, and the nature of its
use point to predominantly fragmenting social effects (Sunstein, 2006). On the other hand, it
opens up the way for new and diverse vicarious relationships and networks that are integrating
in different ways and may be more binding (Slevin, 2000). Older concerns about mass media
took as their basis the central case of the nation state, usually coinciding with the territory
served by a mass medium. Alternatively, it might be a region, city or other political-
administrative zone. Identity and cohesion were largely defined in geographical terms. The key
questions are no longer confined to pre-existing social relationships and identities.

Rasmussen (2000) argued that new media have qualitatively different effects on social
integration in a modern network society, drawing on Giddens’ (1991) theories of modernization.
The essential contribution is to bridge the widening gap that is said to be opening up between
the private and public worlds, the ‘lifeworld’ and the world of systems and organizations. This
gap may also be increasing as a result of the new electronic highways. In contrast to television,



the new media can play a direct role in individual life projects. They also promote a diversity of
uses and wider participation. In short, the new media help to re-embed the individual after the
‘disembedding’ effects of modernization.

In respect of potential for social change, the potential for new communications as an agent
of planned economic or social change requires reassessment. At first sight, there is a big
difference between mass media that can be systematically applied to goals of planned
development by way of mass information and persuasion (as in health, population, technical
innovation campaigns) and the open-ended, non-purposive uses that are typical of new
technology. The loss of direction and control over content by the sender seems to be crucial.

However, it may be that more participatory media are equally or better suited to producing
change because they are more involving as well as more flexible and richer in information. This
would be consistent with the more advanced models of the change process. Some of the new
media are also less dependent on infrastructure. The problem, however, lies not in the nature of
the technology, but in the continuing material barriers to access. The process of ‘development’
may still have to precede the deployment of new media, just as old media had to have an
audience in order to have some effect.

Much has been written about the new media overcoming barriers of space and time. In fact,
‘old media’ were good at bridging space, although perhaps less good in relation to cultural
divisions. They were much faster than the physical travel and transportation that preceded
them. But their capacity was limited and transmission technology required fixed plant and great
expense to overcome distance. Sending and receiving were both very much physically located
(in production plants, offices, homes, etc.). New technology has freed us from many constraints,
although there are other continuing social and cultural reasons why much communication
activity still has a fixed location. The Internet, despite its apparent lack of frontiers, is still largely
structured according to territory, especially national and linguistic boundaries (Halavais, 2000),
although there are also new factors in its geography (Castells, 2001). Communication is
concentrated in the USA and Europe, and cross-border traffic tends to use English. How far
time has been conquered is more uncertain, except in respect of greater speed of transmission,
the escape from fixed time schedules, and the ability to send a message to anyone anywhere at
any time (but without guarantee of reception or response). We still have no better access to the
past or the future, or more time for communication, and the time saved by new flexibility is
quickly spent on new demands of intercommunication.

Applying Medium Theory to the New Media

As Rice et al. (1983:18) observed some time ago, the ‘notion that the channel of communication
might be as important a variable in the communication process as source, message, receiver
and feedback, may have been overlooked’. Referring to the work of the Toronto School (see
Chapter 4, pp. 102-3), they add that ‘One need not be a technological determinist to agree that
the medium may be a fundamental variable in the communication process.” Nevertheless, it is
still very difficult to pin down the ‘essential’ characteristics of any given medium, and the ground
for distinguishing between ‘new’ and ‘old’ media is not very solid.

The main problem lies in the fact that in actual experience it is hard to distinguish the
channel or medium from the typical content that it carries or the typical use that is made of it or
the context of use (for instance, home, work or public place). Precisely the same problem has
bedevilled earlier research into the relative advantages and capacities of different ‘traditional’
media as channels of communication. However, this does not mean that there is no important
difference or emerging discontinuity between old and new. At the moment we can do little more



than make plausible suggestions. Quortrup (2006) concluded that ‘medium theory’ cannot deal
with the case of new digital media because they have an unlimited number of features and not
certain fixed ones. He treats this as the most essential feature of ‘new media’. They are
characterized by complexity and their basic function is to manage social complexity. Thus we
can understand the new media best in terms of ‘complexity theory’, which lies somewhere
between order (system theory) and chaos theory.

