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The Traditional Paradigms:
Political Theories of the Mass Media

Introduction

(The mass media have) become overwhelmingiy the dominant medium
of the late twentieth century: the paramount place where elections are
conducted and where fictions are disseminated. How (they are) run, by
whom and in what interests, is arguably a more important issue for any
modern society than control over major industries, the law or finance.

Geoff Mulgan Polirics in an Antipolitical Age

The mass media provide powerful channels of information between
the political elite and the electorate. Traditionally, the press and broad-
casting act as proactive devices for encouraging the citizen to parti-
cipate in the democratic process. The mass media, by disseminating
the full range of political opinions, enabie the public to make political
choices and enter the national life. Therefore, they are understood as
important mechanisms in ensuring the principles of modern demo-
cratic societies.

Their political role covers several features including being a pub-
lic watchdog, agenda setting and message production. Consequently,
the organization of the print and electronic media plays a vital role
in furnishing individuals with their rights. The concepts of the fourth
estate and freedom of information have underpinned the development
of British and other Western democratic media systems. The press
and broadcasting (in a more complicated variant) are meant to act as
impartial, objective and independent brokers of information. To safe-
guard this freedom, governments have remained vigilant in evolving
policy to regulate the ownership of media institutions and guarantee
the flow of information.

L




2 Political Theories of the Mass Media

In this way, the press and broadcasters are meant Lo act as neutral
observers of the political process. However, as Judith Lichtenberg has

commented, an ambiguity exists as the media not only act as onlookers,
bur are political actors themselves. Whilst media organizations claim
to be critical outsiders, they are simultaneously political participants
who shape the public’s world view:

The press today — the mass media in particular — is one of the primary
actors on the political scene, capable of making or breaking political
careers and issues.’

Formaily, the press and broadcasting both perform a negative polit-
ical liberty by protecting freedom of speech, and enjoy a positive func-
tion by brokering information across society and setting the agenda.
However, throughout the years the democratic role of the mass media
has been challenged. The concept of a free press has been replaced by
a more critical analysis. Principally, the media have been seen to per-
petuate the values of the political, social and economic elites. Effect-
ively, the mass media reinforce the dominant ideology over the mass
of citizens.

A number of schools have emerged questioning the traditional ortho-
doxy of state-media—audience relations. These have been drawn from
several sources: anti-statist liberalism; market-liberalism and the many
variants of Marxism. This has led to different analyses of the media
and the call for reform and this chapter will provide the context to this
study of the political role of media systems. It will compare and con-

Table 1.1 Alternative perspectives of the media

Liberal Marxist Communist
Public sphere Public space Class domination
Political role Check on Agency of Further societal

of media government class control objectives
Media system Free market Capiralist Public ownership
Joumnalistic norm Disinterested Subaitern Didactic
Entertainment Distraction/ Opiate Enlightenment
gratfication

Reform Self-regulation Unreformable Liberalization

Source: Peter Dahlgren and Colin Sparks (eds) Communication and Cirizenship:
Fournalism and the Public Sphere, 1991
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Political Theories of the Mass Media 3

rrast the disparate theories of mass communication and citizenship
which have been deemed vital in democratic societies.

The alternative concerns for the media within different state
organizations

Whilst this chapter will focus on the media in liberal democratic
regimes, it may be useful to consider how media systems have oper-
ated in alternative state structures. An explicit comparison between
the media in feudal and totalitarian states can aid our understanding
of what is attempted in a liberal democratic system.

The print media which existed during the feudal, pre-capitalist era
was subject to extensive state intervention. The authoritarian rule of
societies, governed by absolutist monarchs, meant that the press ad-
vanced the elite’s interests. The press was subjected to pre-publication
censorship and supported state despotism. To maintain this arrange-
ment, the government determined media rights by granting royal pa-
tents. The media was effectively controlled by the guilds, licensing and
overt censorship. Although the press was privately owned, it propag-
ated governmental policy. Criticism of the political machinery was
forbidden. Whilst this has been defined as a historical phase for West-
ern nations, in absolutist states such as Saudi Arabia this remains the
media’s role.

Similarly, in totalitarian states such as Stalin’s Soviet Union (and in
many respects in Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy), a subservient media
existed. This emerged out of the amalgam of Leninism and Stalinism
practised there. The media was subordinate to the aims of the revolu-
tion. These included the continuation of the Soviet socialist system
and the dictatorship of the Communist party. Stalin’s expansion of
the corporate state, governed by an inner and outer circle of party bur-
eaucrats, meant it controlled all areas of civil life including the media
institutions. Consequently, loyal party members had the right to make
use of the media. Further, the media was forbidden to express criti-
cisms of party objectives and was subject to censorship through sur-
veillance; the state-owned media system could be controlled by the
government’s economic or political actions. Within totalitarian societ-
ies the media was an arm of the state and served the ends of the dom-
inant elite.

This model was spread by the Soviet Union’s control of Eastern
Europe for over forty years. The subsequent collapse of Stalinist state
capitalism brought to attention the democratic functions of the media.
After many years of state and party control, underpinned by the secret
surveillance forces, the individual’s right to freedom of speech was
deemed vital. The media’s influence in the successive liberation drives
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of Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, East Germany, Czechoslovakia and most
especially Romania (where rebel and state forces engaged in running
gun bartles to control the television stations) has been crucial. However,
throughout the post-Stalinist period the respective rewards of a capital-
ist, liberal democratic political system have been double-edged. The
media proved to be no exception as the issues of ownership, financial
control and regulation which have affected advanced Western nations
have emerged. The following table signifies that there are competing
views of the media in democratic societies:

Table 1.2 Dominance and pluralism models compared

Dominance Pluralism
Societal source Ruling class or dominant elite ~Competing political, social,
culrural interests of
groups
Media Under concentrated ownership Many and independent of
and uniform type each other
Production Standardized, routinized, Creative, free, original
controlled
Content and wotld Selective and coherent; Diverse and competing
view decided from above views; responsive to

audience demand

Audience Dependent, passive, organized Fragmented, selective,
on large scale reactive and active

Effects Strong and confirmative of Numerous, without
established social order consistency or

predictability of direction,
but often ‘no effect’

Source: Denis McQuail Mass Communication Theory, 1987

To ascertain why these two models have been advanced, it will
be necessary to consider the press and broadcast media in a liberal
democratic state structure and the arguments which called for the
press liberty.