Rice (1999) has argued that it is not very profitable to try to characterize each medium
according to its specific attributes. Instead, we should study the attributes of media in general
and see how new media ‘perform’ in these terms. Contrasts and comparisons of media tend to
‘idealize’ certain features of a medium (for example, face-to-face communication or the virtues
of the traditional book), ignoring paradoxes of positive and negative consequences. The
diversity of the category ‘new media’ and their continually changing nature set an obvious limit
to theory forming about their ‘consequences’. The technological forms are multiplying but are
also often temporary. Nevertheless, we can identify five main categories of ‘new media’ which
share certain channel similarities and are approximately differentiated by types of use, content
and context, as follows:

e Interpersonal communication media. These include the telephone (increasingly mobile)
and e-mail (primarily for work, but becoming more personal). In general, content is private
and perishable and the relationship established and reinforced may be more important
than the information conveyed.

e Interactive play media. These are mainly computer-based and video games, plus virtual
reality devices. The main innovation lies in the interactivity and perhaps the dominance
‘process’ over ‘use’ gratifications (see p. 426).

e Information search media. This is a wide category, but the Internet/WWW is the most
significant example, viewed as a library and data source of unprecedented size, actuality
and accessibility. The search engine has risen to a commanding position as a tool for
users as well as a source of income for the Internet. Besides the Internet, the (mobile)
telephone is also increasingly a channel for information retrieval, as are broadcast teletext
and radio data services.

e Collective participatory media. The category includes especially the uses of the Internet
for sharing and exchanging information, ideas and experience and developing active
(computer-mediated) personal relationships. Social networking sites belong under this
heading. Uses range from the purely instrumental to affective and emotional (Baym,
2002).

e Substitution of broadcast media. The main reference is to uses of media to receive or
download content that in the past was typically broadcast or distributed by other similar
methods. Watching films and television programmes, listening to radio and music, etc. are
the main activities.

The diversity indicated by this typology makes it hard to draw up any useful summary of
medium characteristics that are unique to the new media or applicable to all five categories.
Fortunati (2005) emphasized the parallel tendencies of ‘mediatization’ of the Internet and
‘Internetization’ of the mass media as a way of understanding the process of mutual
convergence (see also Luders, 2008). The subjective perception of new media characteristics
shows wide variations between people. In one study of perceived difference from face-to-face



communication, for example, Peter and Valkenburg (2006) looked at differences in the factors
of controllability, reciprocity, breadth and depth, but found no clear consensus on the image of
the Internet. A different set of criteria are relevant for comparison with mass communication.
Box 6.4 indicates certain dimensions or variables that have been thought to help in
differentiating new from old media, as seen from the perspective of an individual ‘user’.

>

6.4 Key characteristics differentiating new from
" " old media, from the user perspective

Interactivity: as indicated by the ratio of response or initiative on the part of the user to the

‘offer’ of the source/sender

e Social presence (or sociability): experienced by the user, meaning the sense of personal
contact with others that can be engendered by using a medium (Short et al., 1976; Rice,
1993)

e Media richness: the extent to which media can bridge different frames of reference,
reduce ambiguity, provide more cues, involve more senses and be more personal

e Autonomy: the degree to which a user feels in control of content and use, independent of
the source

e Playfulness: uses for entertainment and enjoyment, as against utility and instrumentality

e Privacy: associated with the use of a medium and/or its typical or chosen content

e Personalization: the degree to which content and uses are personalized and unique

The meaning and measurement of interactivity

Although interactivity is most frequently mentioned as the defining feature of new media, it can
mean different things and there is already an extensive literature on the topic (Kiousis, 2002).
Kiousis arrived at an ‘operational definition’ of interactvity by reference to four indicators:
proximity (social nearness to others); sensory activation; perceived speed; and telepresence. In
this definition, more depends on the perception of the user than on any intrinsic or objective
medium quality. Downes and McMillan (2000) name five dimensions of interactivity, as follows:

e the direction of communication;

o flexibility about time and roles in the exchange;

¢ having a sense of place in the communication environment;

e level of control (of the communication environment); perceived purpose (oriented to
exchange or persuasion).

It is clear from this that conditions of interactivity depend on much more than just the technology
employed.
An early attempt to conceptualize the Internet as a mass medium by Morris and Ogan



(1996) approached it from the point of view of the audience. They placed the concepts of uses
and gratifications, degree and type of involvement and degree of social presence on the
agenda, but were unable to reach any firm conclusion about the essential characteristics of the
Internet as a medium. Lindlof and Schatzer (1998) offered a view of the Internet derived from
audience ethnography, commenting on the diversity of its forms that include news groups,
mailing lists, simulation spaces, websites, and so on. In their view, computer-mediated
communication is different from other media use because it is transient, multimodal, with few
codes of conduct governing use, and allowing for a high degree of ‘end-user manipulation of
content. They note that the condition of irrelevance of location of source ‘offers new
possibilities for civic life, shared learning and intercultural contact free of geographical limits,
but also opens spaces for explicit sexual content, hate speech, rumor propagation, alcohol
advertisements aimed at children’.

Although we can characterize new media according to their potential, this is not the same
as empirical verification (see the discussion of community on pp. 148-9). A case in point is the
potential for sociability and interactivity. While it is true that the computer machine does connect
people with other people, at the point of use it involves solitary behaviour, individualistic
choices and responses and frequent anonymity (see Turner et al., 2001; Baym, 2002). The
relationships established or mediated by the new communicating machines are often transient,
shallow and without commitment. They may be regarded less as an antidote to the
individualism, root-lessness and loneliness associated with modern life than as a logical
development towards forms of social interaction that can be achieved to order, as it were.

New Patterns of Information Traffic

Another useful way of considering the implications of the changes under discussion is to think
in terms of alternative types of information traffic and the balance between them. Two Dutch
telecommunication experts, Bordewijk and van Kaam (1986), have developed a model which
helps to make clear and to investigate the changes under way. They describe four basic
communication patterns and show how they are related to each other. The patterns are labelled
‘allocution’, ‘conversation’, ‘consultation’ and ‘registration’.

Allocution

With allocution (a word derived from the Latin for the address by a Roman general to
assembled troops), information is distributed from a centre simultaneously to many peripheral
receivers, with limited opportunity for feedback. This pattern applies to several familiar
communication situations, ranging from a lecture, church service or concert (where listeners or
spectators are physically present in an auditorium) to the situation of broadcasting, where radio
or television messages are received at the same moment by large numbers of scattered
individuals. Another characteristic is that time and place of communication are determined by
the sender or at the ‘centre’. Although the concept is useful for comparing alternative models,
the gap between personal address to many and impersonal mass communication is a very
large one and is not really bridgeable by a single concept. The case of an ‘assembled
audience’ is quite different from that of a ‘dispersed audience’.

Conversation and exchange

With conversation, individuals (in a potential communication network) interact directly with each
other, bypassing a centre or intermediary and choosing their own partners as well as the time,



place and topic of communication. This pattern applies in a wide range of situations where
interactivity is possible, including the exchange of personal letters or electronic mail. The
electronically mediated conversation does, however, usually require a centre or intermediary
(such as the telephone exchange or service provider), even if this plays no active or initiatory
role in the communication event.

Characteristic of the conversational pattern is the fact that parties are equal in the
exchange. In principle, more than two can take part (for example, a small meeting, a telephone
conference or a computer-mediated discussion group). However, at some point, increased
scale of participation leads to a merger with the allocutive situation.

Consultation

Consultation refers to a range of different communication situations in which an individual (at
the periphery) looks for information at a central store of information — data bank, library,
reference work, computer disc, and so on. Such possibilities are increasing in volume and
diversifying in type. In principle, this pattern can also apply to the use of a traditional print-based
newspaper (otherwise considered an allocutive mass medium), since the time and place of
consultation and also the topic are determined by the receiver at the periphery and not by the
centre.

Registration

The pattern of information traffic termed ‘registration’ is, in effect, the consultation pattern in
reverse, in that a centre ‘requests’ and receives information from a participant at the periphery.
This applies wherever central records are kept of individuals in a system and to all systems of
surveillance. It relates, for instance, to the automatic recording at a central exchange of
telephone calls, to electronic alarm systems and to automatic registration of television set
usage in ‘people-meter’ audience research or for purposes of charging consumers. It also refers
to the collation of personal particulars of e-commerce customers, for purposes of advertising
and targeting. The accumulation of information at a centre often takes place without reference
to, or knowledge of, the individual. While the pattern is not historically new, the possibilities for
registration have increased enormously because of computerization and extended
telecommunication connections. Typically, in this pattern, the centre has more control than the
individual at the periphery to determine the content and occurrence of communication traffic.