Communications and Citizenship

It has been commonly suggested that there are civil, political and social
dimensions to the exercising of citizenship within a democracy. Civil
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Political Theories of the Mass Media 5

rights and liberties are guaranteed by laws to curtail state power. They
comprise freedom of speech, movement, association and conscious-
ness. A democracy should safeguard open debate and competition
for power. The rights to own and dispose of personal property are
an essential curb to state power. They establish countervailing power
centres and ensure that individuals are not dependent on government
subsidies.

Political rights allow individuals to participate in the diffusion of polit-
ical power through exercising their franchise, occupying public office
and sitting on juries. Representational assemblies enable citizens to
engage in determining and administering the laws under which they are
governed and distinguish them from being subjects.

Social rights ensure the basic living standards through the welfare
state and universal access to communications and information facil-
ities. Freedom of speech is the citizen’s fundamental right in a mod-
ern democratic society. These conditions allow people to become full
members of the society.

In this way, the mass media should secure the citizen’s civil, polit-
ical and social rights. The print and the electronic media’s ability to
disseminate critical information quickly and widely throughout society
is crucial. The concept of freedom of information has underpinned the
development of advanced media systems; further, within traditional
liberal thought, the media should act as a public watchdog or fourth
estate to reveal state abuses.

firee important wiys.

 through the provision

viduals must have access to knowledge and information that will allow
' & 3 - 9 B 3 “‘-_‘, A the

broadest TG ; on and debate over public
potitical choices. Thus, citizens can employ communications facilities
to register criticism and propose alternative courses of action. Finally,
they should recognize themselves iny the. reoge, 9f SEprEssRRAtiOns on

offer within the central communications sectors and be able to* de-

velop ‘and extend their representations.

These rights indicate that the communications and information sys-
tems have two key features. At the production level, they should afford
the maximum possible diversity of provision and the mechanisms for
user feedback and participation. At the level of consumption, they
should ensure universal access to services that can guarantee the exer-
cise of citizenship regardless of income or area of residence. To this
end, the citizen’s access to the market-place of ideas has been under-
stood to be an obligation of national governments. Such rights have
been established through a variety of laws, policies and regulations.
The right to be informed has been sustained through:
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1 the population’s universal educaton to advance knowledge and to discrim-
inare changes in the world;

2 widespread public libraries which are repositories of historical and cur-
rent information, thereby giving the public access to information about
governmental policies and dominant societal institutional practices;

3 independent and widespread reporting of fluctuating local, national and
international events through the press and broadcast media.®

The role of the press in a liberal democratic state

Freedom of speech is the citizen’s fundamental right in a modern
democratic society. In traditional liberal thought the press has been
advanced as a ‘public watchdog’ over the state. It occupies a fourth
estate which is separate from the Crown, Parliament and the Judi-
ciary. Therefore, it may reveal the authorites’ abuses and maintain a
mature democracy. This underlying principle has dictated the press’s
organizational structure. It should be lightly regulated, subject only
to libel and obscenity laws and the tenets of taste and decency. Lib-
erals maintain that if the press were regulated it would become a ser-
vant of the state. Moreover, its political liberty is guaranteed as it has
been independently funded through advertising revenues. Thus, only a
privately-~owned press competing in a free market can ensure complete
independence from the government. This argument has been justified
for several different reasons, the first being consumer representation. The
fourth estate is ensured by the market relationship between the press
and its audience. The market enables the readers to register their pre-
ference as consumers of a product. As the buying public determines
the newspaper’s success, the owners must respond to popular demand
to make profits. Consequently, it follows that to sell papers propri-
etors must ensure that a wide variety of opinions are expressed. There-
fore, through their buying power consumers act as the controllers of
press output.

Following from this exchange between producers and consumers is
the informational role of the press. The media market is responsive to
consurmner need, as it is profit-driven. This aids competition, as papers, in
order to be sold, must provide a wide variety of interpretations of the
news. Consequently, the consumer’s choice of information will facilit-
ate his or her own self-expression and will encourage political participa-
tion. In turn, this may promote public rationality and focus collective
self-determination. The press promotes the culture of a free-thinking
democracy in which no one should be subjugated to another’s will but
may freely express an opinion. Individual self-realization is guaranteed
by the free market.

The liberation of the press is driven by the desire to make profits.
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Political Theories of the Mass Media 7

It has been argued that the free market allows a free trade of ideas.
This is because a diverse number of owners have the freedom to pub-
lish. As this aids competition, popular representation is exercised, as
the market allows the citizen to comprehend salient issues. Therefore,
the free market creates a media system which reacts to and articu-
lates the people’s opinions.?

This free market model has been challenged by a combination of
advertising pressures, monopolization and concentration of owner-
ship. However, if the market fails another safeguard can be applied -
professional responsibility. Joumalistic professionalism has squared
the market’s flaws with the traditional conception of a democratic.
media. This is a conscious and an unconscious process. First, propon-
ents argue that the journalists’ first duty is to serve the public. This is
reinforced through the journalistic codes on truth, accuracy and fac-
tual authenticity. Second, as journalists have to verify information by
drawing on alternative sources and Presenting rival interpretations they
will necessarily provide i inions. Thus, journalistic pro-
fessionalism balances against the forces undermining the media’s integ-
rity. Whilst free market competition has been qualified, an ‘internal
pluralism’ within the media monopolies counters market pressures to
sensationalize and trivialize political information. Further, this profes-
sionalism allows the public to analyse important issues. Once again,

the stress is on citizen empowerment as professional self-interests coin-
cide with the public interest.

The role of broadcast media in liberal democratic societies

There are several similarities and differences between the role of the
press and broadcasting in liberal democracies. The broadcasters’ polit-
ical independence is closely tied to the freedom of the press. They
remain neutral observers committed to the principles of accuracy, im-
partiality and objectivity. Yet society’s response toward broadcasting
has been different than that of the print media. Whilst broadcasting
organizations have been constitutionally independent, they have been
regulated by public bodies. The electronic media has not enjoyed the
press’s immunity. For example, in the United States a constitutional
asymmetry between print and electronic media exists. American broad-
casters have been regulated by the Federal Communications Com-
mission (FCC). The FCC, until its partial deregulation by the Reagan
government,* was responsible for ensuring that equal-time rules for
political parties and a fairness doctrine were applied. If these con-
trols had been directed at the press they would have violated the First
Amendment of the US Constitution. Several reasons have justified
this state of affairs. One refers to broadcasting’s power to shape opinions




8 Political Theories of the Mass Media

over newspapers. Picasies have greater influence over the public than
the printed word. Televisien is more intrusive and less escapable #s

private space.s However, the justification for broad-
casting regulation has been the limited spectrum of airwaves. Until the
last decade, radio and television broadcasts were limited to a narrow
band of nationally available frequencies. This ‘limited spectrum’ quali-
fied the number of channels and affected broadcasting’s organization.
The early experience of the American radio system, in which compet-
ing radio stations interfered with each other, demonstrated the prac-
tical need for a regulated system. However, the mass dissemination
of communications raised political as well as technical questions. For
policy makers this meant that a central dilemma had to be addressed:

. ey i“-ﬂf’h‘}“"‘hwj“.*’mjc*

How (is it possible) to reconcile within a limited number of outlets the
need of the state to make judgements of national priority as to how
these outlets should be used, the need of each individual citizen for
maximum freedom of choice in his search for personal satisfaction and
the need for the broadcaster to express the truth about the world as he
sees it.’

In responding to this conundrum, with the exception of the United
States, most advanced Western broadcasting systems have followed
a variant of the British public service model. This comprises a pub-
lic broadcaster, the BBC, funded through a licence fee and private
channels (ITV and Channel Four) funded through advertising. Tradi-
tionally, these organizations have competed for audiences rather than
revenues. They are responsible for providing a mixed schedule built
on the programming trinity of educating, informing and entertaining.

In Britain, the broadcasting institutions proclaim their political inde-
pendence from state control, as an arm’s-length relationship is seen to
exist. This liberal-pluralistic position contends that through legal, in-
stitutional, funding and ideological devices broadcasters have resisted
the external pressures of government intervention. They are free to
broadcast within the confines of the law. The BBC is governed by a
Royal Charter which enables it to be resistant to overt state pressures.
Whilst the licence fee has provided assured funds for programming
requirements, it has preserved the corporation’s political independence
from the state. It means that the BBC is not dependent upon state
funding for its revenue.® The corporation has been guided by the
notion of impartality in its representation of political affairs. How-
ever, in Britain and several Western states the media’s ‘public watchdog
function’ has been formally exercised in the press rather than the broad-
casting system. Constitutionally, the BBC was described by its first
Director-General, John Reith, as an ‘institution within the constitution’,’
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as it was subject to the Crown but simultaneously followed the plural-
jsm of parliamentary democracy. Whilst the BBC rejects any political
control of content, its public accountability, in contrast to the press,
is mediated through the governors and by ‘(its acceptance of) Parlia-
ment as a natural pole and ... (its interpretation) . .. (of its) task as
one of reproducing “a picture of political discourse dominated by Par-
liament. [Broadcasting] . . . operates (an) impartial brokerage within a

» 18

prevailing political system.

The ITV system’s political independence has been ensured through
a mixture of advertising revenue and regulatory control. ITV’s fin-
ances were indirectly drawn from the public rather than the state. Until
the 1990 Broadcasting Act, the Independent Broadcasting Author-
ity’s (IBA, now reformed as the ITC) position as a broadcaster meant
that state intervention could be offset, as the regulator was a buffer
between the government and the programme-makers. Thus, the IBA
was the legally responsible party instead of the regional contractor.
As with the BBC, the IBA has seen parliament as its natural pole and
has understood that it should provide impartial information within the
dominant political system.

Moreover, minimalist broadcasting legislation (meaning that the
BBC Board of Governors and the IBA had a relatively free hand in
how they interpreted directives) has been developed to stem state inter-
vention and enhance broadcasting freedoms. Further, pluralists would
argue that as the Home Secretary has never employed his veto power
over broadcasting democracy has been served. Whilst broadcasting has
not enjoyed the same liberties as the press, it has remained independ-
ent within the mainstream political consensus, determined by Parlia-
ment as a sovereign representative body, and has adhered to the goals
of impartiality, objectivity and accuracy.

The philosophical origins of a free press

Having established the press and broadcasting’s political position in a
liberal democracy, the origins of a free press may be considered. The
concept of press freedom emerged as a distinctive principle during
the wave of democracy which affected modern European and North
American states during the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
The call was strongest in Western Europe where it coincided with the
collapse of the ancien régime. This campaign was led by an educated
bourgeoisie who fought against the power vested in the monarchy and
aristocracy. They intended to transform society by providing altern-
ative political institutions rather than merely tampering with the exist-
ing state apparatus. From the English revolution onwards, there was a
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search for new, more secular and democratic methods to organize the
state. The disintegration of absolutist monarchical power went hand-
in-hand with the arguments articulating greater press freedom.

The seed of press freedom was sown in Britain and transported
through the American and French revolutions to the Continent. These
arguments were sustained by several imperatives; cheap presses; the
English Revolution (1641-60); the Levellers; the 1694 expiry of the
Regulation of Printing Act; the writings of Cato and John Wilkes;
the popular discontent engendered by the Corn Laws; middle class
enfranchisement; the radical press; and the parliamentary debates
repealing the advertising and stamp duties known as the “Taxes upon
Knowledge’.

John Keane has identified four concepts underpinning the call for
press freedom:

Theological: John Milton argued in Areopagitica that press freedom
equated with a love of God and a free and knowing spirit. As God
had allowed man to deduce berween good and evil, the press must
provide information. Good can only be appreciated when compared
to evil. This argument criticized state censorship, as the individual
had a God-given faculty for reason. From this perspective, control of
the press was repugnant, inefficient and unworkable. Further, censors
could not decide how others live as they were fallible and corrupt
themselves.®

Individual righis: The natural rights theory of the press was articulated
by John Locke, Cato, John Asgill, Tom Paine, Mary Wollstonecraft
and most especially Matthew Tindal. Tindal rejected any religious
justification of press censorship, arguing that theocratic rule should
be replaced by man’s ability to decide the truth. As it was man’s right
to judge information in religion and politics, there was a natural tend-
ency to publish by stealth against court rulings. Press freedom guar-
anteed liberty from the political elite. It allowed for good government,
based on the natural rights of rational citizens who were able to live,
with their elected representatives, under the rule of law.'?