An integrated typology

These four patterns complement and border upon (or overlap with) each other. The authors of
the model have shown how they can be related in terms of two main variables: of central versus
individual control of information; and of central versus individual control of time and choice of
subject (see Figure 6.2). The allocution pattern stands here for the typical ‘old media’ of mass
communication and conforms largely to the transmission model — especially broadcasting,
where a limited supply of content is made available to a mass audience. The consultation
pattern has been able to grow, not only because of the telephone and new telematic media, but
because of the diffusion of video- and sound-recording equipment and the sheer increase in the
number of channels as a result of cable and satellite. The new media have also differentially
increased the potential for ‘conversational’ or interactive communication between widely
separated individuals. As noted, ‘registration’ becomes both more practicable and more likely
to occur, although it is not a substitute for other types of communication traffic. It can be viewed



as extending the powers of surveillance in the electronic age.

Control of information store

Central Individual
Eontrol of Central Allocution Registration
time and |
choice of .,l
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Figure 6.2 A typology of information traffic. Communication relationships are differentiated
according to the capacity to control the supply and the choice of content; the trend is from
allocutory to consultative or conversational modes (Bordewijk and van Kaam, 1986)

The arrows inserted in Figure 6.2 reflect the redistribution of information traffic from
allocutory to conversational and consultative patterns. In general, this implies a broad shift of
balance of communicative power from sender to receiver, although this may be
counterbalanced by the growth of registration and a further development of the reach and
appeal of mass media. Allocutory patterns have not necessarily diminished in volume, but they
have taken new forms, with more small-scale provision for segmented audiences based on
interest or information need (‘narrowcasting’). Finally, we can conclude from this figure that
patterns of information flow are not as sharply differentiated as they might appear, but are
subject to overlap and convergence, for technological as well as social reasons. The same
technology (for example, the telecommunications infrastructure) can provide a household with
facilities for each of the four patterns described.

This way of portraying the changes under way invites us to consider again the relevance of
the current body of media theory concerning ‘effects’. It seems that much of this only applies to
the allocutory mode, where a transmission model may still be valid. For other situations we
need an interactive, ritual or user-determined model. Even so, at present we do not have very
adequate theory or research for investigating possible changes in the way new media are
experienced.

Computer-mediated Community Formation

The idea of ‘community’ has long held an important position in social theory, especially as a
tool for assessing the impact of social change and as a counterpoise to the idea of a mass. In
earlier thinking, a community referred to a set of people sharing a place (or some other
bounded space), an identity and certain norms, values and cultural practices, and usually small
enough to know or interact with each other. A community of this kind usually shows some
features of differentiation by status among its members and thus an informal hierarchy and form
of organization.

The traditional mass media were viewed ambivalently in their relation to the typical (local)
community. On the one hand, their largeness of scale and importation of outside values and
culture were viewed as undermining local communities based on personal interaction. On the
other hand, the media in adapted localized forms could serve and reinforce community under
the best conditions. Although it is another use of the term ‘community’, it was also observed that



mass-distributed, small-scale media (specialist publications or local radio) could help sustain
‘communities of interest’. The general estimation was that the larger the scale of distribution,
the more inimical to community and local social life, but even this judgement was challenged
by evidence of continued localized interpersonal behaviour. Not least relevant was the fact that
mass media often provide topics of conversation for discussion and thus help to lubricate social
life in families, workplaces and even among strangers.

Against this background, there has been a continuing debate about the consequences of
each succeeding media innovation. In the 1960s and 1970s, the introduction of cable television
was hailed not only as a way of escaping from the limitations and drawbacks of mass broadcast
television but as a positive means of community creation. Local cable systems could link up
homes in a neighbourhood to each other and to a local centre. Programming could be chosen
and made by local residents (Jankowski, 2002). Many extra services of information and help
could be added on at low cost. In particular, access could be given to a wide variety of groups
and even individual voices, with limited expense. The restricted bandwidth of broadcast
television ceased to be a major practical constraint, and television by cable promised to
approach the abundance of print media, at least in theory.

The notions of a ‘wired community’ and a ‘wired city’ became popular (see Dutton et al.,
1986) and experiments were conducted i