Utilitarianism: From this position, press censorship was a licence for
dictatorship and undermined the public’s maximum happiness. Williarmn
Godwin, James Mill and Jeremy Bentham argued that the best govern-
ment and laws would produce the greatest happiness for the major-
ity of the people. Bentham, however, believed that most governments
were motivated by the politician’s self-interest. Therefore, to check
state despotism a separation of powers, a broadening of the franch-
ise, secret ballots and frequent elections were required. Further, press
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freedom meant that politicians had to use newspapers during ¢lec-
tions and there would be a free and effective expression of opinions.
It would add to the general happiness by reducing the power held by
the minority of governors:

A free press is the ally of happiness. It helps control the habitual ‘self-
preference’ of those who govern. It exposes their secretiveness and makes
them more inclined to respect and to serve the governed.’

Attaining truth: This tradition countered Utilitarianism, arguing that
it said too much on utility and too little about the truth. Utility may
allow people to feel secure in their opinions but these need not be
necessarily true. In John Stuart Mill’s On Liberry truth is fundamental
to utility. Three reasons were given to guarantee truth. First, those who
censor potentially true opinions have naturally denied the truth itself
and assume the infallibility of their opinions. Therefore, such an as-
sumption suppresses potential truth and stems the digestion of counter-
arguments. Second, prevailing sentiments often contain falsehoods;
only by countering them with alternative convictions can the truth be
attained. Finally, even if an opinion is entirely true it will degenerate
into dogma if it is unchallenged. Truth needed to be protected as it
could not protect itself. A free press would supply an abundant amount
of facts and thereby a general questioning of views by voicing truth
over falsehoods.'”

These rationales led to the rise of a free press which would dismantle
prejudice and foster reflectiveness. The print media constituted a pub-
lic sphere in which political sentiments could be elaborated. In such a
manner, popular opinion could be directed against secretive and arbit-
rary state action. It was contended that state despotism fed on the
blind obedience of subjects and attempts to outlaw open discussion.
The press could stem the concentration of secular power by criticizing
the government when it overstepped its legitimate power. Collective
popular representation stood against secrecy, it demanded govern-
mental checks, was for civic humanism and for self-restraint. Thus, it
would give arcane and bossy government a bad name. A free press was
the stabilizing force in the precarious balance between the state rulers
and the public.”

In Chapter 2 we shall consider how these ideas tied in with the
British press debates in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As
we shall discover, the following issues all shaped the structure of the
press: the incorporation of advertising encouraged by the repeal of the
Stamp duties; the plurality of private ownership; lower cover prices and
the greater commercialization of the system.




Political Theories of the Mass Media

Criticisms of the pluralistic model bef'
The pluralistic model of the relationship between media and the state situ
has been subject to extensive criticism. From a liberal-pluralistic posi- sior:
tion a number of revisionist histories have emerged alongside those ad- ofte
vocating anti-statism and market-liberalism. In particular, the liberal . derr
tradition has been criticized by Marxist interpretations of the media. in Ik
These have ranged from political economic approaches focusing on fron
issues of production and concentration of ownership to accounts ana- oon
lysing ideology, class and control. basi
Revisionist Histories of the Freedom of the Press
Some revisionist histories have suggested that a free press remained
a utopian ideal.’* For instance, universal public access to freely circu-
lating books, newspapers and pamphlets was never realized. A num- s
ber of qualifications existed including advertising controls, the low estar
circulation of papers, limited distribution and working class illiteracy. uon:
However, the principal problem in Britain referred to the introduction cent
of stamp duties (taxation on pamphlets, newspapers and advertise- uon
ments) in 1712. There were many constraints on a free press as the class
political elites and the establishment wished to retain social control. was .
Yet, as John Keane has commented, there was not only a signific- these
ant chasm between the free press utopianism and the reality of a :s‘.ffth_
poorly circulated, harassed and deeply corrupt print media, but this e
early European and American vision included several blindspots.”” A
series of internal pressures existed. One issue was media self censor-
ship which contradicted the assumption that the state’s political power
was the main threat confronting the individual’s liberty. Throughout
this period pre-publication censorship occurred through the inspection
of content, the provision of rewards to publishing monopolies and the
various apparatus of surveillance.
The advocates of press freedom pursued: an information-flow para-
dmwhmhﬁﬁedmnddunshowthemedncouldpre-nmmr@or Tk
biss thve audience’s reception of op;mmsz They did not recognize that powe

mbolic codes determined cize |

igfSrinatcn sould be structured through sy

by the citisen’s ability 18 terpret &n ": clect materiaks These referred opin:
to the manufacturing of the news in which information was processed First

through institutional routines and technical tricks. mﬂwmon coalit
‘ of duta was shaped by media practices which set-agendas,‘consttained cver,
E the cantours of possible meanings and determitied how individuals ~ this 2
‘i thoughie sborit pelitical issues, The early proponents did not understand fessic
that readers were situated interpreters. mact.
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Finally, this understanding did not appreciate that censorship has
been subject to different meanings and motivations. As readers were
situated interpreters, they could voluntarily restrict their comprehen-
sion of information through internal censorship. The internal censor
often determined that certain information must be rejected as it un-
dermined the individual’s reputation, family, career, or could result
in legal action being taken. The early modern view therefore suffered
from a hidden classical bias. The face-to-face model of communica-
tions supposed that everyone could enter into public life on an equal
basis:

The early modem assumption that communications media recreate the
intimacy and directmess of the pofis neglected the problem of how free-
dom of communication among citizens could be instdtutionalized peace-
fully in a dispersed, complex civil sociery.'®

Another set of historical revisions have suggested that the fourth
estate was a myth. George Boyce has shown how different motiva-
tions shaped the organization of the British press in the late nineteenth
century and early 1900s."” Throughout this period, newspaper circula-
tion increased and was aimed at the prosperous, literate lower middle-
classes. Alongside the improvements in printing and distribution, news
was parcelled into short and easily digestible packages. Underpinning
these developments was advertising finance. Economic controls existed,
as the paper’s respective advertising, news and deliberative heads had
different priorities. Boyce has gone as far as to comment:

The paradox of the Fourth Estate, with its head in politics and its feet
in commetce, can, however, only be understood if it is appreciated that
the whole idea of the Fourth Estate was a myth. A myth can combine
fact and fiction without any uneasiness existing between the two: no-
where is this dualism - this ability to mix mythology with reality — more
apparent than in the examination of the British press at the height of
its power and prestige, between 1880 and 1918.'8

Throughout this era, newspaper editors apparently wielded greater
power than the politicians. The press appeared to initiate policy, criti-
cize its application, control the executive and act as an organ of public
opinion. For example, the press forced the partisan truce during the
First World War so that political in-fighting could be avoided and the
coalition wartime government would receive all-party support. How-
ever, this understanding may be seen as an illusion when the source of
this apparent power is discussed. Instead of the press being free, pro-
fessional and in touch with public opinion, it was part of the political
machinery and enjoyed a close affiliaion with the contemporaneous
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partisan groups.'® Ultimately, the press was an extension of the political
system. Rather than acting as a check or balance, it was inextricably
linked to the parliament and political executive. In reality government
by journalism masked government by politicians, with the journalists
and editors performing as advisers, brokers and, sometimes, oppon-
ents for the political elite. Moreover, many journalists aspired to enter
the political mainstream. Therefore, the press and politicians worked
closely for common ends. For example, the Mormning Post editor H. A.
Gwynne appeared to control the content of the paper rather than his
proprietors. He was apparently free from any one party’s financial com-
mands. However, Stephen Koss has shown that a ‘Byzantine network
of relationships’ existed between editors and politicians.® Gwynne, for
instance, had developed a number of reladonships within the political
and military elites and ‘was certainly not independent of the political
system, nor . . . (wished) to be: the influence he possessed derived, not
from any aloof, distinct posture, but from his contacts and friendships
with the people at the very centre of power.’*

Boyce’s arguments have been complemented by James Curran’s ana-
lysis of the parliamentary debates surrounding the repeal of the Taxes
Upon Knowledge during the 1830s and 1850s.%* As we shall see later,
the economic reform of the press precipitated by the introduction of
mass advertising may equally be seen as a method of social control,
incorporating the press into the dominant political sphere rather than
liberating it.

Anti-statist and market-libertarian critigues of British broadcasting

been unfavourably compared to the press Whilst public service broad-
casting has been governed by the imperatives of impartiality, objectivity
and accuracy, a number of criticisms have emerged which have cast
doubt on the traditional wisdoms.

As we have seen, broadcasting institutions have been contained
within the state as they conform to parliamentary sovereignty. Sup-
porters of the pluralist position argue that broadcasters have remained
independent actors in mainstream politics. Further, it has been prop-
agated that, as the Home Secretary has never employed his veto power
over broadcasting, democracy has been served. Against this, it may
be contended that the Home Secretary has never had to effect such
powers due to the inbuilt self-restraint and ideological adherence of
the broadcasting institutions to the dominant political culture.

Although minimalist broadcasting legislation has allowed the BBC
Board of Governors and the IBA to enjoy a relatively free hand in their
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interpretation of policy, this position disguises as much as it reveals.

Governments have been engaged in politica] patronage in the appoint-

ment process. Broadcasting regulators have been drawn from a list

rmaduke Hussey in

the 1980s to chair the BBC.»# Moreover, the setting and collection of

the licence fee hag provided governments with a political lever to in-
fluence the BBC. Finally, it hag been suggested that the monopoly of
funding and resources, and the vertically—htegrated structure of a sys-
tem founded on broadcast producers has stemmed creativity, access
and ultimately a plurality of independent voices on the airwaves.
Kenneth Dyson has shown how ty ; medakhmmu-
cised te. system’s norms aid refor t.** The first referred to what

could broadly be called any aiti-statis, cultaralist set of arguments. The
second was more directly drawn from the tradig

tons of Adam Smith’s
marketlibersdism. The Importance of these positions was reflected in

Culturalisz, anti-statist traditions
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diprersity and - viewer chaice. Public lobbies called for a central fund- B:
ing scheme, increased worker participation within managerial policies, prise
and a school for research. In particular, Anthony Smith advocated an  * be ju
open access policy in which freelance broadcasting groups would pro- i The
duce their programmes under contract. They would be offered the ests
technical back-up to make alternative programmes. dom
To realize this aim Smith advocated an electronic publishing model emb:
for broadcasting. At the centre of this commissioning system stood the fare,
National Television Foundation (NTF). This would operate like a (it)’.
publisher, broadcasting programmes made by independent compan- vidu:
ies rather than producing them. In contrast to the vertically integrated servi.
system, the fourth channel’s schedule could consist of independent pro- the i1
ductions which would encourage community access and democracy. liber
Smith contended that institutional controls should be wedded ‘to a It
doctrine of openness rather than balance, to expression rather than mark
neutralisation’.?® As we shall consider, the Annan Report replaced actol
the foundation with an authority — the Open Broadcasting Authority appr
(OBA). The OBA would be limited in liabilities, intervening if pro- How
grammes were libellous, incited riot or were obscene. The authority paris
was to be light in its touch, enjoying as much freedom as parliament ated
deemed possible. . to pt
In many respects, these ideas would be echoed, within a different mark
theoretical framework, in the 1986 Peacock Report’s market-liberal that
model. A substantive difference between Annan and Peacock was the casti:
funding method that was recommended. Annan proposed the OBA sectc
should be financed through a mixture of sponsorship, interest groups chise
and block advertising in competition with ITV. This multiplicity of _‘hefﬁ
funding was conceived to ensure political independence. Moreover, Inter
in contrast to the later report, Annan’s reforms were pitched upon signt
the social rather than economic purpose of broadcasting to provide a the I
plurality of voices. struc
He a
Marker-liberal developments nere
cepti
The libertarian interpretation of broadcasting originated from Adam histo
Smith’s market-liberal/utilitarian conception of society as a competit- acce
ive market. In this construct no ‘fixed’ societal order exists. Instead, norm
society was composed of interactive and independent individuals. "Thus to as
‘the individual is the axiom, the society the derivative.’”” Following the i
upon this, the individual is the principal source of economic activity proc
through his or her enterprise. Individual economic liberalization equated argue
with societal benefit. Social welfare was maximized by the individual’s limit.
preferences which were supported by pro-competitive policies and min- rf:l;

imal public regulation.?®
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By extension, state powers have to be limited so that individual enter-
prise may be fully realized. For example, government policies can only
be justified if their sum benefit outweighs their costs to the individual.
The noton that political or societal elites can act in their own inter-
ests for the greater good is rejected, as it qualifies the individual’s free-
dom. This contrasts with other philosophies which perceive society as
embodying ‘some other or higher force or purpose than simply the wel-
fare, however, broadly interpreted, of the individuals who comprise
(ity’.* Within this conception, social communication should satisfy indi-

- vidual preferences, rather than atternpt to act as an unprovable public

service good. As long as the public service tenets do not impinge upon
the individual’s right to choose, they remain acceptable. However, for
libertarians, this had rarely been the case in British broadcasting.

It should be noted that whilst this conception underpinned the
market-liberal analysis, this model was often developed by individual
actors working within a market-liberal tradition. This was a broad
approach rather than constituting a particular ‘school’ of thought.
However, market-liberals have been unified in their unfavourable com-
parison between broadcasting and the press. Where the press oper-
ated as a free market, broadcasting had been duopolistic and subject
to political pressure. This critique provided the basis of the two main
market-liberal approaches to broadcasting. First, they have determined
that a form of regulatory capture has characterized relations in broad-
casting. Gordon Hughes and David Vines maintain that in the ITV
sector the normative objective of regulation has been to enforce fran-
chise agreements located around the concept of quality upon which
there can be no defined agreement.”® Invariably, the IBA reacted to
interests of the ITV companies rather than to the public. Second, a
significant contribution to the market-liberal approach was made by
the libertarian economist Peter Jay.*' Throughout the 1970s, Jay con-
structed an integrated thesis on the financial reform of broadcasting.*
He argued that two imperatives heightened the need for reform: the
incremental growth of the broadcasting organizations made them sus-
Ceptible 1o state interference and technological developments had placed
history on the side of the market. Jay contended that it was no longer
Acceptable to judge British broadcasting as being good through the
normal criterion of its ends (programmes), instead it was necessary
10 assess the quality of the systern by the level of access it afforded to
the individual to determine what s/he wanted to view or listen to. The
Process, rather than the product, was what mattered. Therefore, he
argued that the new technologies (cable, satellite), by removing the
limited spectrum, provided the means through which the viewer might
fully participate in a form of electronic publishing. He envisaged that a
Nationally integrated cable system could be developed through a mixture
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of public and private funds. This network would be generally available
to the public who would then subscribe to view individual programmes.
As a consequence, a true market-place could exist, as the consumer
would call up the programme by dialling the correct code and paying
an appropriate charge in relation to the programme’s popularity or
desirability.”?

Just as ‘electronic publishing’ would revolutionize the individual’s
access to programmes, it meant that the production and regulation of
broadcasting would be transformed. The broadcasting system would
no longer be vertically integrated, comprised of broadcasting organiza-
tions who produced and transmirtted programmes. Instead, the new
broadcasting market would enable the entrance of a greater number
of independent production companies. These programme-makers could
produce whatever they liked in exchange for the payment of a trans-
mission fee. Like any product, the programme’s Success would ulti-
mately be decided by its ability to attract subscribers. The regulators
would therefore become an irrelevance as the technological and indus-
trial imperatives which had contributed to their existence had been
overcome. This would be beneficial, as regulators had previously cen-
sored the individual’s economic and societal rights. Jay contrasted the
state’s control over broadcasting against the freedom and liberty of an
independent, printed press. The basic right to publish was contra-

dicted by:

our belief that broadcasting must be closely and minutely controlled
. . . by accountable public bodies operating under the laws and charters
which specify their duties in exacting terms. Is there any good reason
why we should be appalled by the idea of making the market-place the
arbiter of what should be broadcast as we would be outraged by the
thought of one or two National Publishing Authorities determining what
books, magazines and newspapers should be offered to the public?**

In Jay’s construct the interventionist regulation of the public service
system had no place in the future of broadcasting. Within two dec-
ades, there would be no technical pretext for a government-appointed
policeman to regulate the air-waves. Consequently, government or legis-
lative intervention could not be justified, except in applying the general
print laws of blasphemy and libel.?® In order to create a free broad-
casting market-place in which the individual might exercise not only
his or her economic but political freedoms, it would not be acceptable
10 merely tamper with the BBC’s funding structure. From this per-
ception, the TTV network also suffered from the ills that had dogged
the public broadcaster - monopolization, inefficiency, the stemming
of independent producers, a lack of choice in programming, and finally

e e ST )
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an overbearing regulatory authority. Essentially, both the public and
commercial sectors were perceived as a ‘comfortable duopoly’.*® In a
number of respects Jay’s vision concurred with the arguments made by
Anthony Smith during the Annan debate. However, Jay's ideas were
drawn upon the market as the provider of economic pluralism and
political liberty: “The thought may have been influenced by my bias
against paternalism and corporatism . . . and the general disposition to
replace the sovereignty of the consumer in many walks of life by the
fatherly dispositions of the benevolent.”*”

As we shall see, these ideas were potent in the development of pol-
icy toward the British broadcasting institutions during the 1980s. Most
especially, the Peacock Report was to provide a challenge to broadcast-
ing’s traditions and set the framework for the following policy cycle.

Critigues from the Marxist tradition

Beneath this market-liberal critique sits a view of individualism shaped
by eighteenth-century political theories and practicalities. However, it
may be asked whether this concept remains consistent with the mod-
emn pohncal process and 1s an appropriate umt to judge the system.

W-m&- f 4ri era of mkss politici. Consequently@}l

' mekes an nﬁﬁdﬂ dis m&% .'W 01 and
remmonbydemhmg information from its social context. This
analysis does not show how ideas and systems of representation are
ideological weapons which allow societal elites to advance their inter-
ests, Whilst libertarians contend that the media should facilitate social
agreement through the dissemination of accurate information and con-
trary opinion, they fail to understand that onc class or social coalition

may manipulate the media’s content. M and urs-
versalize its interests because it controis t "orﬁ’ The

media may give the impression of dlstnbuung accurate information
and promoting a conflictual debate. However, g clyafining thc poht—

wtl&cmmm’“legxmte areas

‘These pomts are made by Marxists, who stress that the mass media
h’flve been forged out of the capitalist relations of production under-
Pinning society. Essentially, Marx argued that the economic base has
defined the ideological superstructure. In Marx’s analysis of capitalism,
the bourgeoisie’s control over the proletariat has been defined by its
ability to shape the ideology. The neo-Marxist critique has descended
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the dominant ic_ieology. As Richard Collins comments:

from the theory of false consciousness and the basic belief that capit-
alism not only owns the means of production, but the cultural means
of production. In The German Ideology Marx commented:
which has the means for material production at its disposal has con-
trol at the same time over the production and distribution of the ideas
of their age.”® Thus, traditional Marxists have argued that capitalism
no longer simply owns the means of production, but also controls the
superstructure through ownership of the media. The public sphere has
become an arena for class domination in which elites disorganize their
opposition through ideological indoctrination. Therefore, the media was
straightforwardly seen 10 have been structured, controlled and located
within the dominant framework of class interests. As Jean Seaton and

“The class

The . .. {Marxist) - .. school . . . sees the media primarily not as a re-
straint on rules but in effect, as their servant. Thus in modern Britain,

x shogid be reganded as an agent of consens
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s or artitudes which are not of their making nor neces-

Media ownership is a key element in the mental domination of the
capitalist class over the working classes. The mass media’s politics are
determined by a concentration of capital and the tightening grip of
multinationals. However, thire is 1o single Marxist approach 10 the
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Marxist would state that the direct intervention of a press baron like
Lord Beaverbrook produced a particular editorial outlook. However,
Marx commented that journalistic freedom (of which he had first
hand experience as a reporter for the New York Daily Tribune) was
constrained due to the economic pressure produced under capitalism,
regardless of direct ownership. This manifested itself through the ex-
pansion of stock companies and corporations. The owners invariably
left the running of the companies to business managers. Therefore
ownership was not directly comparable to control.

Ownership has also received criticism from arguments concerning
managerial revolution and professionalism. James Burnham argued in
The Managerial Revolution that the development of capitalism on the
lines of the Stalinist corporate state had produced an elite of apparat-
chiks. Through their administrative status they exercised control. Power
was essentially more diffuse and organized at an allocative level. For
example, the BBC is a publicly owned institution run by a managerial
elite, dominated by peer professionalism where power operates at a
commissioning or producer level and is funded for non-profirmaking
purposes.® In response, medern media political economists, suchas
Reter Golding and Graham Murdeck, are critical of this i interpretation.
First, they argtf§"Marx mdacted ﬂm mompohnuon would occur
Second, to m o tlu_ Nip ;

- mis @ comtmmd by pmﬁt‘-mahng u Even pub-
lic semce broadcastmg cannot operate outside the context of capital-
ism as it has to compete for audiences and is placed under political
pressure to utilize the licence fee.

Golding and Murdock demonstrate that greater concentrations of
ownership, media diversification, conglomeration and imperialism have
emerged. In effect, 2 new form of empire-building has evolved.*® For
instance, Rupert Murdoch’s News International has a variety of multi-
media interests and involves itself in newspapers, satellite broadcast-
ing, films and book publishing. Most recently, Murdoch has moved
to tap the potentially lucrative markets in China and the Asian sub-
continent through his purchase of Star Television.

The history of the modern communications media, therefore, is not
only an economic history of their growing incorporation into a capit-
alist system, but also E po&t}ctl history ‘of their incréasing centrality
"0-the exercise. of citizenship.'In relation to this argument, the mass
media have been employed as agents of control over the full demo-
Cratic process of citizenship. The media are part of the information-
Cultural complex with close ties to the government. Therefore, they
are integrated into the political elite and remain generally supportive,
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ideology by industrializing the cultural practices, defining the debate
and manipulating the audience.”

In his influential work, The Structural Tramfonnarzon of the Public
Sphere, the critical theorist Jirrgen H ; aas provided a concrete
demonstration of this abstract. He dijiied diat the public sphere (the
space between the state and the publ:c in which mass communications
operated) had'R e b i the interests of the bour-

¢.52 Habermas demonstrated that the media’s democratic function
eroded from the eighteenth century, in which the press was dominated
by individual rationality, into the period of mass political power. In
the 1700s, the press acted as a medium through which private opin-
ions could be wansformed into public opinions. The public benefitted
by having access to free discussion and participation from equal par-
des, thereby enabling a collective, rational arena for debate to emerge
to influence public policy and criticize governments. Thus, the media
expedited the political process by reorganizing the private citizen into
a collective public body through different opinions:

The economic independence provided by private property, the critical
reflection fostered by letters and novels, the flowering of discussion in
coffee houses and salons and, above all, the emergence of an independ-
ent, market-based press, created a new public engaged in critical polit-
ical discussion. From this was forged a reason-based consensus which
shaped the direction of the stare.”

However, as monopoly capitalism emerged the press. became dom-
inated by corporatism, advertising and ownership. 19 pablic dis-
contrsé was. overtidden by power politics in which major organizations
negotiated w:th one another and the state, thereby excludmg the public.
In t‘-lmsthﬁ- HOTRA A ] " 'mﬁw-
aliet and divarl ‘was ‘defined 33 'a predigested spectaclé
For Habermas pubhc Oplmon was no longer a process of rational dis-
Course but resulted from the media’s manipulation of publicity and
social engineering.

Althusserian and Gramscian criticisms of the media

Habermas’s view of the public sphere’s decline in the light of en-
¢roaching monopoly capitalism reflects a methodology, common in
critical political economy, which defined ideology as a reflection of the
Production process. Essentially, the ideological superstructure was a
Passive expression of capitalism’s economic base. Stuart Hall has argued
that this notion of class dominance by overt force or ideological com-
Pulsion hid the real complexities of the media’s role:
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One had also to see that dominance was accomplished at the uncon-
scious as well as the conscious level: to see it as a property of the system
of relations involved, rather than as the overt and intentional biases of
individuals in the very activity of regulation and exclusion which func-

tioned through language and discourse.™

Two influential sources directed this approach; Louis Althusser’s ana-
lysis of ideology which focused on how the superstructure was necessary
to the base’s existence and Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony.”
These ideas challenged the materialist perspective.
First, traditional Marxist analysis failed to explain how social agents,
such as the media, operated 2s ideological actors to create false con-
sciousness. Althusser rejected the base/superstructure model by employ-
ing the concept of the social formation. This comprised three practices
— the economic, the political and the ideological. Although economic
determination occurred in the last instance, capitalism’s contradic-
tions never took a pure form. Althusser’s idea of structure in domin-
ance meant that whilst the economic remained a key organizing societal
principle, it was not necessarily the dominant one during a particular
historical period. In feudalism the political sphere was predominant.
However, the dominant practice in a social formation was dependent
on the economic production’s specific form: “The economic is the de-
terminant in the last instance, not because the other instances are epi-
phenomena, but because it determines which practice is dominant.”
This economic determination in the last instance suggested that other
social practices were relatively autonomous and had a specific effect.
Therefore, ideology which is ‘a system (with its own logic and rigour)
of representations (images, myths, ideas or concepts)’ was not an ex-
pression of the economic base,’”’ but a practice in itself. As economic
practices cransformed raw materials into a product through channel-
ling human labour by determinate means (production), ideological

nsform the individual’s lived relations to the social

practices could tra
formation. Ideology existed to dispel the contradictions of lived experi-
information. It represented

ence by presenting false, but seemingly true,
capitalism as a totally coherent system lacking any internal conflict.
Althusser contended it was at the ideological level that the repro-

duction of the entire capitalist system was secured. Ideology was 2

concrete social process embodied in material institutions entitled ‘ideo-

logical state apparatus’. These included the family, school, church and
the media. They reproduced ideology in a manner which stressed cap-
d inevitable. Thus, Althusser produced 2

italism as being natural an
theory to demonstrate how the media presented an ideological mean-

ing of the world by providing an imaginary picture of real conditions,
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thereby concealing exploitation.

The media offered citizens a position
in which they misrecognized th

emselves as free and discriminating:

Put simply, if capitalism is to survive as an ongoing system, then cor-

nciled both to the class structure

which they occupy. They must be
induced to ‘live’ their exploitation and oppression in such a way that

they do not experience or represent to themselves their position as one
in which they are exploited and oppressed,’®

Second, this critique of base-sy
forced by the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci’

instance, it defined apparently common sense values which were a
form of ideological indoctrination. Further, the ruling class constantly
struggled to retain its hegemony over the proletariat. Therefore, al-
though the media formally allowed for a contestation of ideas between
political and social groups, through linguistic codes, concepts, chains
of association and common sense values, the ruling classes’ interests
were perpetuated: ‘Put another way, the media’s informational role
is never purely informational; it is also a way of arbitrating berween
the rhetorical claims of rival interests ~ in a form that has an indirect
outcome in terms of the allocation of resources and life opportunities
between different social groups.’* .

Finally, the political economist perspective defined ideology which
is concrete, identifiable and materialist by referring it to conscious-

ness which cannot be identified. Critics have suggested that ideology

did not emerge from an ephemeral consciousness bur from the mater-

ial world. Therefore, ideclogy was not a product of consciousness,
as ideological forms are the producers of consciousness: ‘Rather than

eing regarded as the product of forms of consciousness whose con-
tours are determined elsewhere, in the €conomic sphere, the signifying
Systems which constitute the sphere of ideology are themselves viewed
as the vehicles which the consciousness of social agents is produced,’®

The hegemonic theory of the media differed from the classic Marx-
ist and political-economist arguments through its appreciation of ideo-
logy’s grearer independence from the economic base.® Therefore, it
focused less on economic or structural determinants of class-based ideo-
logy, but more on the media’s content. It stressed how ideology created
its own forms of expression and signification, and was a mechanism

Which invaded and shaped the consciousness of its compliant victims
(mainly the proletariat);




26 Political Theories of the Mass Media

Ideology, in the form of distorted definition of reality and a picture of
class relationships or, in the words of Althusser (1971), ‘the imaginary

relationships of individuals to their real conditions of existence’, is not

dominant in the sense of being imposed by force by ruling classes, but
is a pervasive and deliberate cultural influence which serves to interpret

experience of reality in a covert and consistent manner.

Conclusion: The Political Position of the Mass Media

This chapter has outlined some of the theories concerning the media’s
political position in liberal-democratic states. These have inciuded:
arguments for a free press and broadcasting system; critiques from re-
visionist press historians, anti-statist and market-liberal advocates for
greater independence in broadcasting; and various Marxist perspect-
ives focusing on the media as agents for social control. From these
viewpoints we may ascertain that WWWM tse medig is
Gistested and debatabie. Underpinning all these critiques is an assump-
tion that the media can not occupy an autonomous positon so long
as the press and broadcasters sirnultaneously attempt 10 remain public
watchdogs whilst being political actors.

It should be noted that these theories have been challenged by more
recent developments in the academic debate and the changing media

i

o jon of images from which no objective gmﬂ:r Ah can
be Jean Baudrillard has contended that there
has been an implosion between the virtual and reality, so that hyper-
reality defines people’s thinking, discourse and view of the world. This
has coincided with new developments in transmission technology, the
greater globalization of the media economy and a changing role for
media owners within national and international political affairs. There-

fore ndw:firt s Of statecralt have emergec 1o O3 e traditional

into question the press and the broadcaster’s position as public watch-
dogs, as widening technological diffusion and greater concentration of
media ownership have started to force a rethink over the media’s role.

Throughout the following chapters we shall assess, analyse and
explain how media institutions have been developed, principally in
Britain, and test the applicability of some of the above media theories.
Tt is our aim to explore the political and philosophical implications of
the changing communications landscape as reformed policy agendas
develop, new technologies become domestically available and there is
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ure of a greater globalization of the media economy. Therefore, the struc-
gn ar}i rure underpinning this approach will be conditional on several major
is no .

ns:
:s, but questo
-erpret

o What type of media system has existed in Britain throughout the years
and how and why did it evolve in such a manner?

» In what ways has it been understood to operate and what criticisms have
been levelled at it?

:dia « To what extent have the criticisms been justified and how has the system
responded?

nedir ' « Have certain ideological, philosophical and political positions dominated
Juded: the discourse?

>m re- o What has been the role of political actors, legislators and policy-makers?

e What shifts are beginning to occur and what will they mean to our under-

tes for standing of the mass media in Britain and the world?

:sper'\ e What appropriate new paradigms can be employed in order to under-
1 tk?es.c stand the mass media in the future?

1edia is e To what extent has the concept of the citizen been replaced by the
ssump- consumer?

o long
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